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            THE PLAYERS

          

        

      

    

    
      The Shining Empire

      
        
          	
        Melea, Champion of the Shining Empire, adopted by Martinus Anathasius
      

      	
        Emperor Anathasius, Lord of Light, Shining Lord, god and ruler of the Shining Empire
      

      	
        Belenus Wicket, Beacon of Azra, priest of the Sanctuary
      

      	
        Morokko Kachina, Teeth in the Darkness, assassin
      

      	
        Kronus Pompae, High Priest of the Sanctuary, interim ruler of Azra
      

      	
        Andran Derclerq, Captain of Chosen, Melea’s swordmaster
      

      	
        Trinn, shifter; also known as Gerboa, a thief in Azra
      

      	
        Barroc Wicket, head armourer, older brother to Belenus
      

      

      

      

      Rhezaria

      
        
          	
        Queen Ritika Dracarion, leader of the Clans, former Tehlos in training
      

      	
        Draggar Vol, Remori General, advisor to the Queen
      

      	
        Reyner Vol, Champion of Verangor’s Ring, son of Draggar
      

      	
        Koacachoa O’kanhana’etim, Chief of the Uzanaki
      

      	
        Luka O’kanhana’etim, son of Koacachoa
      

      	
        Asha, High Priestess
      

      	
        Ulaar Tremana, Rhezi Captain
      

      	
        Garret Tumino, Champion of the Standing Prayer, Rhezi warrior
      

      	
        Brand, soldier of Draccar
      

      	
        Kianna Dracarion, former Queen, nun to Mar’Edo Kon
      

      	
        Jai Alvarros, Chancellor of the Six Isle Republic; also known as De’ikune in Rhezaria
      

      	
        Grimbaldi, advisor to Chancellor Alvarros
      

      	
        Vakhtan, leader of a Sando Fist
      

      	
        Ae’lo, drojin
      

      

      

      

      Frozen Tribes

      
        
          	
        Kerak, shaman
      

      	
        Nal-Farrah, wife to Kerak, mother of two, rumored to be a syla
      

      	
        Katano, inhuman warrior called the bear-man
      

      	
        Sixthrok, snow bitten
      

      

      

      

      Outskirts

      
        
          	
        Taisto Salero, bandit and smuggler from the Outskirts, poet
      

      	
        Dacre Salero, bandit and smuggler from the Outskirts, singer
      

      	
        Iribi, wife to Dacre, drainer
      

      	
        Cadoc Salero, younger brother to Taisto and Dacre
      

      	
        Drezik Salero, artist, mi’grun
      

      	
        Blejan Salero, wife to Drezik, mi’gran
      

      	
        Mapheisto, stoneguide
      

      	
        Dalibor, batanray trainer
      

      	
        Vozerith, bandit of the Dakinanostra Band
      

      	
        Ono, bandit of the T’zor Band, musician
      

      	
        Ulken, bandit of the Zahreyal Band
      

      	
        Rynd, bandit of the Kiltanitu
      

      

      

      

      Other Players

      
        
          	
        Lucius Vand, crime lord in Marikal, proprietor of the Dirty Penny
      

      	
        Charmonix, Vand’s slave consort
      

      	
        Drahomir, carriage driver for Vand
      

      	
        Forever Boy, street urchin with a proclivity for rhyming
      

      	
        Dreamer, elderly singer and meddler
      

      	
        Mattias Horvkild, King of Strakos
      

      	
        Zheng Ja’hoth, pirate captain of the Blind Lady, master of Letokanzhi
      

      	
        Letokanzhi, godling
      

      	
        Lett, follower of Letokanzhi
      

      	
        Tamácun, dancer in Bangorak
      

      	
        Ye’shan, a Vrunha
      

      	
        Nashmayr, ash-man in Bangorak
      

      	
        Anzo Stracchune, leader of the Amparo Tannoi
      

      	
        Kaleo, Narimbi’shokan, Watcher in Fyn
      

      	
        R’li’rah, Watcher in Fyn
      

      	
        Talib Yeyhariz, Diviner, wisest of the Watchers
      

      	
        Matriarch, leader of Chuku Bartha
      

      	
        Zel, a fangeri
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The events of Gods of Rua…

      

      

      The assault on Ishtanvor and the extraordinary power released by the seed has brought Melea’s time in the Outskirts to end. The Emperor’s claims of Melea failing his tests of loyalty during missions involving the Amparo Tannoi rebellion as well as Gerboa the thief have had a devastating effect on Melea’s fragile understanding of her past. Bearing the seed, she fled into the Eternal Forest to be found by the inhuman Chuku Bartha, who know her as daughter of shadow. In the periphery hover the mysterious twin orbs of flame known as demon eyes, watchful of Melea’s arrival in the forest.

      The Pillar in Marikal has fallen and Emperor Anathasius rules out of the golden city as his conquest of Calanthia continues. Having put an end to the Amparo Tannoi and their spiritbound warriors, Anathasius now turns his attention to a greater foe; promising to kill Chetaunus, a Bloodless, if ever the powerful being were to approach him again.

      In Nefara, Belenus remains addicted to ash and imprisoned by a crime-lord. He has abandoned the Binding Doctrine of the Shining Empire as the internal influence by a force known as Nashanna grows in strength.

      In Rhezaria, following victory over Clan Nataga, Ritika faced the betrayal of General Draggar Vol. Chancellor Jai Alvarros met his own betrayal by that of his advisor Grimbaldi, who sided with Draggar. Her Batar slain in battle, and army in the hands of usurpers, Queen Dracarion and a small group seek refuge in the Singing Mountains.

      Meanwhile…

      Lucius Vand, supreme crime-lord of Marikal, aids the Shining Empire in consolidating power while secretly plotting with the King of Strakos to overthrow the Emperor and place himself upon the throne.

      The Saleros struggle to reunite the Bands of the Outskirts after the slaying of their parents by the Teeth in the Darkness and the upheaval of entering into conflict with the Shining Empire.

      In the southern dukedoms of Calanthia the godling, Letokanzhi, amasses power; its allegiance to Emperor Anathasius unclear.

      All the while, the Sickness expands throughout Rua, consuming land and life.

      Fate spins as The Spiritbinder Saga continues...
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      Four dark figures met amongst the wreckage of a temple. They emerged simultaneously, each from a different cardinal point, congregating within the still-standing ancient sanctum.

      Mar’Edo Kon spoke. “This task is beyond us. Our wholeness is lacking.”

      “The strategy did not progress as anticipated, but there is a chance that it may be righted,” said Chetaunus, not yet ready to admit failure.

      “Fragmented understanding has led to a disastrous outcome,” said Swapnakama.

      “Yes,” said Ziya’Sybel. “One night long ago a change occurred in this place, influencing all, and ultimately instigating this conflict.”

      “The War of the Gods draws to a close,” said Swapnakama bitterly. “They call on us to provide refuge with one hand and slaughter with the other.”

      A heavy silence draped over the group.

      Chetaunus broke the stillness. “Duty must be upheld.”

      “Duty,” Mar’Edo Kon spat. “Continue individual tasks if you  choose to, but in all other regards we are out of our depth.”

      “I will continue my task,” said Ziya’Sybel quietly.

      Swapnakama shimmered in the moonlight. “I renounce this union as we have forsaken our responsibility.”

      Swapnakama exited and Mar’Edo Kon soon followed. Ziya’Sybel gave Chetaunus one last look before leaving.

      Chetaunus remained within the sanctum for a long period; natural forces inconsequential to such a being. On a day much like the previous, when the sun was highest in the sky, a terrible screech ended his contemplation.

      A figure appeared in the center of the sanctum. A man. He stumbled, legs jelly-weak as a newborn foal. His eyes were wild, depthless, and unseeing. A shaft of warm sunlight fell on the man’s cheek and he screamed in pain. Blinding white light filled the sanctum and when it faded the man had gone. Chetaunus observed all this, rolling through variables and calculating possibilities. A conclusion reached; Chetaunus set off after the man.

      The trail was easy to follow—flames dotting the mainland. An entire village had been consumed by fire. Chetaunus arrived just as the man cooked a bystander from the inside-out. The man turned, aware of Chetaunus for the first time.

      “You have returned from a place you never should have been,” said Chetaunus. “Unexpected.”

      Energy crackled around the man, building in intensity.

      “Your mind is lost but it can be restored.”

      The buildup of energy paused, as though the man were considering the statement.

      “This is to be an exchange of services,” said Chetaunus.

      The man lowered his hands.

      “Then it is agreed.”
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            THE ETERNAL FOREST

          

        

      

    

    
      Melea gripped the spear, eyes fixed on her prey. The stag raised its antlered head, jaw grinding blades of grass.

      Her mind stilled.

      The stag put its head down, moving closer to her position while continuing to graze. The rest of the herd occupied the opposite side of the small clearing. Wind rustled through a curtain of green ferns.

      Melea exploded out of her crouch, launching the spear with all of her strength. The stag bolted out of the clearing; the stone point sunk deep into its chest. Melea sprinted after the wounded beast.

      Columns of sunlight shot through holes in the canopy to illuminate a thin blood trail on the greenery. Melea hurtled barefoot through the underbrush.

      A flock of small brown birds noisily scattered up ahead. She found the stag nearby, gasping on the ground, glassy eyed. The animal had drowned in its own blood as fluid filled a punctured lung.

      Melea paused—I’ve dreamed this before.

      She scanned the area: the sky was blocked out by thick foliage and twisting branches. Dreams, another falseness. The stag took a final breath. As Melea drew a flint bladed knife, the forest directly ahead erupted with a snarling roar.

      Melea rolled out of the way, huge jaws clacking beside her head. She leapt to her feet, stepping quickly to the side as claws raked the air. The beast struck again and Melea lashed out with the knife, drawing blood.

      Surprised, the beast momentarily paused its attack. A thick tongue lapped up blood on a broad paw. The injury was a mere scratch compared to the beast’s size. Yellow eyes glared at Melea.

      She waited, studying the beast as it stood over the dead stag. Thick cords of muscle wrapped in coarse brown fur, a snub nose above wide jaws. Similar in size to the multi-armed war beasts used by Calanthia in Choker Pass, but its limbs were more proportional. The beast sniffed the air, its nose drawn to the carcass at its feet. Melea took a cautious step backward. A twig snapped beneath her heel. The beast’s head jerked up, an ominous growl rumbling forth.

      Move and die.

      Movement shifted within her chest—the shadow awakening. Stop! The shadow slipped out of her feet, teasing closer to the kill.

      The beast sniffed loudly then reared. Melea watched the shadow extend into a grasping hand of curved fingers. The beast roared in rage, slamming its front feet down, and charged. Melea bolted into the underbrush, the shadow trailing behind, quickly dissolving into nothingness.

      The forest thrashed in violent turbulence only steps behind as she raced to stay clear. She slipped past tree trunks and leapt over raised roots, taking sharp changes in her path. The enraged beast crashed through the forest, seemingly impervious to all obstacles.

      Melea bounded onto a fallen trunk leaning into the branches of a taller tree. She slipped her way up the mossy bark, climbing to the safety of the branches just as her pursuer emerged below. The beast hardly slowed, transferring its momentum into a two-pawed shove of the tree. The force jolted Melea’s footing and she fell. There was an interminably long moment of free-fall then she smashed onto a mound of twigs and mud.

      The surface of the mound gave way and she crashed through. A dank mustiness assaulted her nose. Frightened mewling came from all around. Small warm bodies wriggled against her. Tiny hooked claws dug into her clothes and flesh. She brushed the bodies away, unable to see anything in the darkness. A panicked shriek came from nearby, immediately echoed by several more. A huffing bark answered the shrieking.

      Move or die. She knew the angry parents of these animals were quickly returning to the den.

      Melea dug her fingers into the wall, climbing for the opening above. The huffing of many creatures came from below. Claws crunched into the wall as the creatures pursued Melea. She pulled herself through the opening to be greeted by foul breath and bared fangs.

      She lay flat on her back, staring into the yellow eyes of her death. The beast’s attention turned to the opening of the ragged mound. A stream of black forms poured out of the hole like liquid shadows. Several creatures leapt onto the snarling beast.

      Melea pushed herself away from the fray. A horde of weasel-like animals, each the size of a dog squirmed across the larger predator. The creatures chittered in excitement, releasing a pungent odour as they attacked. Melea had heard of this terror—a gnashing of fangeri. The beast cried out in distress and turned to flee, its body covered in fangeri. Melea got to her feet and ran in the opposite direction.

      The ground descended into a minor depression, a thin stream snaking through the lower area. Melea splashed into the water, sprinting downstream. The stream deepened, widening into a marsh. Sucking mud pulled at her feet as she made her way to a mass of hanging vines. She climbed hand over hand into wide branches overhanging the water. Incensed chittering and growling came from below. Four dark forms hurried along the bank of the stream, seamlessly entering the deeper water, their long bodies bending as they swam into the marsh. Melea crept through the canopy, doubling back on the way she’d come.

      She dropped to the ground, starting in the direction of the settlement. Enough hunting today. Enough being hunted. A sharp pain bloomed in her shoulder. She snatched the offending object—small, furry, and spitting. The fangeri cub squirmed in her hand, tiny eyes frightened. Soft foot pads stretched as the creature yawned, exposing rows of needle sharp teeth. Short grey fur speckled with black spots ended at a small mane around the neck and shoulders.

      “If I leave you here then you die,” Melea said to the cub. “If I return you then I die.”

      The cub curled into a ball, pressing itself into her palm as it purred. Melea rested the cub against her chest and continued.

      She came to where the land stopped, the ground suddenly disappearing into a precipitous drop. The air smelled of moisture, thick and sweet. A shifting wall of mist hung in the expanse several meters over the edge of the precipice. A narrow bridge made of living vines extended into the ether. The bridge swayed as Melea walked into the mist.

      The world went quiet. Cool water droplets settled on her skin, covering her body in tiny diamonds. The bridge seemed to extend forever, distance rendered meaningless. A form emerged ahead, the mist shifting around a man-sized shape. A stone spearhead jutted at Melea, followed by a series of grunts.

      “I know I know,” she grumbled. “Not safe to hunt alone.”

      The Chuku Bartha moved aside as Melea stepped off the bridge. He snorted at the cub nestled against Melea’s breast. He gave a brisk head shake and throaty bark.

      “Too bad, I’m keeping it,” she said.

      The Chuku Bartha flashed its teeth, the long fangs prominent. Melea strode past him and into the Chuku Bartha settlement.
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            TENDING THE FLOCK

          

        

      

    

    
      Emperor Anathasius observed the herd of children being ushered into the largest temple in Marikal. Their new home. So many potential vessels. A fresh cache of Flames. His supply from Azra was now disconcertingly low. But everything had its cost.

      I do not go back. Only expansion is acceptable, thought Anathasius. Darkness expanded more each day and he must not only match this progress but exceed it. He must be the Light.

      A new Beacon would be useful in guiding the disciples of Marikal, a sheep from their own flock. Belenus, his old friend, had outlived his purpose at the end. A pity. The former Beacon had locked horns with Kronus Pompae and perished in the dungeon alongside Kerak, the shaman. A meeting was in order with Pompae, a reminder for the interim leader of Azra just how temporary the authority wielded by the priest truly was.

      “Approach,” Anathasius called to the nearest Ba-rük acolyte.

      The man hurried over, head down.

      “What is your name?”

      The man shook his head as though he’d been slapped. “Great Lord, in my Order we have no names.”

      “Which Order is that?”

      “The ancient and venerable Order of....” The man caught himself. “Forgiveness, I beg. I speak from habit. I serve the Light.”

      “Past foolishness is of no consequence. All I ask is that you now believe in me.”

      The man’s head bobbed so vigorously that it looked like it might pop off.

      “The Illuminated Path offers a choice from your outdated customs.”

      The man finally looked up, just for an instant, a crazed panic in his eye.

      “Have a name when we next meet,” said Anathasius in a supremely comforting voice. “And put out the call that all Ba-rük texts are to be brought to this temple. Even the most obscure. I will return this evening. Go now, my disciple.”

      The man spun so quickly he nearly fell over, his robe whisking down the hall as he muttered prayers to himself. Anathasius watched as the man realized to which God he prayed and the muttering stopped. “Light fill me up,” was the last Anathasius heard as the soon-to-be-named man approached a group of other Ba-rük acolytes. The group cast a furtive glance at Anathasius before dispersing.

      The Emperor nodded in approval. These men and women of Ba-rük could be re-trained; many wanted to. The most obstinate had already been cleansed.

      The children had congregated in the central chamber, quiet and orderly, but unable to hide their nervousness. Anathasius joined them; all eyes pulled to his presence on the platform where a magnificent sun disk rested.

      “Newest disciples,” called Anathasius, his voice resounding within the domed chamber. “Trust in the teachings of your childhood as Ziya’Sybel brought me to you so that you may learn to walk the Illuminated Path. You are all now Flames to light the way for others.”

      The sun disk crackled to life behind Anathasius. A murmur of amazement passed through the crowd of children. They need to see. Belief is fed by the eyes. He gave them a beatific smile then stepped into the sun disk in a golden flash.

      Anathasius emerged in the Palace of Light. The ironwood grove stood before him, identical to the last time he set foot in this chamber. Anathasius snorted in derision as he walked amongst the trees, disappointed in humanity’s need for symbols. Humans were creatures with an innate love for symbols, fashioning them into all manner of tools.

      Guards dropped to the knee when he passed them in the hall. Servants collapsed, prostrate on the floor. Anathasius gave each and every person an acknowledgement. He found Pompae straightaway, sitting comfortably in a large armchair in the grand conclave. The leader of the Sanctuary blanched at the Emperor’s unexpected arrival, but quickly rose from the chair and made the proper gestures of subservience.

      “Kronus,” said Anathasius, “the state of affairs must be most leisurely for a man such as you to be relaxing unattended.”

      “Lord of Light, you caught me in a moment of contemplation,” said Pompae. “I have been pondering a change in the Gift. But yes, the city is well and temple construction continues with zeal and precision.”

      “What has your contemplation yielded?” Anathasius motioned for Pompae to return to sitting. A flicker of worry passed through Pompae’s eyes when the Emperor remained standing.

      “My Lord, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, the power of the Gift is increasing.”

      “Why do you think this is so?”

      “Surely it is because of your success in Calanthia. The filter is widening in order to fill more vessels.”

      “But this is not all you believe.”

      “There is something else, I sense it is associated with the Skar, but how, I cannot begin to fathom.”

      The black mountain, Anathasius mused. Intriguing.

      “Well done. I am proud to see that you remain sensitive to fluctuations in the Gift. I will consider your theory.”

      Pompae smiled unabashedly—praise from the Emperor had that effect on people.

      “Now that I am assured of your current adeptness it only increases my disappointment in your leadership.”

      Pompae’s expression instantly morphed into one of extreme anxiety.

      “Ishtanvor was destroyed by warriors empowered by a most interesting ritual. Great ability apparently harnessed by the wandering Bands of the Outskirts. I wonder how any of this occurred under your nose.”

      Pompae no longer looked comfortable in the chair. He wilted but did not collapse under the Emperor’s scrutiny; stronger than most.

      “They amassed quickly,” said Pompae, barely audible. “Even sacked my family estate, burnt it to the ground while my father was inside.”

      “What of the experiments being carried out on the people of the Frozen Tribes?”

      “Largely unsuccessful.” Pompae’s eyes lowered to the carpeted floor. “ The attending priests were killed. The children of the Frozen Tribes have been taken.” He cast a look at the Emperor’s feet. “The Amparo Tannoi must have stolen the children and gained their power from the progress made by the priests.”

      Anathasius inhaled and the light in the room flared. Pompae cowered, shading his eyes. The Emperor pulled all of the ambient light into his body, turning himself into a sun standing before Pompae.

      “If,” said Anathasius, the single word slamming into the cringing priest, “another attack against my disciples is executed by a weapon belonging to me, then it is on your head. You will retrieve this weapon you have lost, sheath it, then return it to me.”

      Pompae nodded emphatically.

      “The infused weapons wielded by the Tannoi reeked of the Gift,” said Anathasius. “These will be manufactured swiftly and in mass for the Chosen.”

      Anathasius released the energy, wisps of smoke and bursts of light emanating from his body. “Now would be the moment to speak of any other failures.”

      Pompae said nothing.

      “The bodies of Belenus and the shaman, what became of them?”

      “Bu...burned them.”

      Anathasius quirked an eyebrow. “The shaman’s bones?”

      “Ash now.”

      Anathasius thought on this development. The room darkened as light dissipated from his body. He moved to exit; Pompae remained stuck to the chair.

      “Kronus,” Anathasius called, “a step off the Illuminated Path is one into devastation. Any more disappointment and I will be forced to consider you an enemy of the Light.”

      Anathasius closed the door behind him, leaving Pompae in the pitch black room. He snapped a finger and the lamp inside the grand conclave nearest to the door flickered to light. Humans so loved their symbols.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            THRICE SWALLOWED

          

        

      

    

    
      Belenus lay on the wooden planks, arms and legs spread wide. His molars grinding. The ash was wearing off. I never spoke my own words, Belenus thought, not once.

      All the years spent as the Beacon of Azra had been a lie. He’d been a conduit for the Emperor’s will. A puppet. And now he spoke for Nashanna. Whoever she was. Belenus stared absently at the fluttering of black moths around a hanging lamp. He imagined them as tiny crows.

      “Kerak,” Belenus whispered. “What would Cynaal say? The Light does not know this darkness.”

      His mind wandered, the emptiness slowly being filled with the sound of trickling water. A vision flashed in his mind’s eye, quick as a plunging raindrop. Another flash. Another, quicker now. The flashes came so swiftly in succession that the vision almost appeared to be permanent. Belenus saw a man seated on a stone behind a veil of water. The man’s gaze locked on his own. Belenus knew the man to be Ye’shan, the Vrunha. The flashes slowed, eventually ceasing entirely, leaving only the moths fluttering around the lamp.

      “The wrong pagan,” Belenus muttered.

      The door creaked open. Belenus didn’t bother to look up. The man hesitated to come closer. They fear me. He’d destroyed an entire fleet of warships with this voice. The priest he once was would have been afraid of his new power. Belenus didn’t care.

      A leathery face of creases framed by thick curly hair leaned into view.

      “I know you,” said Belenus. “Another pagan. The soothsayer.”

      The man peered intently at him, appearing ready to bolt if Belenus so much as twitched.

      “I won’t bite,” said Belenus. “Too old for that. My fangs are all worn down.”

      The soothsayer crouched, passing his palm over Belenus’ face while chanting softly. A tingling spread across Belenus, itching his skin. The sensation reminding him that it had been some time since his last dose of ash. The soothsayer’s hand trembled and his chanting trailed off.

      “Thrice swallowed,” said the soothsayer.

      Belenus grunted. “Up to three now, eh?” He scratched at a forearm but the itching only intensified.

      “You hang in the jaws of darkness,” said the soothsayer. “But it is not too late, not if you embrace her.”

      Belenus sat upright, furiously scratching at his arm. “And then what?”

      The soothsayer leapt back, scrambling out of the room and slamming the door shut. A few moments later the door reopened and one of the nameless minders entered. Belenus raised an empty palm.

      “About time,” Belenus grumbled.

      “This stuff will kill you eventually,” said the minder.

      “So will living too long.”

      The minder handed over a small packet and exited. Belenus tore through the thin cloth, spilling some of the contents in his haste. He tilted his head back, slamming the ash down on his tongue. His eyes glazed over, his arms spread wide. The black moths dancing around the lamp faded. Belenus crashed to the floor.

      Euphoria washed over him, followed by nothing. No past, no future, no present. Thrice swallowed; as far as Belenus could discern he had never existed. This was as close to happy as he could hope for. And then it started to dissolve.

      His fortress of nothing crumbled like a castle made of sand. Steady waves crashed into him, replacing his precious nothing with something.

      Belenus slammed a fist into the floor. “No!”

      A presence had joined him. Her. Belenus refused to say her name.

      You dare to deny.

      His eyes shot open at the feminine voice—powerful beyond measure.

      Your call was answered.

      His fingernails dug into the wood floor. A scene flashed in his mind of Belenus amidst a Nefaran ship floundering in the waves, a violent storm overhead. He saw himself roaring as blood ran down his forehead.

      “I didn’t know,” Belenus croaked.

      Ignorance is never permanent. Or excused.

      “What do you want?”

      Your greatest desire.

      What did he want? His panicked brain scrambled like a rat on a polished marble floor. He didn’t want anything anymore. He didn’t deserve to want anything. Belenus felt a lump of guilt surge into his throat. So many dead because of him. Countless more would be led to slaughter because of his failure.

      Yes.

      Belenus closed his eyes. His greatest desire. He recalled a dried flower in a vase in his former room at the Palace of Light.

      Speak it.

      Tears leaked from the corners of his closed eyes.

      “To breathe life into the dead and dying.”

      Her presence melted away. Belenus panted on the floor. The itching started again. He resisted the urge to scratch, sending his body into tremors. Belenus rocked madly, arms taut at his sides. He roared in frustration, his voice raising dust in the room. The room shook as violently as his limbs.

      The minder rushed in with a club in hand and cracked Belenus over the head.
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      Melea extended a finger to the sleeping fangeri pup curled into a ball on a pile of soft leaves. It’s whiskers twitched in the direction of her incoming finger and tiny jaws snapped.

      “Ow!”

      Melea retracted her hand, bubbles of blood appearing on the fingertip. She sucked on her injured finger. A purr of contentment rumbled out of the sleeping pup.

      “That bloedeth hurt,” Melea mumbled, smiling at the fierceness of the little beast.

      She sat in her dwelling, the roof and walls constructed of living roots and vines twisted around one another. The compact space curved overhead, just high enough for Melea to stand up straight. A bed, more of a nest really, occupied the majority of floor space. Melea only used the room for sleeping and that was out of the question now that the pup had claimed the bed. She sighed and crawled out through the entryway.

      Melea moved to stand, but a whimper made her turn. The fangeri poked its head out, eyes bright and fearful. She moved closer and the pup hissed, baring its teeth.

      Melea frowned. “You just don’t know what you want, do you?”

      The pup gave a half-hearted growl. Melea bared her teeth, arching her back as she crawled forward. The fangeri crouched, spitting. Melea growled menacingly, holding eye contact. She was nearly on top of the pup now, the creature still trying to intimidate her. Melea growled again and the fangeri retreated into the darkness of the room. The battle of wills settled, she stood and walked away.

      A high pitched squeal preceded a sharp pain in her shoulder. The fangeri pup was clinging to her like a barnacle.

      “Easy, now,” she said, grimacing. She hesitantly picked it up by the scruff of the neck, gently lowering the pup to her shirt. “Better, see?”

      The pup relaxed enough to keep its claws from her skin. Melea started towards the nearest swinging bridge, the pup swivelling around to look at everything.

      Sunlight filtered in through the wide canopy ceiling. Rooms identical to Melea’s dotted the massive tree in which she lived. Most were empty. The bridge she crossed connected her outlying habitation to the city proper. Melea thought the term ‘city’ to be a stretch but it was the only word she knew for a populated settlement. She’d never considered that there could be so many Chuku Bartha in the world, let alone in the Eternal Forest.

      The city occupied a large plateau with sheer drops on all sides. Swinging bridges appearing out of the mist as the only connection with the outside world. Melea scoffed—the outside world being endless, impenetrable forest. But she did have to concede that the choice of location did a fine job of separating the Chuku Bartha from the beasts. From carnivores at least. Songbirds with colorful plumage flitted from branches overhead. Tiny white furred monkeys scampered everywhere.

      She’d stayed with the ape men for several weeks now, but the forest dwellers did not extend their hospitality in full. Being taken on hunting trips was the most interaction she’d had with any of them. Even then, talk had been sparse, as the hunters relied on gestures to direct her, when they bothered to acknowledge her at all. But that was about to change. Today she was meeting with the Matriarch.

      Long cabins constructed of interwoven fibers occupied either side of the path. Chuku Bartha children played with the monkeys outside open doors, stopping as Melea approached. The big, dark eyes of the children stared at her. A long haired boy approached, a monkey sitting on his head, tail curled under his chin. The child reached small fingers toward Melea.

      The fangeri pup hissed. The monkey screeched and leapt away, forcing tears from the child as it hurried into the safety of a cabin.

      Melea continued, passing a communal fire-pit set into the middle of the path. Cabins and other structures were plentiful, enough to house hundreds, maybe thousands. The Chuku Bartha watched her from a distance: long limbed mothers keeping their children back. Warriors with painted markings made themselves visible, but Melea had yet to see any holding weapons. The ape men seemed to trust her, to a degree, but they also were making it clear that she was not one of them. Nothing new. She’d spent her entire life around others who didn’t associate with her unless they had to.

      Except for the Saleros.

      The Outskirts family had come to her aid time and again. And look at how much pain that had brought them. Melea’s fingertips brushed the indent of the seed beneath her shirt. She raised her chin and strode through the rest of the Chuku Bartha city.

      The structures became fewer until there were none at all. The forest canopy seemed lower as well. A trail of flower petals turned the path shades of blue and purple. Melea saw a large cave ahead. Singing poured out of the opening.

      She paused, several paces from the entryway. Thick clumps of blue moss dotted the rock walls to illuminate the interior of the cave. Warriors emerged from the underbrush all around her. Their eyes darted from Melea to the cave opening.

      She looked down at the fangeri pup. “Subtle, aren’t they?” The pup yawned, curling up on her shoulder. Melea entered the cave.

      The song echoed off the stone, alternating between a single voice and many. She didn’t recognize the words but the feel of the song was as natural and powerful as the flow of a river. The further she went into the cave, the deeper the song entered into her awareness, until she felt as though she were floating along the sound. A profound sense of calm settled over her. The song suddenly ended, dropping her from its enchantment. Melea stumbled into a large, open chamber.

      A lone figure hunched over a stone object in the center of the space. The object glowed, but the light was fading rapidly, soon going out completely. Thin veins of blue moss covered what appeared to be perfectly round walls and ceiling. Melea felt as though she were inside a giant egg. She moved forward, the sound of her steps reverberating loudly, as if she were a stomping giant.

      “Daughter of shadow,” said the figure.

      The words slammed into Melea’s chest.

      She didn’t hear them as much as feel them.

      The figure silently approached.

      Dark eyes, shining even in the dim light, scrutinized Melea. The wrinkled face quirked, grinning, and Melea recognized the face as feminine.

      “Breathe,” said the Matriarch.

      Melea exhaled, hearing it gust throughout the chamber. “You are⁠—”

      The Matriarch raised a hand. “An ape man? A beast? Chuku Bartha?”

      The questions squeezed between Melea’s ribs, applying pressure to make her uncomfortable. The Matriarch gazed into Melea’s eyes, searching. She grabbed Melea by the chin, her touch tender but firm as she drew Melea closer.

      “Hiding,” said the Matriarch. “Still.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      The Matriarch clucked her tongue and gave Melea a small slap on the cheek.

      “What—”

      “You must go,” said the Matriarch. “Leave the Chuku Bartha.”

      The finality of the statement rocked Melea. Her confusion turned to anger.

      “But you know me. I can tell.”

      The Matriarch started humming, low in her throat. The noise expanded, swirling around the space. Humming transformed into chanting, reflecting off the curved walls and ceiling to slam into Melea. Her left knee buckled. The fangeri pup dug its claws into her shoulder. Sound encircled Melea, pushing her away from the Matriarch. Melea sensed that the noise would enter her body, forcefully, if she remained. The Matriarch’s eyes were shut, hands outstretched, calm in the storm she had created. Melea quickly retreated out of the chamber.

      She exited the cave, the silence shocking. Melea doubled over, trying to suck in wind. A single warrior remained, patiently waiting until she was ready. He carried a spear and beckoned that she follow.

      They walked through the city without further interaction. Daily life had resumed and none so much as glanced at Melea as she passed. Could the other Chuku Bartha sense that she had been rejected? The reverberations of the Matriarch’s song continued to circulate in her mind.

      Melea’s escort led her across the swinging bridge and past the tree that had been her home since fleeing the destruction of Ishtanvor. He ushered her onto the final bridge leading off the plateau.

      The swinging vines creaked under her weight. A heavy sigh from behind caused her to look back. The warrior tossed her his spear, an animal hide jacket, and walked away. Melea strode into the mist, the bridge swaying beneath her.
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      Steam continued to rise from the stone debris in Ishtanvor. Taisto felt a cold shiver pass through him as he stared through the gash in the great wall. The Amparo Tannoi had fled through this opening created by their spiritbound warriors—what remained of them. Taisto knew that Stracchune still lived. He was less sure about the fate of his brother or Melea.

      Dacre placed a hand on Taisto’s shoulder. “If they were coming out they would have done so by now.”

      Taisto refused to look away from the ruin of the castle.

      “Come,” said Iribi. “Perhaps the others have news.”

      The survivors. The fools, thought Taisto. Many had fled with Stracchune but some hid along the fringe of the Eternal Forest, unsure of where else to go. They would have to leave soon, the forest was not kind to trespassers who overstayed their welcome. Taisto ripped his eyes away from Ishtanvor and stalked into the forest.

      A ragged group of various Bands huddled around a meagre fire. The ranks had swelled since the morning. Most kept their eyes downcast, attempting to forget what they’d seen, forget where they were. Taisto felt no pity for them. Each had made their choice. Taisto heard cursing, recognizing the familiar phrases often used by his friend Vozerith of the Dakinanostra.

      “You live to lose another fight,” said Taisto.

      A fresh scab plastered Vozerith’s forehead. “Had the knife to their throat,” he said. “Then the Emperor bent us over. Luckily it was only a spanking.” He grinned, bending the curling blue tattoos on his face.

      Taisto clasped forearms with Vozerith. “The Eye is on us.”

      “We will not blink!”

      Vozerith repeated the gesture with Dacre and Iribi.

      “What of Cadoc or Melea?” asked Taisto.

      “Never saw the shailu,” Vozerith said wistfully. “She’ll turn up. Your brother though...”

      “Dead then.”

      Iribi buried her head in Dacre’s chest.

      Vozerith shook his head. “Saw him heading west with Dalibor. Didn’t look like they intended on coming back.”

      “Where would they be going?” asked Dacre.

      “Somewhere Cadoc thinks he can get his revenge,” said Taisto.

      “But you killed the demon,” said Dacre. “It’s over.”

      “Not for him. His heart is torn.”

      “We have to find him,” said Iribi.

      “He’ll just leave again the first chance he gets,” Taisto said quietly. “We couldn’t stop him from fighting and he didn’t bother to tell us of his leaving.”

      Ulken burst into the clearing, spotted Taisto, and hurried over. The small Zahreyal look exhausted, his eyes weary.

      “I scoured the debris beyond the gate,” Ulken panted. “No trace of Melea.”

      Vozerith clapped a hand on Ulken’s shoulder. “Brave little man! I think you’re sweet on the shailu.”

      Ulken shrugged off the hand. “Cadoc⁠—”

      “Walks his own path,” said Taisto. “He lives.”

      Ulken sighed in relief. “Found this though.” He wagged a thin book. “Strange. Was the only thing undamaged in the castle.”

      Dacre snatched the book. “Myths of Green Time.”

      Still we accumulate books. Taisto’s fingers brushed the cover tucked in his waistband under his shirt. The item he’d taken from Kachina when rescuing Melea. An argument nearby caught their attention. Rynd’s deep voice called for peace. The group rushed over to find Ono seated on the malcontent while Rynd went about pacifying the rest.

      “Ono!” called Dacre. “Dalibor would be proud that your batanray is progressing.”

      Ono smiled. “Dalibor only knows two feelings—drunk and angry.”

      “They argue over where to go,” rumbled Rynd, his golden piercings glinting. “And about who should lead.”

      “Simple,” said Taisto. “You should lead, Rynd.”

      “Him?” Vozerith shouted. “What about me?”

      “Easy, Voze,” said Ono. He pointed to the man pinned beneath his buttocks. “There’s room for one more under here.”

      Vozerith unleashed a torrent of curses and stormed off.

      “Take this group and meet up with the others who didn’t fight,” Taisto said to Rynd. “Take everyone to the Zahreyal.” He turned to Ulken. “Guide them.”

      Rynd and Ulken nodded. Ono moved to his feet and the man on the ground crawled away in disgrace.

      “When you meet up with the others tell Drezik and Blejan that their grandsons are stronger than ever and will return,” said Taisto.

      “Where do you go until then?” asked Rynd.

      “Yeah,” said Dacre, stepping forward.

      “To see a man about some books,” said Taisto.

      Dacre thought for a moment, looked to Iribi, then to Taisto. “Marikal.”

      Taisto nodded. Iribi gasped.

      Rynd extended a hand which Taisto gripped firmly. “You best return soon,” said Rynd. “Or Drezik will never let me hear the end of it.”

      Iribi confronted Taisto. “What books could be so important?”

      Taisto pointed to the book in Dacre’s hand. “One left in the wake of Emperor Anathasius.” He retrieved the book from his waistband. “And one taken from the Teeth in the Darkness.”

      Iribi hesitated, chewing on her bottom lip. “You want to take them to the Dirty Penny.”

      Taisto nodded. “If anyone can discover their importance it’ll be Lucius Vand.”
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      The mountain extended forever, the world was the mountain. Ritika’s body ached and her heart wept, but her mind, oh, her mind was sharp as a honed blade. Draggar’s betrayal had made sure that her guard would never be down again.

      In her mind, she replayed scenes over and over, nearly laughing at the obviousness of the Remori General’s impending treachery. She’d been so blind! But she hadn’t been the only person to place trust in a schemer. Beside her trekked Jai Alvarros, half of the Chancellor’s face covered by a bloody rag. He’d never see out of that eye again—one more blind spot they’d have to deal with.

      Brand, the young soldier from Draccar, paced ahead, searching for the quickest route. Captain Ulaar Tremana was several strides behind Ritika. Garret Tumino was further back still as their first line of defense. The sound of their pursuers had disappeared, but none in the exhausted group were naive enough to believe that they weren’t being hunted. Draggar could not allow Ritika to live and he likely was already telling others that she was dead. Ritika prayed to her God. For the first time in her life she prayed for vengeance.

      Tremana and Garret moved alongside Ritika and Jai. “Twenty men,” said Garret. “Hunting in groups of five.”

      “Impossible to double back on them,” said Tremana.

      Ritika looked into the warming sky, dawn already on the other side of the peaks. “Then we keep climbing.”

      Brand appeared from a trail on the left, shaking his head and starting on another approach further to the right. The terrain was rugged, a place for animals and nature. Ritika felt lost. They couldn’t hope to outrun the hunters. They needed a plan. She looked to Jai, the Chancellor’s face grim as he stared at the next spot to place his foot.

      “Chancellor,” Ritika snapped.

      Jai shook his head, fingers tightening into fists. “I should have seen it coming. I see everything.”

      “Well, now you only see everything on your right side.”

      Jai’s head jerked, having to swing around to look at Ritika on his left. She gave a lopsided smirk. His glower remained.

      “Grimbaldi betrayed you,” said Ritika. “The Six Isle Republic is dead to you while he still lives.”

      Jai’s face darkened further, something Ritika didn’t think was possible.

      “But you are not only of the Republic, not any longer. The High Priestess named you as one of the Clans, as De’ikune, Windcast.”

      A spark returned to Jai’s eye, a point of light within a storm cloud. “De’ikune. She told me⁠—”

      “Reminisce later,” said Ritika. “Put your mind to use and think of a way out of this.”

      Jai nodded, his eye roving. Ritika could practically feel the motion of his thoughts. She had faith in the man. He never ceased to astound her in situations when he should have perished, or at the very least been disgraced. Jai’s cleverness would enable them to survive the night. Mar’Edo Kon, please—Ritika silenced the prayer for aid. The path that God had laid out for her to walk could not be trusted at the moment.

      And yet she was willing to trust Jai, a foreigner, a man who  had claimed to love her when they first met, but she long suspected only wanted her army. Her thoughts soured. She had known that Draggar loved her and yet he had staged a coup.

      Enough, thought Ritika, I must focus on here, on now. She didn’t know anything. Continue living, exact vengeance, then make sense of the world.

      Brand hurried back again, once again pointing to a new path.

      “How does a lone snaer buck elude a party of hunters? asked Jai. “By using the most dangerous and unexpected routes. A snaer is never trapped because traps cannot be set on its path.”

      “We cannot escape them by taking the easy route,” said Ritika.

      Garret nodded. Brand looked even more concerned, as if he had failed them in his duty as scout.

      “We’ll travel slower,” said Tremana, “but they’ll have to follow us single file. Their greater numbers won’t matter.”

      “It is possible that a group passed us and waits above,” said Ritika.

      “They are strangers to this mountain as are we,” said Garret. “They search only for our trail.”

      They waited for Ritika’s decision. She knew they were likely dead, no matter what she chose.

      “If there was ever a time to forge one’s own path, this is it,” said Ritika.  “Let’s make them chase.”

      Brand, as worried as before, set off down the trail he had just dismissed as too difficult.

      Jagged rocks and uneven ground made the path treacherous. A turned ankle would be a death sentence. Fierce sunlight crested the mountaintops, ripping away the blanket of night that had hidden them from sight. This day I am an outcast and not a queen.

      Good men had been killed in Draggar’s claim to power. Her Batar, honorable Naquez, brave Jerrel, and the rest. High Priestess Hekäli Mu’godis, who had only done good for Rhezaria during her long life. Even Chief Daro of the Nataga did not deserve to be a pawn in the usurper’s game. Ritika had no love for Daro, but now his people would forever be labeled as traitors, their land taken by Draggar. Everything had been altered in a single night. But of course that couldn’t be true—Ritika understood that fate was continually fermenting. Actions had consequences.

      Ritika thought she’d been acting in Rhezaria’s best interests, following the will of Mar’Edo Kon, but obviously Draggar disagreed. Recently, she’d acted for herself, choosing Jai over Reyner Vol, and suing for peace rather than war. Was she supposed to be a perfect, impartial being? Draggar and Grimbaldi claimed to be protecting the greater good through their bloody betrayal, but their actions stemmed from disagreement with their leaders. Why did they get to act selfishly while she and Jai and were held to an impossible standard?

      Blinded by these toxic thoughts, Ritika slipped. The narrow ledge crumbling underfoot, shifting her weight toward an empty space above a ravine.

      She flailed, arms windmilling, her mind blanked of all training by panic. Strong hands shot out, grasping each of her wrists—Garret one on and Jai the other. Her lovers. Past and present. Supports straining to uphold her collapsing future. They heaved her back onto the ledge. Ritika brushed a braid out of her face, smiling.

      “How lucky I am to have such attentive men in my life,” said Ritika.

      Garret frowned. “You always told me that you didn’t believe in luck.”

      “I’m starting to think that luck is the only thing that will get us out of this.”

      “Fate spins,” said Jai.

      Ritika quirked an eyebrow. “I do not know this phrase.”

      “Spinning fate, fickle yet fair, spinning fortune and despair, spin round my life as the days go by, the spinning stops on the day I die.”

      “So we’re bound by fate?” asked Ritika.

      “Perhaps,” said Jai. “Either way you are free to choose and choice creates the momentum of the spin.”

      Captain Tremana hedged closer. “A lovely morning for poetry but I doubt our guests are hurrying to hear your clever words.”

      They followed his gaze to a group of soldiers below. The figures appeared small from this distance but the men were clearly following the same hazardous trail.

      “Brand,” Ritika called. “Lead on. The roughest we can manage.”

      The young soldier saluted and clambered ahead. Brand pushed the pace and soon all were sweating in the morning sunshine. Around noon they stopped for a break, retreating to the shade to hide from a blazing sun. Hunger pangs cinched Ritika’s stomach tight, and she guessed the others felt the same, but all had the tact to withhold complaints. These men would be brave in front of their Queen. Some were still loyal to Ritika and the Dracarion name.

      “They’re gaining ground on us,” said Tremana. “Not much since this morning, but they likely have food and water. We will tire before they do.”

      “Keep an eye out for defensible locations as we climb,” said Ritika. “We may be able to ambush this group and take their provisions.”

      “We should keep moving,” said Garret.

      Ritika appraised the soldier. He seemed to be the least fatigued of the group. He was a Champion of the Union Games, master of the Standing Prayer. Few could match the strength of will and endurance he possessed. The Chancellor appeared to be at the other end of the spectrum. Dark blood crusted the cloth covering his injured eye. He panted, face beaded with sweat. Ritika pushed off the stone seat, sore muscles protesting.

      They traveled steadily up the mountain, alone with the wind and stone and sky. Ritika stopped for a moments reprieve, studying the group of pursuers. She was certain that they’d been spotted—the soldiers below had increased their pace. Ritika licked her dry tongue across cracked lips.

      “Cowards!” she bellowed down the mountainside. The pursuers stopped, heads tilting in her direction. “Mar’Edo Kon’s Hall is girded by the entrails of traitors!”

      The men seemed to converse amongst themselves.

      “I am your Queen and I will not forgive!”

      Five heads turned down. The pursuit resumed.

      Ritika leaned over the edge. “You will die on this mountain! Unremembered!”

      A hand on the shoulder stalled her rage. Jai released his grip and sighed. Ritika brushed past him, continuing up the snaking path.

      As dusk fell the landscape settled into a plateau. The group leapt upon a thin stream, splashing handfuls of cool water into their parched mouths. Refreshed, if only slightly, they dispersed in search of shelter. Jai soon beckoned the group over to a patch of pine trees. He pushed through branches of green needles, carefully bypassing a cave in the hillside, angling them above, keeping the cave downwind. Jai pressed a finger to hips lips then pointed to the cave.

      Growling echoed from inside and soon two bear cubs appeared in the entrance. The cubs wrestled with each other until a loud, irritated huff from their mother brought them back into the cave. Tremana gave Jai a nod of acknowledgement; Jai intended to use the protective mother bear as a shield against the pursuing soldiers.

      Noise from the soldiers on the plateau arrived with the first stars overhead. The mother bear came to the cave entrance, snout raised, scenting the intruders. The cubs stood on either side. Smoke carried on the wind from the small campfire of the soldiers. The bear deemed the intruders to be of no threat and returned to the cave interior. The cubs began wrestling again at the entrance.

      Jai looked to Ritika, holding her gaze in the dim light. His features stained by sadness. The Chancellor leapt to his feet, racing towards the wrestling cubs. Ritika inhaled sharply. Jai made a straight line to the cubs and was nearly upon them when Garret sprinted after him. Ritika watched in disbelief as Jai scooped up one cub, tucking it in the crook of his arm, as he careened into the pine branches.

      The cub mewled in distress. The sibling left behind cried out in shock. An ominous rumble came from inside the cave. Garret snatched up the second cub and followed Jai’s mad dash through the pines. A huge form appeared at the cave entrance, the bear roaring in rage, before barrelling after its cubs.

      Ritika, Tremana and Brand ran into the trees, into a tumult of surprised shouts, enraged roaring, and screams of pain mingled with smoke and starlight. They emerged to find three soldiers battling the bear, two men lay unmoving near the fire. The cubs huddled together halfway up the nearest tree.

      The soldiers brandished swords against the beast, scoring multiple hits but the bear was beyond feeling pain. A man fell beneath a wide swipe. Another soldier took the opportunity to attack from the bear’s blind-spot, plunging the length of the blade into the bear’s ribs. The bear swung its blocky head at the attacker, crushing the man’s skull in its jaws. An exhausted huff escaped from the bear as it collapsed. The lone remaining soldier stared at those he hunted. Garret slipped into the vicinity of the firelight, blade shimmering in his hand. The soldier turned and Garret slashed out his throat.

      Jai emerged from the darkness, observing the scene of carnage. He went to the packs of supplies and began making an inventory. Ritika jogged over and shoved Jai.

      “You mad fool!”

      “You’re welcome, my Queen,” Jai said with a grin.

      Tremana laughed and slapped Jai on the shoulder, then pulled Garret into a brief embrace. Brand shook his head in disbelief.

      “You charged me to come up with a plan,” said Jai. He waved his hands at the dead bodies. “One group down, three to go.”

      “De’ikune,” said Ritika, pulling Jai in for a kiss.

      She made a prayer to the mother bear for its sacrifice, then stretched out next to the fire and was asleep in moments.
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      Belenus felt his eye twitch, the corner spasming uncontrollably. His mouth was chalky and his teeth felt scummy. The skin on his hands was dry and cracking. He hardly noticed the poor condition of his body—his mind fixating on the pangs of alarm that seemed to loop through him. Today he would escape.

      Try to, anyway.

      Fear pressed down on the barbs of guilt piercing his spirit.

      His keepers kept him on a strict schedule, administering more ash to avoid having it ever fully out of his system. In a brief moment of semi-clarity Belenus thought he’d overheard the guards speaking of being summoned by Nashmayr. They weren’t happy about having to transport the bloedli, as they now referred to him.

      He struggled to turn his attention away from thoughts of demanding more ash. It was past time that he received another dose. He knew the handler sat just on the other side of the door. A call away.

      A brief sensation of floating amongst rolling waves and the scent of seawater sent a different terror into Belenus. Nashanna. He feared her influence most of all. She had power over him. Power that pressed him to leave.

      Today they would depart from the hidden tunnels beneath the docks. Nashmayr had stashed Belenus away in the Warren after the destruction of the Strakos warships, but now, something was happening in the city; Belenus sensed it in the body language of his handler. He might be a drugged out, washed up priest, but Belenus still retained the ability to read people. The door creaked open and the handler stepped in, packet of ash in hand.

      Belenus licked his dry lips, raising a hand in protest. “Not today. I yearn for sunlight. How long has it been?” The words traveled down an invisible thread from his throat to the handler’s.

      The thin Nefaran smiled grimly, then turned to call for the guards to hold the captive down. Belenus sent a surge of energy down the thread. Silence. The handler froze, fear in his wide eyes. Another surge of energy. Put the ash away and act as though all is well. One more burst of energy just to be sure. The handler rocked on his heels from the impact then gestured for Belenus to follow him out of the room.

      Belenus kept his gaze downcast so the guards couldn’t see his eyes were without the fog of ash. He was exhausted and doubted that he could use any more energy at the moment. The handler led them down the hall in silence.

      Men in dark clothes clustered in groups around a large room that acted as a hub for tunnels branching out in all directions. One group separated itself from the others, wordlessly forming around Belenus. After a series of tunnels and the slam of an iron door, they were outside.

      A grey sky filled the narrow space between buildings. Fat raindrops splattered down; the humid air as warm as a living creature. Trapped in the center of the group, Belenus couldn’t see past the drenched backs of Nashmayr’s men. Broken nails dug into his palms. He tried to focus his mind on securing the fraying thread connecting him to the handler.

      “At least have the decency to tell me where we’re going,” Belenus demanded.

      “The Supreme’s pyramid,” said the handler.

      Apparently Belenus retained some hold over the man. “Why am I needed?”

      “To grant us entry with your bloedli power. Nashmayr will kill the invaders and free the Supreme to ensure his authority within Bangorak.”

      The handler rubbed his face roughly, digging a knuckle into the corners of his eyes. Belenus gasped—now, he had to make his move now. He needed strength. Strength he did not have.

      Belenus reached for the Emperor’s Gift, for her power, for anything, but came up empty. He collapsed to the street, listening to the shouts of blame thrown about by Nashmayr’s men as rain smacked him in the face. No one wanted to touch him, worried that they might become infected by his bloedli. Others on the street behind their group shouted insults at the stoppage. As Belenus lay, water at his back and on his face, a strange occurrence took place—he heard a voice in the rain.

      Each raindrop was a note, tiny fragments that when put together made a bizarre sort of coherence. A voice that was undoubtably feminine. At first he thought it was Nashanna, but the rain was sweet and gentle, almost playful, whereas Nashanna evoked cold, dark, wrath. Yet there were similarities between the two, unnamable flavors that blended together. Belenus breathed it in and for the first time in what seemed an age, he smiled.

      Truth and Devastation, said the rain, are often one and the same.

      “Yes,” mumbled Belenus, contentment flowing over him.

      You have given up love in the belief that you are made of light.

      “Yes.”

      Child of earth and water, you listen to the first sound.

      Belenus had no words. For a single, everlasting moment, he was empty.

      Angry curses and rough hands hauled Belenus to his feet, Nashmayr’s men half dragging him onward. The rain suddenly stopped, and the voice disappeared along with it. The feeling of contentment lingered within Belenus and he traveled in a quiet state of euphoria.

      A grand pyramid appeared, jutting skyward like a jade mountain. Thousands of Nefarans crowded the perimeter, praying and offering small sacrifices. Tired soldiers kept the most zealous at bay, so the citizens could not commit a stupid act of bravery and get the Supreme killed. The holy leader remained a hostage in his own home: the soldiers of Strakos were unable to leave due to the destruction of their ships. Now Nashmayr aimed to end this stalemate and become a hero in the process.

      Belenus was directed into a building at the rear of the crowd. The main room was occupied by dozens of dangerous looking, albeit bored, men. They found Nashmayr pacing in a small room at the back of the building. He wore his customary black and more weaponry than usual.

      Nashmayr spoke to Belenus, but his words went unheard. A slap to the face brought Belenus around.

      “Hmm what?”

      “You have given him too much!” Nashmayr glared at the handler, who stuttered an apology.

      “My time with you has ended,” said Belenus, plainly. The stress and guilt he’d been carrying somehow felt lighter, almost bearable.

      “You—”

      “No more from you,” Belenus said, firmly.

      Nashmayr’s eyes bulged. He raised a hand to strike. Belenus inhaled, feeling power inside being drawn up like a bucketful of water from a well. He exhaled and the room erupted into chaos.

      The air vibrated like a struck gong. Men stumbled about in confusion, some shouting, others holding their heads. Blood dripped from Nashmayr’s ears. Belenus exited the room, passing unmolested. Cries of pain and shock rang out, but only Belenus could hear them.

      He made his way through the streets, going nowhere in particular, eventually coming across a temple dedicated to Swapnakama. Belenus entered through a narrow, open doorway.

      The interior was dimly lit and reeked of incense. In the first chamber he found a solitary figure seated before an enormous twisted candle. Ye’shan, dressed in a loose fitting, blue robe turned to face him.

      “What a coincidence,” said Belenus. “The the first person I find is one of two that I know in all of Nefara.”

      The Vrunha smiled wide. “When will you stop believing in coincidences?” He motioned for Belenus to join him. “Come, it is time to begin your training.”
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      Hunger. This most fundamental motivating force pushed Melea onward. The shadow had emerged after her last kill and she was hesitant to kill again. She wandered the Eternal Forest, her body sluggish with exhaustion.

      She didn’t know how the shadow could act without her control, or why the Matriarch had sent her away. She didn’t even know what in this blasted forest was edible. She slammed a fist into a tree. The dozing pup on her shoulder startled, mewling in hunger. It started chewing on her shoulder, panting in excitement.

      “Ow!” She hurled it away. The pup squeaked as it crashed into a thicket.

      Melea rubbed her sore shoulder, starting in the direction of the pup. Time was difficult to ascertain in the forest but the shades of grey were deepening, meaning it would soon be dark. She sighed, not looking forward to another night without a meal.

      She pushed aside vines and tripped over something heavy. The object looked to be a type of gourd. Melea stabbed her spear into the hard shell, the tip coming away dripping an orange goo. The stuff smelled sweet enough, so she hacked a larger hole. She broke off a portion and gave it an experimental bite. Edible.

      She tore into the gourd, eating with both hands, juice dripping down her chin. The pup trotted over. Melea offered a piece, the fangeri taking one sniff then snarling in dissatisfaction. It hopped on the ground, yipping in frustration.

      “You didn’t want any!”

      The yipping intensified. Melea threw a piece of the shell at the pup. It scrambled up her leg and pounced on her shoulder, but the sharp fangs never reached her skin. The pup hopped to the forest floor, a large caterpillar in its jaws. Three bites later and there was no sign of the crawler.

      “I doubt that the shadow will appear if I catch a few bugs,” Melea muttered.

      She inspected the nearby vines and collected a handful of caterpillars, depositing them on the ground in front of the pup. The wriggling pile disappeared in moments. The pup sighed then nuzzled against Melea’s leg.

      She picked it up by the scruff of the neck. “Bite me again and you’ll be my next meal.”

      The pup growled. Melea shook it until the growling stopped. A hesitant lick scraped across Melea’s thumb; the beast’s tongue as rough as shark skin. She lifted it to eye level. “If this going to work, then you have to listen to me. Got it?” The pup blinked. “Good.”

      She placed it on her shoulder and set off to find shelter for the night.

      Melea woke with the morning birdsong, nestled in the crook of a tree several meters off the ground. Her back felt stiff, but she was warm and surprisingly content. Soft fur brushed against her neck. She spotted the pup curled into a ball further down the branch.

      A slender arm covered in long golden fur stretched across
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