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PREVIOUSLY IN THE WIND AT OAK HOLLOW
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On the surface, the Ganwins are a typical family. They tease, laugh, and work on their little farm in the tranquil village of Na-ir. They are an accepted part of the community.

All is well, until their secrets begin to unravel.

Messa, called Mother, is a priestess of a mysterious, decimated tribe known as the Erutani. Nojhi, also called Father, is a gruff giant, more suited to soldiering than farming. Their eldest son, Natsir, looks much like his father, but he has a softer soul and a deep connection with water and animals. Marl... Well, Marl is the baby of the family—spoiled, crude, and wild. He’s also the fulfillment of a Wanderer prophecy that the spirits of Wind, Earth, and Water are most invested in.

Wind does everything she can to win Marl’s favor, but he grows up restless and refuses to behave. At twenty, he falls for a refugee from Selcovi named Hereu, a shepherdess whose father hates the Erutani race. To protect her sons, Messa is forced to show her talents with fire, healing, and mind reading. Reminded of his dark past as a general, Nojhi tries to divert Marl with a bejeweled sword.

Despite warnings and distractions, Marl continues to sneak around with Hereu at a place they call Oak Hollow. Even so, the girl has a stabilizing effect and Marl takes on an apprenticeship with the healer, Etutsa. Wind uses a story from the old healer to trick Marl into accepting his fate. He submits to her seductive magics because they might make him a better healer.

Natsir is not so reckless. He takes his time to woo Chieftain G’Nirac’s daughter, Para, and tends the farm while Messa deals with a sudden pregnancy and Nojhi and Marl constantly bicker. He does not realize how far Marl has gone into Wind's teachings until his brother feigns suicide.

Marl takes advantage of the chaos to marry Hereu in secret. They settle into a busy routine that includes Wind’s demands. Marl pretends everything is normal and focuses on his work, but Etutsa allows depression to get the better of him and he abruptly retires.

Wind convinces nervous Marl that he must fully submit to the prophecy if he is to be of any use as a husband and healer. At Oak Hollow, he discovers that he is the Spirit of Fire and enhances his abilities. On this strange night, Hereu nearly dies trying to save him from himself and Marl’s blue eyes begin to glow.

Nojhi goes stir-crazy without his sons and spends time with Etutsa drinking. They act like naughty children in town and are confronted by G'Nirac for making plans for a pending war. Embarrassed, Nojhi shouts things he doesn’t really mean.

Now fearful of the Wind, Marl forces Hereu to stay with Natsir and Para while he works. Bored with sewing, Hereu runs off to look for Para’s missing scissors. At the chieftain's house, they witness Para's brother, Lufnis, and his accomplice Rej plotting. When they are discovered, Hereu is accidently killed by her old friend and Lufnis’s nervous wife, Eurgi. Lufnis murders G'Nirac when the chieftain intervenes and has his sister tied up in the stables while he figures out how to hide his treachery. Natsir finds her with Rej and he and Para are forced to leap on horseback from a cliff to escape the huntsman.

When Nojhi goes back to the house to apologize to G’Nirac, he finds the bodies. He is accused of their murder and tied to the pillar in the center of town. Tyrc, captain of the king's guard and a villain from the Ganwins’ past, enters the square and tries to arrest Nojhi and his family.

Still mourning Hereu, Marl creates a wall of fire and helps the innocents to run. Worried his son might do himself harm, Nojhi tries to follow him. Tyrc captures Nojhi and drags him off to Selcovi.

Marl goes to the meadow to attempt suicide, but Wind won't let him die. When he hears his father is captured, he finds Messa and rescues Natsir and Para from the river. They discuss their next steps.

All signs point to a plot that is bigger than patricide. The Ganwins decide to rescue Nojhi in Selcovi and go to Etutsa’s friends in Thronren for help.

Messa is nervous as they set off in the dark. She wants her husband back, but she knows she's playing into the spirits' hands. Wind, Earth, and Water keep a close watch as the humans leave Na-ir. They are pleased the Wanderer is off to meet his destiny.

The Ganwins have lost everything for the sake of fate. Or so it seems...

PRAISE FOR THE WIND AT OAK HOLLOW

2nd Place Winner in the 2023 Firebird Book Awards for Dark Fantasy

3rd Place Winner in Fantasy in the 2023 Outstanding Creator Awards

Finalist in Epic/High Fantasy for the 2023 American Fiction Awards

“Little House on the Medieval-Fantasy Prairie”

Outstanding Creator Awards

“The book has depth, amazing world building and focus on family, friends, love, magic, spirits and personal character growth. It has multiple POV's which genuinely is a charm to this book and life in Na-ir. I love each and every character so, so much!! I can't wait to continue in book 2!" 

Once Upon a Review, Goodreads

“Diving into this book was actually finding a hidden gem. Marl's adventure in the village of Na-ir was a rollercoaster – with unique abilities, complicated relationships, and a prophecy that kept me intrigued. And aw the world-building - it was like stepping into a dreamscape where spirits molded destinies and hidden forces shaped fates.”

Onemorechap Reviews, Goodreads

“The village and its inhabitants are painted with vivid strokes, creating a rich tapestry of community dynamics and individual quirks. The intricacies of the relationships between Marl, his family, and the villagers add depth to the narrative, making it easy for readers to become emotionally invested in their fates. The author's world-building expertise shines through as they create a realm where elemental forces and human lives are intimately intertwined.”

Read with Emilee Reviews, Instagram
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Three daughters of the Sun and Moon twirl in a copse of birch on the lonely road to Selcovi. Their thoughts as grave as their spirits bright.

The humans they watched over were grieving and scared. There was nothing they could do to comfort them. The sisters had been the direct cause of their torment.

***
[image: ]


Messa could hear her adult sons’ minds chattering in the darkness.

The escape from the village of Na-ir had been horrendous. Hours of tramping and heavy breathing had left blisters on her feet and thighs and a nagging, dull ache in her hips.

Her unborn daughter, Tilran, was enjoying the ride. Messa struggled to keep her balance as the child bounded through her abdomen like a deer. Acrid bile rose up Messa’s throat causing her to cough and sputter.

Natsir and Marl stopped plotting and turned, their shadowed, apprehensive features only visible from the glow of Marl’s enchanted blue eyes.

Natsir’s young wife, Para, thumped gentle hands against Messa’s back. She should be the one with heart burn and aches, Messa thought bitterly.

“Are you well, Mother?” Natsir was being polite, but there was deception behind those green eyes. He lied so infrequently, it was obvious; Messa knew that twitch to his cheek. “Perhaps it would be best if we offered you assistance.”

“Yes,” Marl agreed. “I think you’ve strained yourself to the point of dangerous.”

Still feeling the sting in her throat, Messa coughed again. “Be honest, my sons. It’s not my well-being that concerns you. I’m slowing you down.”

“Of course not!” Marl tapped his fingers on the golden hilt of his father’s sword at his hip.

Messa gave him an ice-blue stare for the lie.

“Oh, all right. I checked on Father and they’ve left Mirot. He’s still alive, but weak. I can’t see into Captain Tyrc’s mind, but if his haste is any indication, he’s looking forward to his return home.”

“We’d better hurry.” The last of their company, the old healer Etutsa, rubbed his sore feet and petted a spotted kitten named Destroyer of Lizards that had insisted on coming with them. “Nojhi’s probably lost a lot of blood, and a hay cart can’t be ideal for one so injured. If your sons have a plan to speed things up, you might want to listen to it, Messa.”

The priestess turned her glare on the healer. He shrank back, clutching the cat as a shield to his chest.

The younger men approached the women cautiously. “We must move faster, Mother,” Natsir offered gently. “Either we leave you here or...”

“I’m going!” Messa hissed. “I’m not weak. There were many times I saved your father from destruction. I won’t wait aimlessly when the man I love is in danger.”

“Good.” Marl dropped their supplies. “Are you of the same mind to continue, Para?”

The redhead nodded.

Two brothers looked to each other and smiled.

“Right! Let’s go.” Marl rushed at Para and lifted her over his shoulder.

She shrieked and flailed as she was forced north across the woods. “Natsir! Help!”

Blue light from magical eyes flit through trees. Father Moon was supplying the rest of the needed light.

“Marl, you can’t treat me like this!” Para shrieked and clawed. “Put me down!”

Natsir blushed and smiled at his mother. One large, able hand stretched out to take hers. “I know it’s not what you want, but nothing right now makes sense. Please trust we’re doing the best we can to reach Father safely.”

Messa sighed and looked ahead on her youngest son and daughter-in-law, still locked in a physical battle of wits. Marl was winning. Para was no match for his strength. Messa was no match for Natsir either. She surrendered a trembling hand to her eldest son and allowed him to position her on his back. It was a more dignified way to be carried, but she felt like a restless child.

Humming to himself, Etutsa placed his kitten friend on his shoulder and took up the discarded pack. “Stop shouting, love. Someone might hear.”

His niece slammed her fists into Marl’s back, demanding to be treated like a lady.

Natsir chuckled as they approached the reckless ones. Messa could feel the rumble from within his muscular back—odd sensations of warmth and presence that felt too much like her husband.

“Marl, she’s my wife, not a sack of beans.”

The Wanderer turned and gave his brother a knowing smirk. “All right, Nat. I’ll pacify your sweetheart.” He deftly removed the girl from his shoulder and threw her across his back. Para squealed, clasping her arms around his neck before he bounded off again.

The old healer trailed behind, surveying the dark forest around them and jumping with each hoot of owl and scurry of mouse. “Para, Marl, please be quiet. The last thing we need is to encounter someone else out here.”

Marl adjusted the lady on his back and winked, one light flashing on and off like a blue firefly dancing through a bush. “Nah. We’re safe. There’s no man around for miles.”

Etutsa gave a hearty sigh of relief.

“There is, however, a disheveled, old woman following us.”

Everyone gasped and quickened their pace.

Messa did some scanning of her own. There was a faint trace of someone darting among the brambles, with black hair streaked ash white and eyes bluer than sky. The determined bent of a withered face was more than enough to make her apprehensive. “Shatter the stars! I know this woman, Marl. For the love of all the holy light in Artnaus, run!”

There was no arguing.

They stopped to watch the bright coming of dawn across the open plains.

“Have we lost that strange, old woman yet?” Para asked. “It worries me she might catch up.”

Marl handed everyone some bread. To Etutsa and Para, he distributed a portion of cold bacon. The Erutani travelers made do with some carrots and parsley. Messa was grateful for the respite, but glad Marl was being conservative. There was still another full day of walking before they reached Selcovi. Para and Etutsa had farther to go.

He caught his mother’s nervous stare and answered her unspoken questions first. Father is still with us. They’re nearing the capital though, and I’m having trouble getting a good fix on his state and their exact location. To the chieftain’s daughter, Marl shoved his hands in his pockets and gave a less-detailed answer. “Nah. I think she’s gone for now.”

This was a lie. The woman had caught up to them, but she was waiting. Messa shivered. She wanted nothing to do with that officious hag.

The spirits have been trying to speak with me all night, Marl admitted. They feel we should all head to Thronren. Nat’s heard them too, but he feels as strongly as I do about saving Father.

Messa scoffed and chomped on her purple vegetable. That woman behind the black oak would rather we do the sister’s bidding, I think. But I’ll not deviate from this course either.

Marl scowled. He already knew of her resolve to go into Selcovi with them, and he supported it, but they hadn’t told Natsir of the plan. “We should keep moving. If we hurry, we might make the crossroads by nightfall.”

The hours thereafter blurred into fragments. They crossed a small stream and trudged upward into flat mesas spotted with groves of brush and trees.

Messa's head spun and she struggled to breathe in the thinner air. She tripped over rocks. Natsir scooped her up on his back and begged her to rest. The Blessed Unknowing crept onto her and washed darkness over her resolve to remain conscious. It was a fitful and unfriendly place to be, her mind.

A great wailing forced open her eyes to a crimson scene. Messa concentrated on the form and the noise, willing her unhappy body to rise. She was now supported by a small patch of newly sprung clover. A familiar aroma that could only be described as green awakened the rest of her senses.

Para’s sobbing form came into focus. “Please. Come with us to Thronren. Why should we have to be apart now?”

Natsir acknowledged his mother with anxious eyes, a birch against his back. He was turned away from his wife. One hand relentlessly tore his hair. “The decision is final. You’ll go with your uncle.”

“Para, you know you’re the only one who saw what Lufnis did. Etutsa won’t be able to gather the help we need without your witness.” Marl placed a hand on his sister-in-law’s shoulder. “I don’t plan on leaving Nat in Selcovi. He has powers, too. In fact, I’m certain he can fly after the stunt he pulled at the cliffs.”

Natsir grunted.

“We’ll meet up with you once Father is safe.”

Para snorted and folded her arms. “Surviving the cliff was the spirits’ doing. You don’t need my Natsir. What use will he be while you use your magic to do impossible things? He’ll only be in your way.”

Marl’s face went white and he looked apologetically to his brother. Green eyes blinked back large tears, but the great man remained silent by the tree.

His wife folded into herself. “I’m sorry, Nat. I didn’t mean...”

Natsir wiped at his tears before coughing into his sleeve and offering a hand to his lover. The strength in his grip silenced her instantly.

“All right. I’ll go without you,” she conceded. “He’s your father; I’ve no right to keep you from him.” Para leapt into his arms. “I want him back safely, too.”

Natsir gave her a tender kiss before directing her to her uncle. She reluctantly took the healer’s hand.

Marl winked at them. “Don’t worry, sister. You’ll have Destroyer with you. There’s nothing better than a cocky kitten to talk to on a boring walk north.”

The chieftain’s daughter made a face.

Marl leapt into her arms and lifted her off the ground in a massive hug. “I promise. I’ll bring Nat back to you without a scratch.”

Etutsa leaned into his niece and gave her curly head a kiss. “Don’t fret, love. There’s a road that leads from the northern edge of Selcovi straight to Thronren. They might catch up to us before we even reach my friend’s cottage.”

Marl grinned and tossed the pack at Etutsa. Arthritic but able hands gently guided the tearful, redheaded woman down the path without a word. Natsir didn’t watch them go.

“I know that was difficult, sweetheart.” Messa pulled her wobbling body to a stand. “None of us would think less of you if you stayed with Para.”

Natsir’s head snapped abruptly to the side—a determined, stubborn glare she usually saw in his father. There was no need to press the issue further.

“I understand.” Messa took his hand. He squeezed affectionately before trudging off.

Marl skipped down their path, stopping only to survey the area. He snorted when they neared a field abloom with lupines. There’s a problem we still haven’t addressed. He winked and cocked his head at a birch grove to their left. Should we call out the bitch on our own terms?

Messa tried not to giggle. Giving that woman a fright was delicious enough to make her giddy. They were going to have to confront her eventually; it was better to get it over with.

Marl snickered. Two long, slender feet tapped on the ground. Wake up, sleepyheads. Could you do us a favor?

A parliament of owls popped from their dark hollows. Fifty speckled, brown-feathered creatures made for the birch grove.

There was a great shout as the woman fell from a tree and ran, hands over her head. But the little owls were doing more damage to her ankles. She slammed into Marl and landed with a thud.

Their task for the Wanderer complete, the golden-eyed birds trilled, rustling their cropped but ample plumage. They bobbed and disappeared back into their underground sanctuaries.

Marl gave the woman a kind hand. She grunted as she picked twigs and leaves from her unkempt hair and flaxen clothing.

Messa composed her mirth and clapped smooth hands over her stomach. She was determined to confront her past with more grace than she’d left it.

“Hello, Mother.”
​
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He woke to a putrid sensation, dominating his sanity and his intestinal tract. It took strength to even grimace, and a slight head turn to the side was an ill-conceived attempt to escape the strange smell. One leg burned viciously from the strain. Tyrc’s arrow had done considerable damage, and it was only a matter of time before the festering wound took him to oblivion.

Nojhi fought back tears, ashamed to be wishing for the rescue of death. Sore, green eyes opened to meet the coming of his end, but the guard of the Stars' Passageway wasn’t there—not unless he was a young man with a yellow handkerchief tied around his nose and mouth.

It took some effort and the biting of his tongue, but Nojhi was able to turn his head in the other direction without screaming. He instantly regretted this. On the other side of the hay cart were empty eyes—numerous bodies like ragdolls floating above the ground on thin ropes fastened to barren branches. Some had been on display for moons; others couldn’t have yet been cold.

There was no doubt now where the smell originated; death was never subtle. This was something worse than dying. The poor souls hanging from the Moon Tree were exacting appropriate revenge for their murder.

Nojhi vomited bitter bile into his shoulder. No wonder G’Nirac had been adverse to him entering the city. The old man had seen the warning fruit and knew there was no reasoning with ones this inhumane.

The youth looked down and placed a finger to the cloth where his lips should’ve been. When the cart stopped, so did the boy, standing to full, frightened attention.

The sound of horse hooves heralded the arrival of black eyes full of badly concealed hate. “You are a strong one, aren’t you, Hama. You should've bled to death by now. What do you think of the baubles hanging from our tree?” Captain Tyrc waved theatrically to the Moon Tree and chuckled like a man introducing his wayward children.

The old general tried to kick his tormentor’s horse, hoping to spook the animal into knocking down its abdominal rider. A fresh line of pain shot through Nojhi’s left side like another arrow.

The horse only blinked. The captain laughed. “This is my city now, Hama, and I keep order. Traitors and thieves don’t last long.”

He snapped his fingers and two other young men approached the hay cart. In their trembling hands was a black blanket meant for horses. The blanket was draped over Nojhi like a shroud.

“Don’t worry, old friend. I remember how special everyone thought you were. Your body will be given a place of honor in the center of the city, where all can watch your magnificence rot.”

In a stronger state, Nojhi would’ve mocked the man, coaxing him into a fight, but it didn’t matter now. Strength was useless. More tears pushed from his tired eyes as the hay cart rumbled to motion again.

Tyrc shouted with menacing mirth over the creak of wheels and the clod of hooves. “Welcome home, Hamnojhina. Everyone’s been waiting for you.”

The gates of Selcovi opened with a sharp clack akin to the slice of an ax on wood.

The straw-haired general watched through a blessed hole in the blanket, willing his neck and gaze to stay fixed on the tiny window to his old home.

It hadn’t changed. There was still energy to the place, wildness trying to appear tame and respectable between plastered walls and narrow streets.

Brown maidens skipped to lively fifes and drums as they passed the cart, the bravest of them casting eyes at the young guardsmen before dancing away in coral-colored dresses to create some mischief with someone less reputable—most likely the minstrels.

Flashes of color and sound were dizzying, but the occasional aroma of roasted pheasant or bread rising from some nearby oven were divine. It reminded Nojhi of Na-ir and made him yearn for his only true home.

The cart headed northward past the emblematic Sun Tree in the center of the city. How ancient and sturdy this cypress was! From its shadowed boughs one could perch and hide from the Great Mother’s relentless, warm light, or steal kisses when fathers were on the prowl.

In times of loss and reflection, Nojhi had always found her comforting. She didn’t pass judgment as she watched the city flow like water around her base. He was heartbroken when her rough, brown trunk was all he could see through the frayed hole, her green boughs of spring hidden by blackness. He was forced to roll his eyes back into his head and concentrate on precious memories from boyhood—giggles, dewy leaves, and a sweeping view of the city.

Blessed respite was interrupted by the jolt of wood underneath him. Nojhi came back to the present in a panic, feeling the powerful sting of his wound and ones to come like a fist to the jaw. There was no need to look out of the blanket; Ril’s mighty tower was looming overhead.

Blackness slipped from Nojhi’s body, exposing his moist skin to an awakening chill.

Tyrc had vanished. It didn’t matter. The northern gates weren’t far, but Nojhi was too weak to run.

“Can’t believe this cur is the illustrious General Hama,” one young man scoffed. “We were always told you were handsome and fierce, a great charismatic presence. But look at you! Such a disgrace!”

The other two guards snorted and jabbed at the arrow wound. Nojhi hissed. The boys smiled and dragged him off the cart by his ankles. He landed with a thud into the dirt, too injured to even manage a noise of agony. Well-shod feet landed firmly on his chest, head, and legs.

Their laughter and jeers broke at the sound of a commanding tenor. “Hey! Get off of him.” The boy with the yellow handkerchief—now securely in his jacket pocket—stepped out of the tower carrying metal shackles. “He’s just an old man.”

Nojhi hummed with bitter amusement, feeling the dull ache of a bruised rib. It was the first time he’d ever accepted that fact with grateful humility.

“Would you want someone treating your father that way?”

“My father was never a traitor,” barked the boldest of the boys, kicking dirt over the arrow wound. “Or a coward. Why do you care? He’s going to die anyway.”

The kind one growled and tossed the shackles at them. “Get him inside, idiots!” Metal slapped against Nojhi’s wrists and ankles.

The trip under the tower to the dungeons was dark and agonizing. The boys had to drag the old man to his cell, jarring his uneasy body against the stones and metal bars. At the base of the staircase, one of them joked, “It’ll be easier to bury the brute. By then his body will be in pieces!”

Nojhi tried not to think on this as he fell to the wet, stone floor and the door slammed behind him.

A familiar, aged face, brown and kindly, rose up from deep shadow to greet him. “Hama? Is it you?”

The trembling body couldn’t answer; it slipped into a fitful unknowing.

Chains beat against stones. “Look what they've done to you. Please don’t be dead, brother.”

There was a gentle, cool pressure on his eyelids. Another prisoner was examining him in the near darkness. Nojhi made a deliberate effort to respond, but he only blinked.

Filthy nails slid down the length of his long torso and across his thigh to the spot where Tyrc's arrow still festered. The old general trembled as fingers and chains pressed against the wound, fracturing a great swatch of crusted blood and searing overtaxed veins with white-hot energy.

“Sorry,” the man mumbled, biting down on the cracked skin of his lips.

More pressure was applied and the shaft of the arrow snapped in agonizing precision.

“Oh Hama! After all these suns? The spirits are cruel bitches.” The man tossed the end of the arrow aside and wiped tears from his hairy, world-worn face. “I've seen strong men die of lesser wounds.”

Nojhi stared hard into those wet, brown eyes. This man had once been a loved one—he was sure—but the lines on this face were unrecognizable, and there was distinct gravel in the voice that couldn’t have existed in their younger days. He'd known many in his youth—the orphanage, the work yard, the ranks—but so few had ever called him brother.

Brother? How could I have forgotten the face of my brother?

A man Nojhi had thought was already dead cradled in next to him, leaning his head against his feverish blond skull—ushering him into the afterlife with tears as surely as he’d been there through his childhood. “I'll stay with you until it's over. Forgive me. Forgive me for not finding you sooner.”

The cell door slammed open with the force of a man who enjoyed his position of authority. “There can be no forgiveness for you, Darmoc, either of you.”

Tyrc stepped gingerly inside and smiled at the prisoners as if they were of no more consequence than kittens in a shed. In his hand, a torch glimmered like a small sun, illuminating the ceiling of the cell. He waved his flame like a scepter and motioned for someone else to enter.

“I've brought you a visitor.”

Tyrc winked and shuffled to the side as a shorter man dressed in plain but well-tailored black robes carefully approached. Nojhi would’ve thought it to be his executioner had it not been for the golden coronet nestled in the grey-brown mass of hair.

“What say you, my king? I've found the Ganwins,” Tyrc boasted. “Well, two of them. There are at least two more, black-hairs.” He spat the term out like vomit. “A priestess with child and a powerful seer.” The torch waved over the men to menace them. “And, if my information from Na-ir is correct, there may be another boy who looks much like his father.”

King Rayr flinched. He took the torch and leaned forward. Withered eyes in a weary face stared. “Well done. You've found the most wanted men in Artnaus.” A shaking, ink-smeared hand gave the captain a half-hearted slap on the back. “I didn't think it was possible they were still alive. I commend you, captain.”

Tyrc puffed out proudly and reached for the torch.

“However, it’s useless to chase down the rest of the family. Sons are not their father's sins.” No one knew this fact better than Rayr Ithern. “The priestess is of no consequence to us, and depriving her of her boys would be cruel, especially now.”

Nojhi sighed into his brother’s lap. This was Rayr's gesture of kindness, the fruits of their old friendship. At least his death wouldn’t mean greater sorrow for his family.

Tyrc sputtered. “Forgive me, sire, but if you'd seen what that seer could do, you wouldn’t be so complacent. Many of my men are badly burned from a skirmish with that black-haired brute. He's exceedingly dangerous.” There was pure fear in the warrior's voice; it echoed off of the stones.

Nojhi tried not to snort—as if he even could—though his pride was greater than any man in Artnaus. My boy would make an excellent king! What a world it would be!

Rayr laughed lightly. “Oh, come now. If the Erutani were so terrifying, they would have exacted revenge on us long ago. They have every right. I suspect your boys are burned because they’re inept and untested. They should be better trained before their inexperience catches up to them.”

Tyrc's jaw fell open.

The king held up the torch and scowled. “This is an order. Leave them alone. If they do us no harm, there's no reason for us to do them any. Now, please go outside. I've waited thirty suns to speak to them.”

The captain took a deep breath and bit back the insubordinate remark on his tongue before marching out of the cell and slamming the door behind him.

“Must be hard for him to accept another's authority. Right, Hama?” Rayr smiled brightly and placed the torch in a sconce on the wall.

Darmoc fell in closer to his brother's immobile body, sheltering all he had left to love.

The king placed a tender hand on the prisoner's back. “They tell me you've become a highway man, that you killed someone near Thronren suns ago. Is this true?”

The prisoner didn’t answer, but sad eyes fixed on the stones.

“A pity. I can’t help you then, my friend. I had hoped I could set you free, but crimes like theft and murder aren’t easily forgiven. You've caused much suffering to my people.”

Darmoc jerked his head up, hissing. Of all men in the room, it was certain he had known much suffering. His hands clutched Nojhi's shoulder. “I don’t want your mercy. It's too late, Rayr.” He shuffled with his chains. “I'd rather die with Hama than live knowing I betrayed him.”

A well-manicured hand reached out to stroke Nojhi's bangs. “I understand. I still love this man as much as you. But I can’t stay his execution even if I wanted to. It's already underway.” He pointed to the broken shaft protruding from the thigh. “There’s no saving him. Tyrc's marksmanship is impeccable.”

Darmoc scoffed. “Ha! Should be. Hama and I taught him!”

Rayr shook his head. “He may already be gone.”

Nojhi was still alive, though blackness was trying to settle into his mind. Two green eyes blinked and tears poured out like mountain streams.

Rayr started in the firelight and leaned in closer. This time Darmoc didn’t protest. “Hama! You there?”

The old general moaned and both men smiled.

“Bless you, my friend. You don't give up easily, do you?” The king cradled Nojhi's scruffy cheek with one hand and wept, letting his tears wash a sunburned brow. “I want to forgive you, Hama. I would’ve given you my kingdom, so much did I love and admire you. My father should burn eternally for the offenses he committed on his own people, but far greater still were the wrongs on his children.”

Nojhi tried to reach out, to take his old friend's hand, but he couldn't get his soul to lift his body. Nothing was as it should be. Infection spread through Nojhi's chest—pain like a thousand whips.

“After you left, Enisnus and I were terrified. He accused us daily of aiding in your escape. There were threats to have us executed as well, but I'm afraid someone else paid that price for us.” Horror returned to the walnut stare. “You need to know... before you die...”

Darmoc placed a hand on Rayr’s leg. “Don’t say it. Damn it. Let him go in peace.”

The king shook his head. “He’ll meet him at the stars' gates. I must say this. Enisnus bore you a son, Hama, a golden-headed child so precious it broke my heart.”

A sudden burst of joy pushed back the heat and sting of impending death. Nojhi struggled within himself to move. One finger twitched. I have another son. Where is he?

Great tears fell down the king's face and onto his chest. “I tried to stop him. Please believe me. But no bastard son of a traitor was going to have a claim to his throne. Ril tossed the child out a window... and Enisnus into the Wastes.”

How could he? His grandchild? Nojhi spasmed, fighting what couldn’t be reversed. Bile festered within.

“You shouldn’t have told him!” Darmoc screamed.

The king didn’t respond. Black robes rose off the dusty, damp floor. He stepped outside, abandoning the torch. “Tyrc! Leave them both in this cell. Hama's nearly gone, but treat Darmoc with respect until he passes as well.”

There was a silent pause wherein the captain was surely grinding his teeth.

“Don’t tell Enisnus about this. I want to spare her renewed sorrow.”

“Yes, of course, my king.”

The keys at Tyrc’s hip jingled incessantly as Rayr climbed his father’s tower and disappeared with the clank of another heavy door.

There was much mumbling and shuffling before the cell opened again. Two young men entered carrying a burlap bag and some rope. Tyrc followed the guards in. “Take him to the tree.”

“No!” Darmoc stood, stumbling with the weight of his chains. “Rayr commanded you to leave us. I heard him!”

Tyrc laughed and shoved one of his nervous boys forward.

“You’d risk disobedience to your king?”

The captain snatched the bag from the other guard’s hands. “Oh, Darmoc, after what you did to me on those cliffs, do you think I’d let you live? No. You heard his highness; I have inept guards. And, like you, they’re about to make a tragic mistake.” He tossed the bag over Darmoc’s head and chuckled. A large smile pushed hard cheeks into black eyes. “Take him around the city, not through the center. Make sure no one sees you.”

The boys tied the rope to the chains and dragged Darmoc out of the cell. He moaned and fought, but youth was stronger than his experience and age.

Nojhi wept in his uselessness, knowing the only hope he could hold on to now was that he would meet Darmoc at the gates soon. He tried to think on others he might meet at the end of this spiritual journey. Forgiving G’Nirac, sweet Hereu, Roone—there were so many he longed to see and to hold. His parents? His lost child? That would be a blessed gathering!

No longer fearful, the body of Hamnojhina Ganwin decided it wasn’t altogether a bad thing to release his soul.

Tyrc’s voice was no more authoritative than a whisper on his ears. “I’d hoped to make an example of you, Hama. I suppose I can be content with your...” Taps in the corridor stiffened the captain into silence.

“There you are, love.” This pleasurable voice was familiar. Elation swept over Nojhi. Perhaps his mother had come to greet him at the starry gates. “Why have you made me wait for your company?”

Something pushed deep into Nojhi’s chest. Tyrc’s ankle? The curiosity stayed his soul. Anything that made Tyrc flustered was worth seeing.

“Eni! What’re you doing down here?”

The sing-song voice matched fluid movements. She was tall, but slight, with hair in tight auburn curls—like every other Mlaerian woman, but comelier.

“Where else would I find you, love? You’re always scurrying around here.”

Delicate arms wrapped around Tyrc’s uneasy body. He pushed her back into the cell door as she placed a kiss on his lips.

“You’ve been gone for days. I’m not allowed to welcome you back?”

Tyrc hissed. “Not now, Enisnus!”

Enisnus! Nojhi’s consciousness slammed back into his skin. The agony made him groan.

The Princess of Artnaus stepped through the doorway and gasped. “There’s a man in this cell. What have you done to him, Tyrc?”

The captain guided her by the shoulders. “He’s like any other man in here, Eni. He’s a lawless man and lawless men suffer when they’re caught.”

Enisnus frowned and shoved Tyrc off of her still-lithe body. Age and hardship hadn’t been unkind to her appearance. “You and I have different ideas about criminals!” She pushed away from him and ran to Nojhi’s side. Tender hands cradled his face, wiping at dirt and perspiration. “You’re tall. Few are so fortunate.” A knowing smile creased her lips.

The memory of those lips was enticing. Nojhi felt fortunate to be so incapacitated; he was tempted to kiss her one more time.

“I’m sorry you’ve been treated so roughly. I may have something to help you.” Ignoring the captain’s scoff, the princess tipped the old general’s face up to get a better look. As brown eyes met his green, horror and madness contorted her strong, lovely features. “Ha...Hama?”

Enisnus laid her old lover’s head on the stones and stood, backing slowly out of the cell on trembling legs. Her beautiful mouth hung open.

Tyrc feigned empathy. “I understand your shock, love, but there’s nothing I can do. We wanted to spare you the grief.”

She ran from the cell sobbing.

Tyrc chased after her, slamming the door. “Eni! Enisnus, wait, please! Damn it, woman. Wait!”

Nojhi decided not to linger. His body and mind had endured too much. Timeless rest would be soothing.

One last thought escaped him before everything disappeared. Darken your light, Tyrc.
​
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Marl plodded though sun-splattered countryside, trying to shake relentless nagging. Lupines and daisies were beautiful memories of Hereu, and he clutched tenderly to mementos in his pocket. His heart ached for his lost wife, but Marl endured it solemnly. He’d rather listen to ghosts than the vengeful, old woman behind him.

“Can’t believe these brutes are my grandsons! Daughter, it’s a mistake to go after Hama. If he lives, he’ll only bring you down another path of ruin. Look at what he’s done to you already!”

“What he’s done to me?” Mother settled fists on her pronounced stomach. “Shut up! Leave us alone!” She quickened her step to catch up to Marl. He slipped a protective arm around her and gently guided her pace. Perhaps if they ignored the bitch she would relent and turn away.

The Ganwins looked around the plains fretfully. The spirits were present, but distant.

Thalweg persisted. “You’re a priestess! The spirits called you to their counsel when you were but a child! You were meant for greater things. Why have you chosen to spend your life as the servant of a soldier and his sons?”

Mother stopped midstride. She shook like a bough in a storm. “I’m not a servant!”

Thalweg closed her inexorable mouth and stared at her daughter. Six small lights blinked on and off in a grove of birch some distance away.

Natsir jogged forward from his watch on the rear of the company, green eyes now fixed on Thalweg with an undeniable strength of will. “I’ve heard enough of this ridiculousness. You know nothing about us!” He lifted her up and set her atop a white oak.

The old woman sat still and obedient.

“Your daughter isn’t what you make her out to be. She’s not a servant of anything but the Great Lights. I don’t know much about our people, but Water told me the priesthood is meant to nurture, to leave the world better for those who come after. Mother has done that. She’s loved, nurtured, and been steadfast.”

Thalweg clutched the trunk of the tree and opened her mouth to rejoinder.

The eldest waved a stout fist. “Enough! My mother has nothing to be ashamed of!”

Marl felt the need to add his own input. “Yeah, so darken your light, bitch!”

Mother settled into the grass and giggled.

Thalweg slipped down from the tree with a moan. “You sound like your grandfather. It’s a pity you look like Hama. Your sons are rude and raw, Messa, but they love you deeply. That I can respect. My light is with yours, too, though you don’t acknowledge it.”

Mother hiccupped and clutched her stomach. “You never... gave me reason. I’ve no sympathy for you. Have you forgotten why I’m banished?” With the grace of a queen, she stretched out her hand for assistance. Marl gladly helped her to her feet.

Tears fell from Thalweg's eyes, splattering cloth and wood shoes. Natsir gave her a pat on the back. She started and looked up, smiling. “You’re unsure of your own strength, but you do behave much like my Roone,” she whispered. “He could put up with anything. Bless his light. I regret my anger. But you know our people will never take you back if that man is still with you.”

Mother turned around.

Thalweg sniffled. “For many suns, I listened to your happy soul. I felt your energy on the wind and through the soil and knew you were content. Leaving you to happiness was my gift. But Messa, I heard your soul’s light cry out in the wilderness and I could no longer bear to leave you alone. That pain broke my heart. It was the second time in my life I felt such sadness.”

Mother sobbed and pressed into Marl’s doublet, soaking the bit of their home in his pocket to fine clay. The perfume bottle and the fife pressed painfully into his chest. He didn’t mind. He had some idea of what that sadness must’ve been like.

Natsir shuddered. “What was the first time?”

Thalweg gave both of her grandsons a half smile. “I’ll show you.”

Long, worn fingers motioned for the boys to come nearer. They saw no reason not to be obedient.

Messa Ganwin gasped. “Mother, no!”

Old hands stretched up to touch two halves of a complicated man—heads of light and darkness. Marl and Natsir instantly saw the green forest of the Erutani homeland—Surnow. The army of Selcovi shone in gleaming splendor, jewels situated in tree and bramble casings. In the center was Hama, their father in his youth, upon a white war horse. He sparkled like moonlight with his great golden sword and his silver shield and helm. From the eyes of an Erutani woman, he was indeed a monster worth fearing.

The peaceful tribe was waiting for something. Thalweg turned to an elderly man with kindly sapphire eyes. He was handsome, an older version of his youngest grandson, but his wisdom was most striking. Roone smiled at his wife, stroking her hair before the pounding of hooves interrupted his comforting words.

A blade sliced through Thalweg’s memory and through Roone’s neck. He fell in a lifeless, red heap before his wife could even manage a scream.

So quickly, the peaceful forest was destroyed, her caretakers dispersed by a rush of Mlaerian warriors. Understandably, Thalweg ran.

Marl stepped back and sighed. He’d seen the rest of this before. He gripped the hilt of his father’s weapon; the hard chill was comforting on his sweating palm. “Remind me to smack Vill if we ever see him again. I saw the cur set fire to one of the huts.” He had meant it as a joke, but speaking of his complicated father-in-law only wounded him deeper.

Thalweg’s jaw tightened. “What of Hama’s actions? That sword you caress decapitated your grandfather without provocation and led the charge that destroyed my village.”

There was a long pause.

“My love wasn’t the only family lost. I had another daughter. Your Aunt Corliss and Uncle Ulmer also joined the stars that day. Can you be so forgiving of your father knowing this?”

Marl choked on conflicting emotions as he watched his mother and grandmother cry. Thalweg’s sadness was understandable and her fear was justified. But that stubborn man imprisoned in Selcovi now wasn’t the evil cur the legendary general was reputed to be.

He shrugged. “My father’s named Nojhi. I don’t know this man called Hama. He doesn’t exist anymore.”

Natsir nodded.

Mother jumped into Marl’s arms and gave a grateful squeal.

He turned away from the old woman. “We need to keep moving if we’re going to rescue him. His light is fading fast.”

“Yes. I’m sure Grandfather would agree. He seemed the sort for forgiveness.” Natsir softened his tone as they walked down the path to Selcovi. “May I ask something personal? What did Roone say before he died? It seemed important.”

Grandmother stiffened. “Oh, well, I suppose it was.” She coughed and rubbed her arms. “Roone wasn’t fearful. He told me to trust the spirits. He said that moment was blessed; it would define our people forever.”

“Strange.” Natsir guided the old woman over a gopher hole. “My friend Pilgrim the Cat told me much the same thing before he died.”

A chill tickled up Marl’s spine. He stopped and turned.

Natsir continued. “Only, Pilgrim told me these moments would define our world.”

Brother stared at brother and listened to the apologetic whisper of Wind together. Their destiny still refused to stop following them.

Marl tried not to cry. These moments were about death—regret and sin. Those things had defined him and his family, wounded them, strengthened them too, but he wasn’t certain he was ready to shape anything outside of those struggles. The world was too fragile to be in his safekeeping. Hereu’s cold body was proof.

Without a word, he turned back to the road and marched on to Selcovi.

One wound at a time.

Now that forgiveness had been shown, the women had too much to say to be silent. The brothers kept their mouths firmly shut and their eyes rolling in their heads as they listened. After thirty suns, the conversation was long and awkward.

The remaining villagers of Surnow had decided not to rebuild. There was a new settlement to the west on the shores of a great sea the Mlaerians had no time or will to conquer. They called this place Suil—the hope. Thalweg spoke well of the pretty beaches and shoals, but the Erutani had resorted to living on higher ground, making huts from stone and wood instead of river reeds, some even partaking of meat to survive.

Mother shed tears for the diaspora of her people, but she made no attempt to comfort the woman who walked cautiously beside her. “How’s Darce?”

Grandmother’s eyes brightened. When she wasn’t scowling she looked charming, pretty even in the absence of youth. “Darce has grown into a remarkable man. He’s the Head now and my greatest joy in this world. A woman couldn’t ask for a better grandson.”

Marl gave her a dirty look for the subtle slight and stared at his mother. How was it possible for one woman to have this many secrets?

“What’s a Head?” Natsir asked.

Mother smiled. “It’s what we call our chieftains. We’re a body and we support each other in this life. Had we stayed, you would’ve been the Head. There isn’t a wiser man in Artnaus.”

Natsir blushed and pushed forward. Marl laughed and gave him a slap on the back.

They chose not to listen to the exploits of their older cousin or Mother’s rousing tales of her sweet boys from infancy. Some things were too embarrassing to be relived. Marl focused his energies on amusing Natsir with funny faces, dancing over grass like a large, black cricket.

The terrain sloped. He tripped, landing sideways onto his shoulder.

Natsir shook his head and snickered. Apparently, being the Wanderer hasn’t stopped you from being clumsy.

Marl rubbed the sore spots and the bruises disappeared as quickly as they came. Only his pride wounded, he scoffed, pulling himself up. I can’t help it if I’m lighter on my feet. Not everyone can be giant clomping beasts trampling Earth to their will.

Natsir made a terrible face, brows narrowed and mouth puckered into a strange button. He turned away from his brother. It was a strange reaction. The eldest usually didn’t resort to pouting over trifles.

Oh come on, Nat. You know I’m joking! Marl didn’t want to give up the camaraderie, not when they were so near the city and their unmolded plans. Without Father to cheer him on, he needed his brother to help him be strong and resilient.

I’m proud of my physique, li’l daemon. I’m not disgusted by your silliness—it’s that smell.

Smell? Marl stopped and took in a great breath of the surrounding air. I don’t... One step closer to his brother and he gagged on something foul. Wind forced the putrid sensation down his throat. His eyes watered and his sinuses burned. “What is that?”

A boney hand clasped his arm. “We’ve found Selcovi.”

They slipped up the hill and trembled.

The land had caved in on itself at one point in its ancient development. A capital rose from the center of a giant, natural bowl. The shining, tan city seemed unaware of the great hollow beneath it. Beyond the massive gates were thousands of buildings, plastered and perfect, standing obstinately against the will of time. The dark tower where Father was held captive was visible from the northern edge.

The Wanderer surveyed the territory carefully. On all sides were jagged hills prickled brown-green with groves of trees, hugging the city as firmly as a mother’s arms.

Like a sternum, one road ran up and over a gentle slope and down into the valley. Along this road was a large, strange tree, trimmed with coats, hats, and boots. Bodies still filled the clothing.

“Lights preserve us!” Grandmother wailed. “Is this what they do to their own kind?”

Rage stung Marl’s heart, pestering and nagging him to act. The Mlaerians on the tree were his people, too. A wave of his hand set the horrid ropes ablaze; smoke trailed from the great cypress like the start of a wildfire. The rest of the party gasped as bodies of strangers collapsed one by one to the ground.

“There’s a light among the dead,” he told them. “I doubt it’s Father, but... well, let’s see who it is.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere near that tree.” Natsir’s stoic countenance disappeared. He was trembling, eyes wet and glistening like green leaves in a storm.

“I know, Nat, but we can’t leave this man to die.”

Mother stared down the horrors. “If what I’m seeing is correct, the person can help us.”

They made their way after her and around to the back of the tree. Marl combed through the bodies in the shade. He could still sense the fragile, white light, but, having never known the person, it was difficult to tell in whom it resided. Those in various states of decay were ruled out. The rest had a rose to their cheeks and gloss to their eyes. It was too much for a healer to take.

He fought the urge to be sick and pulled out the little bottle of perfume, tearing a small strip of the bandages he was using to carry Father’s sword. Several drops of patchouli and apple blossom stilled his mind and quieted his fears as he turned corpses under the cypress.

Natsir moved the bodies onto the grass, shaking. Some of the dead are precious wee ones, Marl. He pointed to a petite blond child draped over a jumble of limbs and contorted faces. I could be her father!

Something compelled Marl to stop and stare at the girl. She was precious, barely old enough to learn to bake bread. What sin could she have committed? His heart broke as he took in those empty, green eyes. He jumped from the contorted pile to get a better look. I don’t believe it!

A faint trace of life emanated from that area. But the light they were seeking was male.

“I think he’s under the girl.” Marl scooped her up. She was as cold as Hereu and as blue. “Nat! Take her from me before I drop her!”

Natsir obeyed, but sobbed the moment the child fell into his able arms.

Marl pulled a mangled, brown individual from the fleshy rubble.

“That’s him!” Mother acknowledged. “His name is Darmoc.”

Marl removed the smoldering remnants of the rope and placed careful hands on a broad but lean chest. A few leg and rib bones had broken in the fall from the unfortunate tree, but he would have to attend to them last. Right now, he needed to give this man air and a stronger heartbeat.

He removed the scented shield from his face and huffed a breath of pure light into a mouth smelling of whiskey and porridge. The energy refused to enter the body; instead, it floated around the base of the cypress and dissipated into the air.

“Sun's tits!” He had no choice. The unrefined energy within him needed a vessel in which to exist. Using his hands to revive the heart, Marl quickly planted his mouth against the fading man and exhaled. He jerked back and sputtered, closing the man’s jaw too forcefully. Now there was a cracked tooth to mend.

Grandmother winced. “What’s he doing?”

Mother ignored her.

Marl concentrated on moving the energy through every part of the body, pushing out withered lungs and contracting the heart so the cooled blood circulated. Fractured bones knit and bruises faded. 

Darmoc took a sudden ragged breath on his own. The man groaned and writhed, closing his dried eyes to the glare of sunshine.

Grandmother shrieked. “How... how? That’s impossible! I’ve never seen such power. You’re only a boy. He’s... He’s...”

The Wanderer. Mother sighed. Yes, we know. It’s taken us a long time to accept it.

Marl didn’t meet Thalweg’s frightened gaze. He looked to the awakened and smiled, though he wanted to run away somewhere and vomit. “All is well now. You’re safe.”

Darmoc groaned and shifted onto his hip. “Am I at the gates?” He looked down at his calloused hands and back up to Natsir. The oldest gave an uneasy wave. “Hama? Why are you young and I’m still old? Have I sinned that greatly?”

Marl couldn’t help but laugh. “You’re not at the Stars’ Passageway, friend. And he’s not Hama. He’s my brother Natsir.”

The man stared, his face contorted.

“I’m Marl. We saved you from the noose.”

Darmoc’s expression changed from one of bewilderment to nausea. “I was saved by an Erutani named Warrior? The spirits are strange bitches!”

Grandmother coughed. Darmoc turned to survey the noise and jumped. Messa Ganwin flashed him a nervous smile.

“Radiant Mother! Not you two!” He rubbed a hand over his face—the way Father did when exasperated.

“How do you know this man, Mother? He can help us find Father?”

“Indeed.” Mother frowned and stroked the top of her tender stomach. “Who better to help us track down my lover than his crafty brother? Boys, say hello to Uncle Darmoc.”

The man growled and slammed his head into the ground. “Stars on high, Messa! I think I’d rather hang from that darkened tree!”
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Marl and Natsir watched as the little man mumbled and grumbled over the remaining bodies, appropriating supplies. It was gruesome, but the dead no longer needed these things.

Mother tried to explain away some past grievance as he worked. She seemed to be apologizing, but he would have none of it.

How many other relatives do we have out there? Natsir posited.

Marl shrugged. With their family, there was no way of knowing. The past was littered with strange things and it was having an odd effect on their present.

Mother gesticulated wildly, holding her hands over her belly. “Please understand. We thought you and Tyrc were dead. We searched for days after you went over that cliff. The pain of losing you destroyed him. I understand your anger, but we went on with our lives because it was the only thing we could do.”

Darmoc removed a coat from a woman whose face was once covered in youthful flesh but now looked like a carved goat at the butcher’s shop. He hissed. “Listen. I don’t care anymore. You used your magics to manipulate my brother and you got what you wanted. It’s his own darkened fault for being soft-hearted.”

The robbery victim fell to the pile with a thud. Darmoc winced.

“But I don’t make the same mistakes twice. The only reason I’m agreeing to help you now is because of Hama. Idiot's my brother and I won’t leave him in that darkened tower alone, even if I gotta drag his great body out.” He tossed the coat across his shoulder and shivered. “I saved your lives thirty suns ago. The least you can do is shut up as repayment!”

Mother shrank back and stifled a few tears.

The poor woman had cried a lot the last few days and Marl wasn’t going to stand for it any longer. “That debt has been repaid, uncle. Now, stop wasting time and show us the way to the tower. I’ll not lose my father because of your petty grievances.”

Darmoc scowled and shoved a green cloak into Marl’s arms. “Fine, Warrior! But first, y’all put these on. Someone like you can’t walk into Selcovi without being noticed.”

Marl dropped it to the ground. “I’m not wearing that! We’ll be fine. There are other Erutani in the city we can blend in with.”

Thalweg startled. “I’ve heard such rumors, but all of our people are accounted for. We’re the only four Erutani in Artnaus not at Suil.”

Marl glared. “You’re wrong. My mother-in-law told me she saw Erutani in the mines.”

Darmoc wiped his hand over his face again and immediately regretted it. The stench of his victims was still apparent. “He’s right. I’ve seen a few here and there. Doesn’t matter though. Tyrc will be on the lookout now. Even your brother here’s going to stand out. He’s the darkened ghost of Hama!”

Natsir took the compliment and smiled.

Marl wasn’t as amused. The old general was certain to be a ghost soon if they didn’t hurry. “I don’t see why we have to be discrete. I can set the whole city ablaze and run in there and grab him. Easy. Tell me how to find him.”

Thalweg slapped him upside the head and pointed a stern finger. “I hear your father in that tone. When you walk through those streets to the tower, look into those eyes that are still alive and tell me whether or not your methods are justified. You’re chosen by the spirits. Your responsibility is to all life!”

“Right, my father included.” Marl picked up the cloak again and retrieved Hereu’s blue bottle from his pocket. There wasn’t much left of the fragrant perfume, but the muffled smell of the woolen shrouds was difficult to stomach. He placed two drops near the clasp and threw the cloak over him. It was too short. A nervous shiver ran down his spine as he took up the other disguises and added conservative drops before passing them to his family.

“It’s good we can talk to animals,” Thalweg grumbled. “The way we smell, we’re going to be followed by those vultures and crows.” She pointed to shadows fluttering in the canopy.

This was a good point. The less attention they attracted the better. Marl waved a hand over the bodies causing them all to catch flame. Aggravated but obedient, the scavengers flew away. The Wanderer had denied them this feast for a funeral.

Darmoc cried out in alarm and ran from the tree. “Let’s get out of here. Hama’s probably already watching us from the Passageway. Oh, and...” He slapped his nephew on the arm. “Hide that darkened sword. Everyone knows Enisnus gave it to him.”

This was news to Marl, but it didn’t matter what the weapon used to stand for; he refused to leave it behind. He shifted the bandage cloths around his middle to partially conceal the golden hilt at the back of his pungent cloak.

The party followed their disgruntled relative around the side of the city, keeping near well-constructed walls. Mother, Marl, and Natsir took turns trying to contact Father through the maze of stone, but no answer came and no light was detected.

Only one member of the group seemed reluctant to enter Selcovi. Thalweg stopped to rub at her feet and looked around at the hills casting afternoon shadows across them.

Darmoc grunted. “You women aren’t needed for this. You should stay behind.”

Thalweg sighed. “Right. I’ll not continue. The smell and the strain are terrible on my old bones and sinuses. I’ve been traveling for days as it is.”

Messa Ganwin wrung her hands. “Where will you go?”

“Don’t worry, daughter. I’m not losing you again. Darmoc may be a horrid sort, but he’s strong and cunning. You’ll be safe with him and your loving sons. I’ll meet you on the road to Thronren once you’re all out of this wretched city, and I’ll keep a look out for anything suspicious while I’m hiding.” She removed her disgusting disguise and slipped off into the trees.

“One bitch down,” Darmoc snapped. “Now to figure out how to get your bulbous backside over this wall.” He nodded to Mother and pointed to a section of stone in a slight state of disrepair.

“Don’t worry. I’ll take care of this.” Marl directed his internal flame at the stones.

Slowly, the wall crumbled, tan bricks falling harmlessly, floating down like quiet feathers to roll past Natsir into the trees. Once a suitable opening had been made, he directed his family through.

Uncle, now we’re in the city, I must ask you a favor.

Darmoc showed no shock as the Wanderer’s thoughts found him, though he did wince. What do you want?

You already know I possess certain talents. I’m powerful, but I’m still not used to it. I distract easily.

Yeah, so what?

They rounded a second corner into another quiet alleyway.

Stay near my brother. He doesn’t do well in crowds. I’m afraid I’ll be too preoccupied to ensure his safety. Will you do that for me, stay with Natsir?

The old man snorted so loudly Mother gasped and pressed her small, rotund form into the shadow of a nearby building.

Darmoc grabbed her hand and pulled her along the opening corridor. Sure, lad. Suppose I can. But I think the big guy can take care of himself. If he’s anything like your father, he could tear a man’s head from his shoulders.

Marl smirked. You’d be surprised how little they have in common. I’m not of his image, but I’m more my father’s son.

Good. Then you’re a darkened cur like me.

They sped up through the city as they neared a throng of vibrantly clothed individuals. Roasted meats and boiling vegetables were overpowering as they passed stalls and shops. Music and chatter increased the closer they came to the center of the city. A celebration in Na-ir was nothing in comparison, though most of these people appeared sober.

It was all obnoxious, but Marl smiled. The scene outside the gates wasn’t the whole truth. The Mlaerians of Selcovi weren’t monsters but busy, raucous people, like a colony of birds inhabiting one tree.

This tree rose up in effigy to meet them from behind a large block of homes. They stopped briefly beneath green-splattered branches—thankfully free of tormented souls.

“There’s so much water under here.” Natsir stamped the dirt beneath him. A good-sized aquifer rested a great distance below, supplying deep roots with sustenance. “What have you seen, great tree?” he whispered to one of her branches, mesmerized out of
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