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PROLOGUE


In the fair land of Lohan,

where southern winds blow free,

Lived a lass named Frida d'Armand,

her nose turned haughtily.

As but a child, she fled the dark,

with mother by her side,

But pirates seized their fleeting bark,

on tempest’s cruel tide.

To pirate’s cove she was conveyed,

a fate both grim and dire,

Yet a blacksmith’s heart, by pity swayed,

taught Frida to tame the fire.

In forge’s glow, her sorrow dulled,

her spirit forged anew,

But when she bloomed at fourteen years,

the pirates’ lusts then grew.

They fought for her, a savage brawl,

and in the fray he fell,

The blacksmith kind, who’d saved her soul,

his death a tolling knell.

For years, in darkness kept,

with horrors left unsaid,

Till Frida from her captors crept,

by vengeance fiercely led.

With sword in hand, she took her stand,

a storm of blood and steel,

Her rage unleashed across the land,

her wrath they’d soon feel.

She cut them down, each wretched beast,

who’d wrought her so much pain,

Her vengeance fierce, it never ceased,

till none of them remained.

Their blood upon her hands did dry,

her heart a hardened stone,

The echoes of her battle cry,

a chilling, haunted tone.

She stole a ship, her banner high,

her bearing proud,

With crew of outcasts by her side,

she sailed beyond the shroud.

Her name became a whispered dread,

a shadow on the breeze,

For Frida’s wrath was far and spread,

across the Circle Seas.

Yet in her eyes, a shadow stayed,

of innocence long lost,

For vengeance claimed, her soul betrayed,

by justice’s high cost.

She plundered ports and raided ships,

her legend grim and wide,

A ghost upon the ocean’s lips,

with honor as her guide.

Though dark her path and fierce her blade,

a glimmer still remained,

Of noble heart that once had prayed,

for peace it never gained.

So sing we now of Frida’s tale,

her nose turned to the sky,

The girl who walked through blood and gale,

with vengeance as her cry.

For in the depths of shadows found,

a light both fierce and free,

She lived and fought, a tale renowned,

upon the Circle Sea.

— GRESPO RAMIREZ, “BALLAD OF THE PIRATE-QUEEN”


HIGH KYANUN, SOUTH-EAST PENINSULA

DAWN OF THE AGE OF DECADENCE — 3847 YEARS BEFORE THE PRESENT DAY

Falael Wysaleth rested his hand against the clear glass and peered down at the swirling magical energies on the other side of the barrier. The glass-walled balcony where he stood was one of several dozen overlooking the colosseum-sized chamber deep within the Atheneum Arcanum. Yet big as the chamber was, it seemed too cramped for its current occupant.

Amidst the storm of moss-green lighting and the emerald flames streaking through the air like comets stood the great green dragon Vinyrrorthissae. Even though the Atheneum could have fit a thousand of Falael’s brothers and sisters five times over, the Lady of the Forests couldn’t even stretch her wings to their full span.

“It is a cruel fate we submit her to,” Falael told the sorcerer behind him without looking away from the magical spectacle. He was sure, however, that his friend Ettrian Zaffein had nodded sagely, as was his wont before he said something to counter Falael’s point. Which was what he most often did.

“’Tis a fate of her own choosing. It was her plan, after all.”

Now Falael did turn to face his friend, and the lack of empathy in Ettrian’s emaciated, tanned countenance disappointed him, though he was careful not to show it. It was, perhaps, too much to ask of the young sorcerer. He had lost much to the famine, perhaps more than any other Falael knew.

None in the elven kingdom had been spared. Magic was fading from Elessia, as surely as the leaves wither and fall before winter. Their people would not survive to see another spring unless the plan crafted by the three elven lords in tandem with the three elemental dragons came to fruition.

“I wonder,” Falael said, pausing before finishing the thought. “If charity comes from a place of guilt, is it truly charity? Or is it self-imposed penance?”

His friend shrugged, nearly making the dark green mantle fall from his shoulders. “Your weird philosophy of compassion again? These are gods we are talking about, Falael. They do not feel the same emotions you and I do. The plan is an escape as much for them as it is for us.”

Falael nodded and turned back to watch the magic vortex shrouding the colossal dragon. He didn’t have a counterpoint to Ettrian’s logic; perhaps he was overthinking this. Even so, he felt the need to get one last word in on the matter. “I wonder if our sons and daughters will be so sanguine about it. I wonder if they will accept the sacrifices.”

Ettrian seemed to relent. “We will shield them from it for as long as we can. Some will never understand, but the chosen, wise few will, I am sure… given time. One of our biggest tasks will be to guide our culture to accept this new reality.”

“Yes. Yes, it will. What of the invaders? Is there news from the front? Have we pushed them back?”

“They have been routed. Worry not. We will be safe, all of us.”

“Routed is a curious choice of words, brother.”

“We’ve wiped out their primary force. A few stragglers flew into the woods, but when has that ever not been the case? We will have plenty of time to hunt them down.”

The dragon was now nearly invisible amidst the magical storm, and Falael shielded his eyes from the green lighting, which grew brighter with each passing moment. His mind, ever seeking a fresh problem to solve, latched on to a new idea.

“How will we know when it is time to return to the world?” he asked.

“The elder archmages have crafted anchors. They will keep our secret refuge tethered to the primordial plane.”

“So we can move back and forth?”

“No. That would compromise our magic reserves; the power we gathered at such great cost would leak into the world. From what they’ve told me, the tethers only work in one direction.”

“I see.”

The great dragon was nowhere to be seen now. The whole Atheneum was one big storm of a million unique tones of green. It all shrank at a moment’s notice, the storm collapsing into a tiny object in the middle of the massive room, so small that Falael had to squint to make out its shape. Even then, he was unsure.

“A… sword?”

There was a crack, a flash, and the world became jelly. A feeling like his soul had been torn from his body and thrown into a sea of goo, where it floundered for a small eternity before snapping back to its corporeal vessel like a leaf of the rubber tree being released after stretching. For a moment, he thought he was going to be sick, but the nausea passed as fast as it came.

“Is this… was this it?” he asked.

Ettrian just smiled and nodded.
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THE TOWER, NORTHERN ELESSIA, 1159 SR

EVE OF THE MARCH OF THE CHAMPION OF THE ICE

— Silas —

Silas Magnus wondered why Master Danilo had called him so early.

They would usually meet during or after supper. Such meals were always taken in The Tower’s communal room, and not altogether unpleasant. Like much of the fortress, the hall where the knights supped was an austere room of nearly bare stone walls, lit almost exclusively by torches set into sconces along its periphery. The rest of the light came from the tall candleholders interspersed amidst the fare on the table, and that fare was anything but austere.

The knights held a strict physical regimen and ate to match. Not once did Silas fail to see the long table covered with a bounty of roasted meats and grilled fish, all garnished with various roots and vegetables. It was a far cry from the meager fare he had seen many a northern home subsist on, and it reminded him of his southern homeland, where food and drink were plentiful in all but the poorest households.

These nightly banquets gathered the senior knights of the Order of The Tower, a more diverse collection of characters than he had expected when he arrived a couple months past. His experience dealing with such sorts in the country of his birth was of boorish military types and over-entitled members of the nobility. Not so in The Tower. The martial types here were more akin to explorers and outdoorsmen, and conversations were often less about family history or politics and more about logistics and the state and safety of the lands which relied on the knights for protection.

That might have been a consequence of current events. A powerful warlord, a former knight turned traitor, marched through their lands, razing cities and sacking villages. Reports, if they were to be believed, claimed that the knight had the power to raise the dead to do his bidding and to conjure snowstorms to cloak their movements.

Many of the gathered knights were skeptical about such claims, believing the limits of magic to be circumscribed to the practice of alchemy. But the three highest-ranking knights—Grandmaster Stillar, Lazza the Alchemist, and Master Danilo—knew better, as did Silas. They had witnessed the rising dead themselves in the newly unsealed catacombs underneath their ancestral home.

The experienced knights had successfully banished that lingering evil, leaving Silas with the incredible opportunity of studying the catacombs, which he took with gusto. These ruins predated most of recorded history, hailing from a time of myth and legend before the fading of magic.

There was little opportunity to talk about his discoveries during supper, though. While every knight afforded him much respect—he was a guest, after all, and he sat at the senior knights’ table instead of with the bulk of the Order at the barracks’ mess hall—most simply had very little interest in the bygone ages, preferring to focus on the troubles at hand.

That was not the case with Danilo, and Silas relished the evenings when the old Master invited him for a drink in his quarters. On these occasions, they would talk for hours about a variety of topics far exceeding the forgotten ages Silas now explored. They picked each other’s brains about the pre-Lohanian cult to the Sun God, the current internal politics of the Republic of Garm, and the—mostly unknown—way of life in the reclusive kingdom of High Kyanun to the far south. Danilo often asked about Silas’ travels on the western continent of Bamorca, and proved to be a living treasure trove of knowledge about the history of Northern Elessia from before the Great Migration.

But today, the sun still shone in the sky when the summons was delivered via an ashen-faced squire. Silas made his way up the highest floors in The Tower to find the gray-haired Danilo sitting at his stout mahogany desk, looking no less distraught.

Silas greeted the master and closed the door behind him. A cell large by The Tower’s standards, Danilo’s was a simple, single-division dwelling, dominated by the desk in the center, its walls lined by shelves full of books. Despite the worn spines of the volumes, the lettering remained clearly visible, showing that Danilo had invested some time in painting over and restoring them. They stood meticulously organized by subject and author; Silas knew this because the wrinkled master had often invited him to peruse his personal library. That alone marked the otherwise unremarkable man as a person of great prestige. Few people in Elessia had the luxury of a personal library, and most of those who did were kings, dukes, or high-ranking clergy.

Of course, Silas had his own library back home, though it paled compared to Danilo’s. He had given up much for it. He could have been a rich man by now, one of the wealthiest scholars in the continent’s history, yet he more often than not requested his patrons pay him in books and scrolls—a fact Frida would never stop teasing him about.

Danilo motioned for him to sit on the empty chair before his desk, and Silas complied.

“What’s this about, Master?” he asked.

Danilo sighed, his brow furrowed, the wrinkles from old age joined by new ones of worry. “My friend, I fear your research is at an end. It is time for you to leave us.”

“What? What do you mean? If I have caused offense⁠—”

Danilo silenced him with a raised hand, a hand much more callused from hard work and fighting than any scholar’s had a right to be.

“You did no such thing. You were a dear guest to us. But your life is in danger if you remain. Silas, the Champion comes.”

Silas’s face must have blanched at the news because Danilo paused and nodded, giving him time to digest the information. “Ho…how?” he finally stammered.

Danilo shook his head, his eyes icy. “His army took Theirianni a fortnight ago. He burned the inner citadel to the ground and raised the dead populace from the outer city to add to his army. They march toward us as we speak.”

Theirianni! The greatest of the City-States, a town that had gone unconquered for the entire modern history of the North, and the seat of the northern patriarchs—gone. Silas had devoted his life to the study of history. Now, he couldn’t help but tremble as history unfolded.

“We are evacuating the refugees and noncombatants and sending some knights to escort them to Theiris’s Vigil. You will go with them,” Danilo said.

The tremors ceased. Something different replaced them.

“No,” he said. “I will not. Master Danilo, respectfully, the things to be learned from these catacombs are too important. I trust in your martial prowess to defend The Tower and will help you however I can. I might not be a great fighter like you or the other masters, but I know how to use a crossbow, and I’m not untalented with a dagger in close quarters.”

Danilo took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair, joining his palms. “It is far from certain that we will repel the army heading toward us. The Grandmaster himself is of a mind to help who we can to escape, while a brave few hold the rear.”

That, Silas did not expect. He knew the knights to be no cowards; in fact, he knew them not to back away even when faced with insurmountable odds. What did they know about this army that had them considering retreat?

“I… will stay, nonetheless,” he said. It was crazy—it was suicide—but he could not leave. He was on the brink of deciphering the ancient words carved into the catacomb’s tombs and walls. Who knew what secrets they would reveal? “With your permission, Master Danilo, I will take what few provisions you may spare and block myself inside the catacombs. I am sure that, even if The Tower should fall, its enemies will not bother exploring that deep. I will slip away after I finish my work.”

The scholarly knight closed his eyes and gave the slightest of nods. He lowered his shoulders with a sigh.

“Somehow,” he said, “I expected you to resist my request. Very well, then. In that case, I have a gift for you.”

Danilo reached underneath the desk and produced a hefty, thick tome bound in cerulean leather. He placed it before Silas. Engraved in a golden hue that somehow also looked leafy green, a title written in a script that Silas had never seen adorned the cover. The alien letters shimmered.

“What is this?”

“One of the few artifacts surviving from the age before the fading of magic. The last such one we hold in our treasury. I believe it will serve you well.”

Silas touched the cover. It was pleasantly cool, refreshing him much like a spring breeze would. At his touch, the golden-green lettering shimmered with increased intensity; he averted his eyes for a moment, and when he looked back, the characters became familiar. The script had shifted, and he could now read it.

“The Dream of the Elves.” He glanced at Danilo, who gave an approving nod. Silas flipped the cover open and an alien script greeted him again: flowing black characters upon light-brown pages.

He did not need to touch the page for the writing to shimmer and flow. He leaned closer. This time, the letters were not forming words he could read. Instead, they were arranging themselves in a swirling pattern, a whirlwind of black and brown and suddenly—green. It dizzied him, so he raised his head from the book⁠—

And everything was gone. No Danilo, no office, no nothing. He was floating in a maelstrom of green and brown, and then…

The whirlwind sucked him down and he lost consciousness.

[image: ]



DUSKPORT, THE HOLY KINGDOM OF LOHANDER, PRESENT DAY

SEVEN MONTHS AFTER THE MARCH OF THE CHAMPION OF THE ICE AND THE FALL OF THE TOWER

— Frida —

Frida d’Armand stumbled into her room, barely having the motor control to slam the door shut behind her. She steadied herself against the wall and coughed blood onto the floorboards. In her drunken stupor, she became very preoccupied with the state of her teeth. Her nose wouldn’t stop bleeding, but that was fine. A broken nose would mend. Now, a golden tooth—that would foul her countenance something fierce.

At least the other blokes had it much worse. One had undoubtedly become a eunuch, and another, well… with any luck, he could afford a full set of golden teeth.

She pushed against the wall, tried to walk to the chair and small desk next to her dirty bed, and failed, crashing to the floor. Undeterred, she crawled her way to the intended destination and climbed onto the chair.

Finally. She grabbed one of the opaque green bottles on the desk and took a gulp of firewater. It burned on the way down. She took another swig for good measure. The sooner she got knocked out, the better.

Her gaze drifted to the leather-bound volume under a pile of empty bottles. Inside is that which you treasure the most, the stupid bitch from The Tower had said. Inside a book!

What she treasured the most… Bah. A ship? A crew? She had lost both… The Pirate-Queen of the Circle Sea, she had been called, and she adopted the moniker with gusto. She was respected as a captain and feared for her prowess as a swordswoman. For the last fifteen years—a little under half her life—she had fought and plundered and trafficked her way into real power, a far cry from the youth of debasement she had suffered as a slave. Then, the bloody war in the north had come; her involvement had cost her everything. She was farther than ever from reclaiming her birthright… And… That damned fool, why did he have to stay in that gods-forsaken Tower?

The memory of Silas lit a flame inside her firewater-drenched soul. It was the books—his stupid books—that had made him… That had taken him…

“I hate books!” she screamed, knocking the bottles to the floor and pulling the tome toward her with one hand, drawing her dagger with the other. She’d carve the bloody thing apart.

Frida cut through the string that bound the volume and opened it, dagger poised to strike at the yellowed pages.

A green vortex opened before her, coming from out of nowhere and enveloping her small, dank room. Before she knew it, it sucked her in and she was plunging into its swirling emerald expanse.


I

THE HIDDEN KINGDOM


Month 4, Week 3.

The subject has been developing well. He has no trouble finding nourishment, albeit with occasional help, and has thus far prevailed over every wild beast he has encountered. In most such cases, he has opted to fight and then consume the animal, although he has judged it more prudent to flee on some occasions.

We will keep observing. Eventually, he is bound to run into one of the more dangerous animals and perish.

He will prove quite the feast.

— WESTERN WOODS OBSERVATION LOG, QUEL’AIQUA RANGERS


1

THE ARRIVAL


— Frida —

Frida plunged into the dark waters, the cold jolting her out of her daze. It was a familiar sensation; she had, after all, spent most of her adulthood at sea. She braced for the pain the salt water would wreak upon touching her wounds, but it never came. In its place, relief. She had not fallen into Duskport’s coast nor the connected smuggler’s tunnels underneath—this was fresh water!

She squinted. Something took shape in the dark below, its movement sinuous. Another hard-earned lesson: Movement underwater was often a bad sign.

Frida twisted and was rewarded with a glimpse of light far above. She swam in its direction, feeling more than seeing whatever was giving pursuit from below. Her body still ached something fierce and drink still clouded her mind, but instinct pushed her onward and upward, her initial confusion giving way to cold dread. The more she swam, the more her senses screamed that something was behind her.

She broke past the water’s surface and rushed to the coastline, a white-sand beach rimmed by thick woods. No sooner had she touched the wet sand than a burning sensation enveloped her leg. Something pulled her back, making her fall face-first in the shallow water, twisting and kicking against whatever was yanking her back into the lake. Her heel connected with a slick, muscular surface. She kicked again and again until she was free and rushing out of the water on her hands and knees, sputtering and gasping for breath. She rolled on her back on the beach just in time to see a dark tentacle submerge into the otherwise placid waters.

Frida sat, spat more water, and reached for her left leg. The beast had torn through her trousers, just above the collar of her leather boots. She was bleeding, but not a lot; whatever it was, it had only claimed a bit of skin. The wound stung like the fires of the abyss, though.

She edged back toward the forest, putting a little more distance between herself and the lake for good measure before falling over the fine sand. The moon shone its silvery light upon her; it was that light that had guided her to the surface. Even though it was the middle of the night, a warm breeze buffeted her hair, something unusual near Duskport’s cold coast.

Frida fought with all her might against her tiredness, but every fiber of her body pushed back, wanting to claim some much-needed rest.

She lost the battle, and the silvery moon faded into darkness.
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Frida woke up to the searing light of the sun and the chorus of chirping birds and rustling leaves. She sat and promptly doubled over and retched on the sand, the throbbing in her temple threatening to lay her low again. So she remained for a while, only moving to feel the scab over the wound on her leg.

Once her hangover had partially subsided, she sat up and looked around. The warm breeze brushed against her face, carrying with it the scent of damp earth and foliage. It confirmed the suspicion from her previous night of drunken stupor and surprise: She was no longer on the western coast of the Circle Sea. This was the sort of breeze from much farther south, close to the edge of said sea and the Crescent Isles.

She rose on shaky legs, took a deep breath, and focused on the task at hand: survival.

There were two types of pirates: the ones who had been stranded on an unknown land after a shipwreck, and those who hadn’t been pirates long enough. She had been a pirate for a long time.

She gazed at the sky above the lake, wondering for a moment if she would see any evidence of the green swirling whirlwind from where she had fallen, but unsurprised that she did not. There were only cloudless blue skies, and the golden shiny sun her fellow Lohanians were so fond of worshipping. On to the important things, then: water, food, and shelter.

The lake’s shore was serene, the soft breeze barely affecting it. Its waters were clear enough to see the fine sand, round, smooth pebbles, and discarded mollusk shells underneath. After a cursory glance revealed no signs of tentacled beasts, Frida kneeled by the water and took it in her cupped hands, first washing the taste of drunken vomit from her mouth and then taking small sips to quench her thirst. With no flask or any sort of waterskin on her, she would need to make sure not to stray too far from the lake.

No flask, but she was not entirely without tools. There was the dagger she kept strapped to her boot. That, at least, would be useful.

She drew the blade, checking its condition. Sharp and shiny, polished enough to see one’s reflection. Good. She took the chance to check her gums and teeth. They were all accounted for, although half her face was dark and swollen. Not too bad. Her hair was so dirty that it looked more brown than its natural red, but bathing in this lake was a step she was unwilling to take.

A pang of hunger set the next priority. She walked back to the treeline and nicked a tree with the dagger, continuing to do so as she moved deeper into the wilds. The long-leafed trees with trunks two hand spans thick, and the shrubs and multicolored man-sized ferns reminded her of the flora of the Crescent Archipelago on the southern edge of the Circle Sea, but they were not quite the same… There were no telltale signs of damage by salty winds in the leaves and trunks, meaning she was far from any sea. Still, she recognized some edible leaves and roots. She munched on a couple and stuffed others into her pants. They were hard and bitter, but at least they were filling. She also came across a few small game trails and made a different marking on the nearby trees to find them again when her head wasn’t throbbing and hopefully set up some snares.

With the sun high and her hunger sated, the next order of business was to secure shelter for the night. Frida doubled back, following the marked trees toward the lake, and located a suitable spot nestled between two large trees with thick foliage overhead. With a bit of work, it would do to protect from the elements.

Her dagger was more than sharp enough to cut several sturdy branches, and she bound them with leafy vines to construct a lean-to shelter, then reinforced it with additional foliage. The result turned out surprisingly cozy, but by the time she finished, her whole body ached, sweat drenched her clothes, and her temple throbbed even harder.

The soreness and feeling of ickiness overpowered her concerns about tentacled beasts, and she went back to the lake for a wary bath and to drink some more. She kept to shallow water and did not tear her eyes away from the lake’s center while she washed, but whatever creature lived underneath the waters had either had its fill after last night or was otherwise engaged. Cleaner but no less tired, she returned to the shelter and made herself comfortable atop a pile of leaves. She was due for a nap. A tiny voice inside her head nagged her to look for firewood, but she had nothing to cook, and if the daytime temperature were anything to go by, she wouldn’t need much of a fire to keep her warm at night. So, she slept.

There was a limit, however, to the soundness of sleep one could have after spending years living in close quarters with cutthroats and backstabbers. Every couple of hours, a suspicious noise roused Frida from her sleep; the crack of a twig or the shuffling of the underbrush could mean nothing, or they could presage death. There was something off about the forest that she could not quite put her finger on. Forests were noisy places, filled with the sound of hundreds of critters scuttling about at all times, sounds caused by the wind, and, in warmer climates, plenty of birds. This forest had all of that… but less. It was as if it had quieted because of her presence.

Despite that, she got some rest, enough so that by the time night fell, she was clear-headed and physically fit enough to climb a tree and look at the stars. The sky was clear and the moon was not especially bright, making the celestial spheres perfectly visible. For a moment, she despaired: she did not know this sky. Yet after a couple of minutes of steady breathing and intense stargazing, Frida finally recognized the familiar shape of the Princess’s Scarf far on the horizon. She failed to find the Emperor’s Sword and the High Priestess’s Staff, however, and the only way that made sense was if she was…

In the rear end of bloody High Kyanun!

Frida climbed down with shaky arms and went to sit under her shelter. Had she gone mad? One minute, she was in Duskport, then a book sucked her in, and all of a sudden, she was half a continent away, in a country so closed to foreigners that she wasn’t even sure where its southern border was.

She needed a drink.

She settled for munching on a root washed in the lake’s waters. Soon after, she fell asleep again.


2

THE EXPLORER


The next morning, the headache was gone. Frida went back to the lake to hydrate and then sat on the shore, gazing over its tentacle-beast-concealing placid waters. The far shore looked just like the one where she sat.

What had happened when she opened the book? Did it render her unconscious before someone transported her halfway across the continent? She distinctly remembered falling from the green vortex into the lake, but the more time passed, the more it felt like a dream. She had woken up with a hangover, which meant only a night had passed. Even the fastest vessel would take over a month to sail from Duskport to the edge of the Circle Sea, not to mention however long the travel to the southern coast of High Kyanun was. It had to have been magic.

Magic! A year ago, she would have snorted at the thought. Not that she wasn’t superstitious; that came part and parcel with living at the mercy of the sea. But the sort of magic that changed things in the world from one minute to the next? That, she’d scoff at. Then she had seen the dead rising from their graves during the war in the North. That had been real. That had been nothing to scoff at.

“Get yourself together,” she muttered to a smooth, marble-patterned pebble she had grabbed while deep in thought and now fidgeted with. “Doesn’t matter how I got here.”

She needed out. She had no clue what was to the south and east of High Kyanun. Maps showed poisoned wastelands and endless seas, but really, nobody knew. Whoever drew those borders had done so based on tales and speculation. High Kyanun stood past the southern border of the Holy Kingdom of Lohander, but that border was nigh impassable since the last war, sealed by a great wall joining a string of fortresses. Her best shot at escaping was to head west, where the edge of the continent tapered off into the Cat’s Tail and the Crescent Archipelago beyond. Once in the islands, she could find a ship bound for Bamorca, or perhaps even the Holy Kingdom, if she were lucky.

Of course, she could not know how far the western coast was, but there was nothing to do about that. Nor could she hope to find a Kyanite settlement and get help; the people of High Kyanun were more likely to enslave her than to offer assistance.

“So that’s settled,” Frida told her pebble before throwing it far into the lake and wishing it would land on the tentacled beast’s head. She drank as much water as possible and set out to the west.

The forest was dense, and there was no way she could make a straight path without a machete. So Frida made her progress westward in a somewhat meandering fashion, pushing forward as best she could around man-tall leafy shrubs and trees entangled in moss-green vines that were so thick, they might as well have been walls.

After walking for a few hours, she stumbled upon a triangular-shaped, nicely sharp stone, so she looked around for a sturdy branch and fashioned a spear that doubled as a walking stick. Swords were her preference, but between the newly crafted weapon and the dagger, she would at least be able to hunt and prepare wild game. More pointedly, she could now poke the undergrowth while forging ahead, making it less likely that she would run into predatory beasts that might lie in wait.

Hunting felt less than essential. There seemed to be plenty of edible roots and tubers around, and although she had found no water apart from the ever more distant lake, some of the trees’ leaves were juicy enough that she could munch on them for hydration in a pinch. Soon enough, it would rain—such a forest would not grow without frequent rains—so she could hollow out a piece of dry fallen wood and use it to gather some water.

Coincidentally, the sound of rushing water registered in the distance, and she began moving toward it as best as the forest would allow. After pushing through a troublesome wall of vines hanging between two weathered trees, she reached a clearing at the edge of which a small brook flowed. She was about to lean over for a much-needed drink when the cry came.

“Ayeeeeee.”

A forest is never quiet, but the sharp shout cut through the constant chirping of the birds, buzzing of insects, and shuffling of leaves, making her flatten her back against the nearest tree. It felt human, yet she had gone through enough exotic lands to know that some birds could mimic human cries. The sounds that followed, however, were anything but: they were the crushing of fresh leaves under stomping paws and of violently parting vegetation. Whatever the sudden cry had spooked, it was moving in her direction.

She looked around, trying to glimpse any signs of the charging beast—if, indeed, a beast it was—but before she could prepare any further, the ground rumbled under her feet. The beast’s charge nicked the tree with such strength that it nearly uprooted it and made Frida stumble to her hands and knees.

She scrambled up in time to see a massive boar slide to a stop just before the brook, tearing up dirt, moss, and roots. It turned around to face her. The beast stood a full head taller than her and was easily twice as broad. One of its tusks was broken into a jagged, darkened edge, and its snout was covered with what looked like granite-gray mushrooms, a growth that ran up its head and, as far as Frida could see, bisected its back. The rest of its skin was mottled brown with the occasional pinkish scar showing, stained on its right side by dark blood flowing from where a makeshift spear, much like Frida’s, was sticking out. But the animal’s most striking feature was the cold intelligence in its eyes, now trained on her.

The beast was angry; it wanted to murder something, and, in the absence of the spear-wielder who had hurt it, Frida would do.

It paced on the muddy ground and launched itself at her; she jumped aside and narrowly avoided being gored by the beast’s tusk-and-a-half. It slammed against the tree instead, half-ripping it from the ground and making the earth shake under Frida’s feet. She half-ran, half-stumbled to reach the closest of the surrounding trees and clambered up to one of the lower branches before the beast could recover. Soon the trunk shuddered under her, the pain-crazed creature pounding its cloven hooves against her hiding place.

Frida cursed and jumped on the creature’s back, spear poised to strike at its mushroom-covered snout. The sharp stone point struck and broke against the fungal coat—the mushrooms were not only the color of granite but, indeed, fossilized—and the animal bucked, trying to throw her off its back. She grasped the rock-hard fungi and squeezed her legs against the beast’s side, holding on while the world shook around her.

Frida knew what was coming; It was not like she had never seen men fight boars in a pigsty. Next, the beast would roll over on the ground and crush her under its weight. She needed to do something before that happened.

She drew her dagger and stuck it in the beast’s side. It howled and shook violently, almost throwing her off, but she held on and clambered farther up its back. Her next strike found the beast’s eye, and the boar bucked so hard that she could hold on no longer. She lost her grip on weapon and boar and flew across the clearing, landing in the mud before the brook and sliding into its waters.

The half-blind boar flailed around, bashing its broken tusks and muddy body against the surrounding trees for a few moments before crumbling to a heap on the forest floor.

Frida sat up, dazed and muddied, just in time to see a human shape emerge from the bushes and into the clearing. It stood looking at the boar’s massive twitching body for a heartbeat before turning to her, eyes widening in surprise.

“Frida?”

Frida shook her head and blinked to push past the daze and focus on the man before her. He stood taller than her, but not by much, and his jet-black hair and slightly tanned skin set aside any possibility that he might hail from High Kyanun. His was very much the complexion familiar to the people hailing from the coastal regions of the Holy Kingdom. His hair and beard were unkempt, but his dress was not in tatters, as she would expect from someone stranded in an unknown land; he wore a short-sleeved shirt that looked to have been made by ripping the sleeves of a longer garment at the arm’s halfway point, and loose-fitting pants tightened at the waist by a thick belt with a large, silver buckle. Both vestments were worn enough that she could but guess at their original color. She could only tell his clothes had once been of a dark hue.

“Frida!” the man repeated, approaching. “It is you!”

Did he know her? Could he be an old crewmate?

It clicked when he leaned over her and touched her arm. It was the eyes that gave it away, those light brown eyes with a little bit of green at the periphery. Few men had those eyes. He had lost some weight, and the beard and long hair masked his features well, but this was, unmistakably, Silas.

Frida punched him in the face.

Silas yelped and fell backward into the mud.

Frida straddled him and punched him again for good measure.

“You idiot!” she yelled. She wanted to hit him more. All this time, all the time she had spent in drunken mourning, the time that had cost her ship and crew… he had been alive? “You absolute bastard! Do you have any idea… I thought you had died!”

Silas raised his arms to protect his face, but she grabbed them and pinned them to his sides. Their eyes locked again. Blood dripped from his split lip, but he had ceased struggling.

“You… thrice-cursed… argh!” Frida screamed, wanting to smash her head on his face.

She kissed him instead.
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Half a day later, Frida woke up to Silas’s snoring and rolled him over the furs he used for bedding. The boar skins were not especially warm, but they needn’t be, not in this weather; their primary purpose was to shield their backs from the roughness of the wood Silas had used to build his treehouse.

Built from dry, fallen logs tied together with thick vine, the house was little more than a platform overlooking a small lake in the middle of the jungle, with a simple thatched roof made from reeds and palm leaves to protect from the rain. It was a modest shelter, yet if Frida were to be honest, it was better than she expected her lover and one-time rival to build.

She leaned over the chest-high wall he had erected around the platform by weaving vines and long leaves together, to shield him from the mild winds. Looking again at the stars, she groaned and chided herself for not being able to contain her appetites. She’d lost count of her moons, and as far as she knew, the leaves used for the Whore’s Tea did not grow in this part of the world. The last thing she needed now was to be carrying.

Frida climbed down the tree and walked to the lake’s shore. She felt the water with her toe. Satisfied that it was cool but not unpleasant, especially accounting for how warm and stuffy the night air was, she dipped inside and began washing her lady parts. The priestesses had told her it was useless and that once she had taken seed within her, no amount of washing would help, but what did they know? It wasn’t like the old crones got any. It couldn’t hurt to try.

“Is it pleasant in there?”

Silas was squatting at the water’s edge. Naked, but he was so hairy a man that it barely registered. She let her gaze linger before answering him; however long he had spent in this place, it had been long enough for him to slim down considerably. That pleased her.

“What, you woke yourself up with your snoring?” she asked.

He chuckled. “Is it that bad?”

“The boar was less noisy.”

They laughed, and he entered the water and swam closer.

“There’s nothing here that would try to eat us, is there?” Frida asked.

“Not that I’m aware of. Bad previous experience?”

“A tentacled thing tried to get me as soon as I arrived. Didn’t you fall into the lake, too?”

“Yes. Yes, I did,” he said, a pensive look crossing his face. “Maybe it was asleep?”

“Maybe,” Frida said, letting herself float belly-up, looking at the stars. The sky was clear and the moon shone duller than before. “That’s just like you. Getting by on stupid luck.”

“Hey, I killed some of those mushboars on my own.”

“Mushboars? Is this the best name you could come up with? You, a learned scholar?”

“I’m an archeologist, not a natural philosopher.”

Frida bumped her shoulder against his chest and they rested like that for a few silent moments, looking at the sky.

“Why the tree shelter?” she finally asked. “Why did you not keep moving west?”

“There’s no way forward.”

“What do you mean?”

“A few days’ travel to the west, you bump into a sheer cliff wall. Smooth as a maiden’s skin; I’ve seen nothing like it. Even if I had the know-how to craft climbing tools, I don’t think it would matter.”

“So? We’ll travel along it. It can’t be unclimbable forever. Sooner or later, we’ll find a canyon, or a tunnel, or a cliff face weathered by storms.”

Silas sighed. “I’ve tried. It sounds insane, but… the forest won’t let us.”

Frida twisted her head to look him in the eyes. He was serious. “Have you fallen on your head from that treehouse of yours?” she asked.

“I’ll show you. We’ll walk for days, never losing sight of the cliff face, and end up in the same place. I’ve tried several times.

“Then we’re inside a… crater of some sort?”

“No, not exactly. It’s hard to say what happens. I’ve counted my steps from here to the cliff and then from following it until reaching my starting point. The mathematics of it makes little sense.”

Frida chewed her lip. Silas was no fool. Well, he was a fool, but not the sort of fool that got lost in the woods… or anywhere, really. If he was good at anything, it was keeping his bearings. “What about the stars?”

He shook his head. “Hard to keep track. Clouds lick the cliff’s upper reaches and the vegetation is too dense farther in.”

“I see.” She swam back to the shore, pulling him along by the hand. There they sat, enjoying the warm breeze that caressed their bare skin even at that late hour. Fireflies were gathering over the lake’s surface by the dozens, their reflected light covering it in an eerie yellow glow. It reminded her of the way the oil-fueled lampposts of the Golden City lit the gold-tiled roofs when seen from above. Silas looked entranced by the insects’ dance. The beard suited him despite the shagginess. She’d have to do something about the long hair, but…

Not wanting to worry about carrying again, she looked away and began fiddling with the mud where they sat. The texture was familiar—it was clay, and a good one, too.

“Silas,” she said, “this place is rather unspoiled, is it not?”

“I’ve yet to see any traces of civilization.”

“Did you see any metal veins while you skirted the cliff’s face?”

He looked at the stars and made the ruminative expression he always wore when asked to recall something he hadn’t thought to pay attention to.

“I suppose I did,” he finally said. “Wouldn’t be able to tell you what sort of metal, though. Why?”

Frida gathered a handful of the lakeside clay and squeezed it between her fingers. “You might not know how to make climbing gear, but I was a slave once, before I took up the sword and stole my first ship. I learned how to work a forge. Let’s see how unclimbable those cliffs really are.”

Silas smiled and winked. “You were always good at escapes.”

She smiled back. “That I still am.”


3

THE SIXTH ELEMENT


— Sandelar —

Sandelar fought the urge to clean the growing perspiration from his forehead, and focused instead on the fist-sized globe of water floating a few feet away and above him. To maintain it whole and aloft was already straining his concentration, and he had barely begun the exercise.

He pushed his thoughts away from the physical discomfort. Concentration was the first skill to be mastered by a mage, a prerequisite for all the lessons to come. He had centuries of practice; he would not fail on such a basic step. He did not even dare to think about the twelve archmages sitting on the balcony beyond, nor on the fact that he was the object of their undivided attention.

Sandelar reached down to his belt and brushed his fingers over the knucklebones of his ancestors, which were weaved into the leather’s exterior. He knew the order by heart: His great-grandfather Pyrrhus Seidhanna, whose family name he bore; the former archmage, Belythia Weirthe, nicknamed “Mistress of the Arcane;” Belthanus Kaen, the legendary Dwarf Killer. And so on, a dozen distinguished spellcasters over half as many generations.

The initiates believed that wiser, more practiced mages could use such artifacts to draw upon their famed ancestors’ knowledge of the magical arts. The truth, of course, was far more mundane. Sandelar and his fellow senior practitioners kept such relics not as stores of magical power—they had none—but as focusing tools, physical mnemonics that they could touch to recall the right frame of mind necessary to cast particular spells. When Sandelar’s skin brushed against the bones of his ancestors, he detached from the way he was cooking inside the traditional stuffy robes, and from the piercing glare of the gathered archmages.

By touching the first knuckle, he recalled the first spell he had been preparing and practicing over the past year. He visualized the darkest abyss, the void between worlds, where no warmth dwelt. He reached out to such places, and how smoothly did the Dark come. That made it the most dangerous element: how easily it gave itself to the eager practitioner.

Sandelar raised one hand and made a cupping motion underneath the floating ball of water, imagining the Dark flowing from it and embracing the liquid.

The water froze, becoming a floating chunk of ice.

Sandelar clenched his teeth, the strain of keeping the denser object afloat increasing the pressure in his temple. He almost said the words out loud that would allow him to refresh the enchantment, but stopped himself; the Mastery Ritual did not abide spell vocalization. Had he done so, he would have failed, and it would be another four years until he could attempt it again.

Instead, he willed the enchantment stronger through bending thought, and tapped the next bone set into the belt. In doing so, he visualized his consciousness traveling to another abyssal plane, the plane of fire, from which he drew the all-consuming flame that was the very lifeblood of that place’s demonic overlords. Where the power of Dark had been cool and manipulative, Fire was anything but. It was eager to come to him—but also threatened to consume him.

Sandelar reined it in, imagining himself a bridge between that terrible place and the chunk of ice floating before him—a stout stone bridge, slick from polish, one that the flames would slide past without burning.

The ice melted back into water, but only for a moment; it soon became gas, a vaguely sphere-shaped mist hanging between Sandelar and his examiners.

Sandelar now turned his focus to the element of Light. This was a challenge of balance and purity, a task requiring a harmony of mind and spirit that he had spent countless hours perfecting. He envisioned the teachings of Eryndel Seidhanna, his luminary ancestor, guiding his movements.

With a gesture both grand and deliberate, he coaxed the mist into radiance. A soft, golden light emerged, filling the chamber with a warmth reminiscent of the first dawn’s light. Maintaining this gentle luminescence was a precarious balance, for Light, like Fire, yearned to blaze in unbridled glory.

As the glow steadied, Sandelar’s thoughts shifted inward to the element of Earth, the most intimate of all. He drew upon his own essence—for his life, like every other, sprang from the Earth—and connected with the core of his being. The radiant orb before him pulsed in sync with his heartbeat, a dance of life and light.

He and his examiners held their breath as life bloomed within the sphere. Vines, leaves, and flowers, all flourishing under his meticulous control, spun a tale of nature’s delicate balance, the interplay of elements.

Now came the most crucial part, blending all elements into a harmonious unity. Sandelar’s movements were precise, his hands weaving the energies together in a complex dance. The sphere expanded into a display of light, life, and the other elements merging in a symphony that enveloped him and nearly touched the balconies where the archmages stood, then faded away, like a dream given solidity for but the briefest of heartbeats.

The spell ended, leaving behind a gentle fall of petals and light, and it was plain that the applause that followed was not just for the successful demonstration of his skill, but for the artistry and depth of its execution.

Though exhausted, a surge of triumph welled within. He had passed the examination and done so with a display that was sure to leave a lasting impression on the archmages. He was one step closer to fulfilling his ambition.

The last echoes of applause faded and the chamber of the archmages filled with a respectful silence, soon broken by their rising voices of congratulations.

“Master Mage Sandelar Seidhanna.” It was the voice of Ettrian Zaffein, high archmage and headmaster of the Atheneum, the first to echo through the grand hall. “Your skill and control over the elements is truly exemplary. We are eager to support you in your next endeavor. Tell us, which magical study do you wish to embark upon for the benefit of Quel’Aiqua?”

Sandelar, still feeling the remnants of magical energy coursing through him, stepped forward. Although he attempted to remain solemn, he could not keep from his voice a hint of the ambition that had long fueled his studies. It was finally time to stake the claim he had kept so closely guarded for the past few centuries so that no other mage would steal his glory.

“Honored archmages, I aim to extend the boundaries of what we achieved today. I seek to synthesize the five elements into the sixth: the legendary Arcane. This lost element, I have gathered from my research on the tomes that are permitted to me, was once key to bringing our species into its full magical potential. I would ask that you grant me access to peruse your libraries for the tomes detailing how to achieve this feat and restore our ancient power.”

A hush fell over the chamber at these words. The archmages exchanged glances, their expressions turning from admiration to concern. Sandelar felt the icy grip of doubt, more so than at any point during the examination. Would they deny him? How could they? It was unheard of, to deny the student his request upon graduation to Master.

The eldest among them, Archmage Elendil, stepped forward, his voice gentle yet firm. “Master Mage Sandelar, your ambition is commendable, yet there is one critical obstacle. No tomes we could provide would be useful to your quest. The reason we lost control over the Arcane goes beyond the death of those who held that knowledge. The power to synthesize the Arcane is bound to the magical pools of Elessia. These pools are beyond our reach, lying far outside the boundaries of our valley. We have no means to access them, and thus, we cannot grant you this boon.”

So this was what utter, crushing disappointment felt like.

His lifelong ambition, the culmination of his research and practice, suddenly seemed an unattainable dream.

“This does not diminish your achievement today, Sandelar,” the kindly archmage continued. “You have shown remarkable mastery and innovation. I urge you to consider another avenue of study, one within the realms of our current resources.”

The rest of the meeting went by in a haze, like a dream. The remaining archmages floated down from their perches and clasped his hand, patting him on the shoulder. Yet under the smiling praise lavished upon him, he also discerned a faint thread of pity. He had laid bare his ambitions, and they had brushed them aside as morning dust.

Sandelar’s steps echoed hollowly against the stone floors as he left the chamber. His achievement felt distant, overshadowed by the realization that his grand vision might remain just that—a vision. His graduation into the ranks of the master mages, a moment he had longed for over centuries of training, turned bittersweet.

The path he had hoped to tread was barred.
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The evening air was cool against Sandelar’s skin as he stepped out into the twilight, the sky above Quel’Aiqua a tapestry of deep blues and purples. He was barely a few steps away from the Atheneum when he heard the familiar, light footsteps of Gelbin Zaffein approaching.

Gelbin, with his unruffled demeanor and a smile that seemed to dismiss the weight of the world, was the son of the high archmage, but that was not why he had been waiting for Sandelar, and, no doubt, had sneaked a magical look at his examination. The reason for those things was far simpler: he was Sandelar’s oldest friend.

“Sandelar!” Gelbin called out, his voice carrying an ease that felt foreign to Sandelar’s current mood. He approached, his gait relaxed, embodying the carefree spirit that often defined him. No wonder he hadn’t lasted long among the ranks of the rangers. “You’ve got that brooding scholar look again. Shouldn’t you be celebrating? That was a performance for the ages!”

Sandelar managed a thin smile despite the heaviness of his thoughts. As suspected, Gelbin had been spying.

“It was quite unfair, in all seriousness,” Gelbin continued. After being the first journeyman to create a new spell in hundreds of years, one would think they’d skip the whole examination and push you straight to archmage!”

“Some would say spells are not created, merely discovered.”

“Bah! So you are a fundamentalist now? No wonder you have the look of one who swallowed a squirrel whole. Come now! Drinks are on me.”

“It's hard to celebrate, Gelbin. The Arcane... seems more out of reach than before.”

A softness came to his friend’s emerald eyes. “You know, maybe this is Fate suggesting you take a step back. Have you ever thought about other aspects of life? Like family?” His tone was casual, trying to nudge him toward a path less burdened.

The suggestion, though well-intentioned, grated on Sandelar. “Family? Now? My ambitions are far from fulfilled. There has to be a way to unlock the Arcane.”

“There isn’t,” Gelbin said. “Not beyond this valley. We’re all bound by the enchantment of exile. Even you.”

“I refuse to believe that⁠—”

“Listen, the Fertility Festival is just around the corner. The entire city will be alive with laughter and merriment. It’s the perfect time to revel in your achievement. Clear your head.”

“I’m not in the mood for festivities. I need to be alone.”

Sandelar turned away with a nod he hoped worked as an apology, leaving Gelbin standing amidst the falling twilight. He made his way through the heart of Quel’Aiqua. Walking across the city center was one thing that usually abated his irritation.

With their mastery over the energies of life that sprung from the element of Earth, the archmages had conjured a city that sprouted from the very branches of the grand tree it was named after, their magic imbued into every structure, street, and gathering space. Every building and balcony, every avenue and plaza, every nook and cranny was part of the great living construct. The ancient tree stretched upward, its branches and leaves coaxed into elegant homes, walkways, and terraces. Each limb was a tribute to the harmony between nature and elven craft, curved and intertwined to form an organic metropolis.

It was eerie, in a way. Sandelar had never known any other sort of city. Here, he had been born and had lived all of his fourteen centuries. Sure, he had seen paintings and drawings of his people’s marble and glass cities from before the exodus, but it was not the same. Familiarity should have meant he felt little awe of the archmages’ achievement, yet awe was precisely what he felt as he contemplated the living architecture.

His home nestled near the Atheneum, a small but elegant dwelling cradled in the arms of a gnarled branch. The walls, smooth and shaped by centuries of magical craft, held the warmth of the tree’s life. Windows opened like blossoms, inviting the night’s whispers.

Its interior was considerably more tumultuous. Months of preparation for the examination had left the wooden floor littered with tomes, scrolls, and parchments filled with hastily scribbled notes. The once beautiful living wood that made up the residence’s indoor walls was stained by mold in some places and charred in others, having fallen victim to elemental misfires during practice. Empty glass vials were strewn about, the remains of several batches of concentration potions he had burned his meager tradesman’s stipend to acquire.

Sandelar pushed a pile of tomes off the stool by the window that overlooked the street below, and sat watching his fellow citizens mill about with the business of an anthill, no doubt preparing for the upcoming festival. Still weeks away, it was, nonetheless, one of the most anticipated events. He spat at their simple-mindedness and felt bad a moment later; that was just their nature, and he should not begrudge them. Would that he could change his heart to match theirs and follow Gelbin’s advice. But the mysteries of the Arcane ensnared him.

Yet why should I change? he thought. Leave the business of producing and raising little brats to those who enjoy such things. They do not understand the pleasure found in mastery over the elements—and, eventually, the Arcane! I shan’t judge them; yet why should I judge myself harshly for not being as they are?

Alone in the quiet of his home, he resolved to pursue the secrets of the ancient power despite the obstacles.

Night fell, and with it, the streets quieted. He stepped away from the window and, with a gesture, cast a cantrip that made the flowers growing in the corners of the room blossom into bright balls of light. He searched his shelves for a tome he had not cracked open in centuries, yet now felt compelled to revisit: a tome detailing the enchantment that kept them barred from the outside world. Besides knowing it was tied to the Temple of the Ancestors in the valley’s eastern edge, he was shamefully illiterate on such a critical component of his people’s history.

His journey to uncover the Arcane was not at its end. This was, in fact, a new beginning.

[image: ]


It was morning by the time he closed the tome. As was his habit, he began reviewing his notes. His stomach growled, but it was his habit, too, to ignore such urges. Getting comfortable with hunger had paid many dividends: more time to dedicate to his craft and more money to spend on tomes, scrolls, components, and elixirs.

He had been hoping to find a loophole in the enchantment, something that allowed him to tap into faraway powers or, at the very least, exit the enchanted valley. The book, however, was not a quality treatise. It was filled with the basics of casting a circle of protection and theorized how one could expand it to encompass a large area, plus add some safeguards at the edges—lethal safeguards.

The rules were the same as the spell every novice learned before venturing out on patrol to the woods: within the circumscribed area, none could leave, and none could enter; neither could magical energies breach it in either direction. Power could be drawn from alternate planes of existence—had it not been so, elemental magic would have been much harder inside the valley. Could he perhaps… No, no. To attempt entry into an elemental plane was a death sentence.

He glanced at one of his earlier notes. What has maintained the circle of protection for nearly forty centuries? It was a simple enough spell. A novice could maintain one a few yards in diameter for hours; an archmage, days. A caster was more likely to die from hunger or thirst than from the fading of the circle, if not able to devise a way to escape whatever predicament had made them cast it. Yet, maintaining it still required power and concentration, however slight. And a circle encompassing a sizeable chunk of a continent would not take such little power…

The slight smell of rot reminded Sandelar of his flowers. Sure enough, he had forgotten to dismiss the light spell with the dawn, and they had been consumed. He cursed, summoning the barest lick of flame to burn their remains without charring the walls. Should anyone learn he had so carelessly defied the Green Imperative, the justiciars would give him a public whipping, if not outright jail him for a decade. So many rules…

That’s it, he thought, the thrill of having solved the puzzle bringing his appetite back. The circle is consuming a component, perhaps one that its guardians replenish, or… an artifact with tremendous power! That must be what is tying the enchantment to the Temple!

If he got his hands on the component, he could cast his creation, Spell Subversion… and breach the circle.

Sandelar left his abode minutes later with a pep in his step, seeking fresh sausages. The previous day’s disappointment was almost forgotten.


4

THE ENCHANTED FOREST


— Frida —

Fashioning the forge from the lakeside clay had been enough of a chore, and tiring as traveling to the abyss and back. Yet she had to acknowledge some pride in how her hands had moved with a skill she hadn’t practiced in over a decade-and-a-half—since setting out to find a crew and become the terror of the Circle Sea. Molding and shaping the clay, building a structure that could withstand the heat needed to work metal… it was cathartic. Silas had watched, his usual flowery words lost in the face of this raw, primal craft.

They had spent a long time mining the vein Silas had chanced upon. It had been hard enough to do so using nothing but sticks and stones, but the actual forging was even more arduous.

They had to smelt the raw ore, a process that required constant attention to the fire’s temperature and the malleability of the metal. Then she had to fall into the rhythm of the forge, the heat and the hammering again a familiar dance.

She tried to push away the emotions that came with the memories. Some would say she was lucky; most children taken by pirates and other brigands end up drowned, buried alive, or sold to sate the appetites of people who might as well be demons wearing a human’s skin. She, however, had caught the eye of a renegade blacksmith. It had not been a fun childhood: there were beatings, burns, and backbreaking work. But it was an existence. In the craft, she found an escape, an identity. If it had ended there, she might have counted herself lucky. But around her fourteenth winter, she blossomed as a woman, a young woman in a den of ruffians and cutthroats. She had been unprepared, and what followed was⁠—

Frida screamed as she forced her pinky against the hot metal. She would not remember. Pain was preferable. The pain would distract her. Focus on the craft.

“Gods and goddesses!” Silas said, rushing to her side. “What happened?”

“Just tired. Accidents happen,” she said, pushing him away.

“Let me see to that⁠—”

“No. Later. Let me work.” She pushed him more forcefully and he nodded, a mixture of confusion and worry on his face.

Blisters covered her fingers and arms; soot, her face; sweat, every other part of her body.

It had been well worth it. She had shaped the metal into pitons, hooks, and clasps. Each strike of the hammer—the first piece she had crafted—got them a step closer to their goal. After each night of forging, they were exhausted, yet she had to admit that after months of drunken brawls and feeling pity for herself, getting back to a productive craft was reinvigorating.

The mountain would be conquered.
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The mountain would not wield.

Frida heaved herself up another jagged outcrop, cursing the soreness in her arms and legs that increased with each movement. Like all the ones before it, this ledge was not wide enough for her to tuck her whole body onto it. The best she could do was pull up a leg, leave the other hanging, and rest in that uncomfortable position for a minute or two before resuming the climb. Her makeshift climbing gear dug uncomfortably into her palms. It was a far cry from the finely wrought tools of her past, but it was all they had.

The cliff face was relentless. Silas had not been exaggerating; it looked more like the wall of a fortress built by the gods than any natural surface she had ever encountered. Each hold was a battle, each ledge a hard-won victory. Though calloused from years of swordplay, her hands were not accustomed to the rock’s dogged abrasion. The climb had bloodied her fingers and her nails were all but gone. They had been at it for an hour, and there was no sign of a larger ledge where they could rest and recuperate. It was just a sheer vertical climb to the clouds, and who knew how far past them?

It was insane. She was insane for having dragged Silas into this. But it just did not seem possible that the climb would be this steep and this unforgiving.

The rock cracked under the latest piton she hammered home into the cliff’s face, and she lost balance. As she swung on one arm, she snatched the precious instrument before it fell to the forest below, a mess of faraway green canopy.

She took a big breath and glanced at the small cage made from brambles tied to her belt, where the green-and-orange bird they had captured flitted nervously. It was a crude barometer for the air’s quality, a necessary precaution at unknown heights.

Silas, trailing below her, grunted with effort, his usual eloquence lost to the difficulty of the climb. The ascent was relentless, and they both knew that even though a stout vine bound them together, it was unlikely one’s fall would not mean the other’s death.

He will make it; I should worry about myself. If the years had taught her anything, it was not to dismiss Silas for his foppish looks. The man had braved some of Elessia’s most inhospitable lands in search of knowledge and treasure. This was not his first rough climb.

As they neared what she hoped was the summit, a dense fog rolled in, obscuring the view just a few feet above. It was an eerie mist with an unnatural reddish color. It gave her a sinking feeling. She tore open the cage to release the bird, pointing it upward. As she hoped, the bird flew straight into the mist in its frenzy of escape.

There was a squeak, and a dried-out husk came tumbling down moments later.

The pit in her stomach deepened. They were trapped, with a labyrinthine forest below and death above.

“We have to go back down,” she said, her labored breathing butting in after every other word. “The fog... it’s not safe.”

Silas looked up, his face etched with fatigue and disappointment. He nodded.

The descent was a different ordeal. Every move added to the exhaustion from their failed ascent. When they finally reached the bottom, the solid ground beneath their feet might as well have been the rug of Mighty Lohander’s bedroom.

Frida punched the cliff, blooding her ruined knuckles even further.

“We are crossing the forest,” she said.

“I told you, it’s no use! We’ll walk for days only to be back at the same…”

“We are crossing the forest.”

Silas sighed and shook his head, then slumped against the cliff, taking a piece of dried meat from his pouch and biting into it. He didn’t push the matter any further.

Frida trusted his observations, but that didn’t matter. That was not her way. She needed to see, to experience things for herself, useless as it might be.

She would not accept defeat; not from a cliff, not from a deadly fog, and certainly not from the forest that held them captive.
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Frida trudged through the forest’s dense underbrush, her boots sinking lightly into the soft, moss-covered ground. They had spent a few days resting and another week hunting for their foray into the woods. Now was the time to test Silas’s claims.

The forest was a riot of life, a striking contrast to the icy northern plains where they had last traveled together. Towering trees with trunks so wide they seemed like pillars holding up the sky stretched toward the heavens. Their leaves filtered the sunlight into a dappled dance of light and shadow on the forest floor. Vines hung like natural tapestries, and flowers of every imaginable color bloomed with an almost surreal intensity.

Silas walked at her side with an air of cautious curiosity, scanning the environment with the interest of a scholar encountering a new tome. Occasionally, he stopped to examine a peculiar plant or a set of strange tracks, his fingers tracing the outlines as if trying to decipher a hidden code. Frida appreciated the beauty of the forest in a more pragmatic way, noting the potential for shelter or the usefulness of certain plants. Even so, she couldn’t deny the feeling of enchantment that permeated the air.

Despite the forest’s beauty, a growing sense of frustration began simmering within her as the hours passed. Every path they took seemed to lead them in circles. Landmarks they had noted upon entering the denser part of the woods reappeared, mocking their efforts to find a way through. Death in the skies and confusion on the ground: The conclusion that they were entangled in some sort of spell was inescapable.

Further attempts to mark their path proved futile. Trees they had scarred with their initials or distinctive symbols were nowhere to be found the next day. If she didn’t know it was impossible, she would have said the forest was rearranging its layout to confound them. The constant chirping of birds and the rustle of small creatures in the underbrush, sounds that should have been soothing, grated on her nerves.

Even Silas’s scholarly enthusiasm waned as the forest seemed to fold back on itself endlessly. “It’s as if we’re trapped in a loop,” he said, frustration creeping into his customarily measured tone.

Frida’s patience finally snapped. She kicked at a vibrant fern, sending a shower of dewdrops into the air. “This cursed forest,” she spat, her voice echoing slightly in the stillness. “It’s playing with us, like a cat with a mouse. I’m a sailor, a swordswoman— not a plaything!”

Her outburst hung in the air, the forest absorbing the sound with an eerie calmness. Silas reached out, placing a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll find a way,” he said, though his voice lacked its usual conviction.

They returned to their camp, which only confirmed her suspicions that something unnatural was afoot. Finding the way to the less dense part of the forest where Silas had built the treehouse by the lake proved trivial. Whatever curse was muddling their progress, it only worked in one direction.

The more time they spent in the wilds, the more accustomed they became to survival. Hunting and foraging became second nature. The lake’s water was fresh, the fish was delicious, and the nights were pleasant—but it was a gilded cage, nonetheless. The beauty of their surroundings did little to ease the sting of defeat.

That night, while Silas was using a piece of flint and some dried twigs to light a fire under their treehouse, preparing to cook the fish he had caught, Frida had an epiphany.

“Let’s burn it all down!”
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The following day, they gathered as many dry leaves and twigs as possible before heading again into the denser part of the woods. Silas had tanned a couple of boarskins to fortify the treehouse against the rain, and they converted those into sacks to carry the bunches of kindling. In this way, they entered the enchanted forest carrying a rather large amount of flammable material.

After a couple of hours, the woods worked its spell upon them, and they were back close to where they had entered.

“So be it! If that’s the way you want to play it…” Frida said.

“Frida, are you talking to the forest?”

“Shut it. I’m talking to whatever or whoever has put this curse here to thwart us. If that’s the forest, then yes—I’m talking to the bloody forest!”

Silas sighed and leaned against a mossy trunk. “Are you sure you want to go ahead with this?”

“I don’t get you. Are you so happy to be here, stuck in the ass end of the world, living like a savage?”

Silas shook his head and raised his hands in defense. But she was having none of that. It was not his fault, but she was pissed; being a prisoner—for that was what they were—grated on her, no matter how beautiful or conformable the prison.

“Of course not,” he said. “I have my research, my commitments back home. But consider: What if the fire gets out of hand? What if it burns our shelter? What if it rages so quickly that we are caught within? Would it kill you to be a bit more cautious?”

She didn’t answer, focusing instead on the task at hand. She dumped her pack of kindling near a promisingly dry, semi-hollow tree trunk, and with flint in hand, she struck at her dagger’s small blade. Sparks leaped toward the tinder, eager to ignite. A small flame surged, and a faint thread of smoke ascended toward the canopy.

Suddenly, the woods were not as deserted as they had seemed over the previous weeks.

From the shadows stepped tall, lithe men and women, their presence as natural as the trees. Yet these were not common people, not people in the same way as Frida and Silas were. They looked like living embodiments of the forest. Their skin varied in hues of bark brown and deep mahogany. Their hair flowed in shades from vibrant leaf-green to the darkest ebony, falling over pointed ears as long as Frida’s blade.

The newcomers were clad in armor that seemed both primitive and intricate. Breastplates fashioned from thick, cured leather dyed in deep greens and earthy browns, adorned with patterns that mimicked the veins of leaves and the swirls of tree rings. Bracers and greaves of hardened leather wrapped their limbs, while belts shaped like braided vines held tools and weapons made from bone and stone.

Frida raised her dagger before the bows tracked on them, and walked closer to Silas to stand back-to-back. She twisted her neck to glance at him, and he simply shook his head.

“Is it possible…” he whispered. “Are they elves?”

“Whatever they are, they got us surrounded. Those bows mean business.”

The leader, a tall man with skin like the dark bark of an old oak and hair the color of fall leaves, stepped forward. A breastplate painted with the image of a sprawling tree, its branches reaching across his torso, protected his chest. He sported a tattoo under his right eye depicting a smaller version of the same tree. In his hands, he held a longbow crafted from a single piece of curved bone, as smooth and polished as if taken straight out of the animal. The arrowhead trained on Frida seemed made from the same material, but more importantly, it looked as sharp as a great-wolf’s fang.

Beside the archer, a female elf with skin the color of birch and hair like cascading ivy surveyed them with piercing eyes. She wore a coif of interwoven leather strips; pauldrons shaped like fallen leaves, the edges tinged with a hint of gold, protected her shoulders.

They spoke in a language that hummed and whistled from between predator-sharp teeth, reminiscent of a breeze through the treetops, but also of song. It gave the impression that the woods were singing through its long-eared protectors. The message was clear, even if the words were not: They would not allow the destruction of their forest.

A third elf, similarly clad in greens and browns, stepped upon the small flame and kicked, scattering the gathered kindling. In the meantime, the first one gestured with his bow toward Frida’s dagger and, whispering in his musical language, pointed to the forest floor.

Frida held his gaze. There was nothing to do. There were at least a dozen of the long-eared freaks, and a single shot could down her before she could so much as touch the elf with her blade. Yet the gods take her if she would just relinquish her dagger.

Instead, she nodded and lowered the blade, securing it at her waist.

The elf seemed satisfied with that, nodding back and lowering his bow. His entourage did the same.

“So now what?” Frida said.

The elves gestured for them to follow, and although their weapons were lowered, the ice in their almond-shaped eyes was unmistakable.

“This is… this is incredible,” Silas said. “Frida, they were supposed to be extinct! There are no accounts of elf sightings since over four thousand…”

The elven female with the leather coif cut him off with a harsh, yet still somehow musical whisper, and a show of fangs that reminded Frida of the lionesses of the Lohanian plains. The elf gestured once more for them to follow, not with her head but her bow.

“I just hope that, for once, your excitement isn’t a prelude to someone wanting to kill us,” Frida said, shaking her head and walking after the elven leader.

Silas did not respond to the jab; he merely shut up and followed while the elves led them deeper into the forest, evidently unworried about its labyrinthine curse.


5

THE EXPERIMENT


— Sandelar —

Weeks had passed since Sandelar had started researching the enchantment cast over the valley, but now, he had finally secured time in a private laboratory at the Atheneum.

The chamber’s walls curved into an arched ceiling overhead, their bark smooth, only marred here and there by the odd experiment gone haywire. Vines climbed up the walls, their leaves shifting to catch the light from the high windows, little more than small panes of glass set into the bark.

Straight above Sandelar, a chandelier of bioluminescent fungi growing from the center of the arch cast a soft blue glow. It illuminated the array of instruments made from bone, crystal, and rare metals, arranged in the natural shelves and nooks. The top shelves held double rows of glass containers, their contents shimmering with captured starlight and rare, luminescent concoctions. The air was fragrant with a blend of herbs and the earthy scent of moss.

He tested the boundary of the protective circle he had erected that morning. He hadn’t left the city in a long time, so he wanted to reacquaint himself with the most basic form of the spell. It was an interesting enchantment; the boundary pushed his hand back, not as if it had met an invisible wall, but more as if someone grasped his wrist gently but firmly and forced him back.

As was often the case when one reached mastery in any pursuit, he felt a renewed appreciation for the apparently simple spell, seeing nuances that had gone unnoticed as a novice. For instance, the elemental valence of the spell was a subtle blend of the energies of Light and Earth. That was something he had missed back when focusing on the simple visualization of the enchantment’s effect in the world and the concentration needed to bring it into being.

Sandelar pushed farther, looking over his shoulder at the small pile of animal bones he had set on fire inside a ceremonial bowl. He had untethered the locus of the spell from his own energies and bound it to the offering; it was a crude but effective way to understand how much power an enchantment took to maintain. Sure enough, as he pressed harder against the invisible force, so did the bones blacken faster, cracking and withering away into dark ash.

Could the key to ending their exile simply be to spend whatever resource it was using?

He pushed the thought away in a heartbeat. He had little desire to visit such calamity upon his people. The world outside was devoid of magic; if he broke the spell, the magical energies trapped in their valley, the same that his people needed to survive, would be gone. It would be a catastrophe. He needed to pierce or escape the circle, not erase it.

Of course, he also needed a way back. There was no telling how long he could survive in the outside world. Long enough to reach one of the legendary pools, he hoped.

The thought gave him pause. Were the pools even there still? The archmages spoke as if they were, but how would they know? If the world outside were devoid of magic, would the pools not have dried up, too?

Sandelar ended the spell with a wave of his hand, unmooring the invisible force from the burning bones. He then went to sit at one of the tables growing from the floor. As was his wont, he took a piece of parchment from his pocket, picked up the feather waiting in the walnut-shaped inkwell, and began scribbling. He always thought better when he put words to paper.

The Pools of Magic. One more thing to research: their locations and last known state. It dawned on him then that he had no clue about the outside world. History had never been an interest, and elven youths were warned against asking too many questions about what lay past the boundaries of their valley. Few elves from before the exile were around. Gelbin’s father was among the few, as were the king and the chief justice, yet even they must not have been much older than Sandelar when they retreated to the valley.

He had much to learn, much to study.

That made him smile. His project was not stalled; instead, the challenges presented new, exciting problems, each a fresh avenue of research. Gathering knowledge for its own sake was boring, but with a purpose, a goal, it became exhilarating.

Sandelar looked down at his notes and synthesized them into three main points: One, research a way to bypass a circle of protection; Two, learn more about the outside world; Three, learn more about the fabled Pools of Magic.

Perhaps it was time to get back to Gelbin.
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Quel’Aiqua shimmered under the sun, basking in midday’s warm light. The play of light and shadow through the leaves cast a tranquil, dotted pattern on the ground, echoing the gentle sway of the branches above.

The city center hummed with life. Market stalls nestled in hollows shaped from wood, their awnings fluttering in the gentle breeze. Artisans displayed their wares, from intricate jewelry that mirrored the delicate veins of leaves to fabrics dyed in the vibrant hues of the forest. The scent of fresh meats from the morning hunts filled the air, along with melodic conversations. The people were happy; one could feel the anticipation for the Fertility Festival hanging in the air. Above, balconies and terraces bloomed like flowers on a vine. The intertwining branches formed natural pathways where the denizens moved with light steps, abuzz in preparation for the revelry to come.

Sandelar was halfway to Gelbin’s place when he noticed his silver-haired friend approaching, a grin as wide as trouble upon his face.

With naught but a slight, caramel-colored tan, Gelbin was quite fair by their people’s standards, although not as fair as Sandelar—in fact, both were often teased as having blood from the Light tribe, though as far as he knew, his family tree included no representatives of that long-lost people. He and Gelbin also shared emerald eyes, although that was where their similarities ended. Gelbin was stouter and taller than he was, a scholar built like a warrior, and had inherited his father’s silvery mane, while Sandelar’s hair was the color of the forest canopy at midnight.

Despite that, Gelbin had taken to introducing Sandelar as his younger brother; Sandelar had only felt mildly annoyed by it, and the habit stuck.

“Little brother,” Gelbin said, arms wide open. “How good to see you out and about instead of sulking, as I expected to find you at the Atheneum.”

Sandelar deftly dodged his friend’s exaggerated hug. “I know this face and demeanor. You come seeking a boon!”

“And you do not?” Gelbin said, his smile stretching. “I know that glint in your eyes. You’ve an idea, a new experiment, perchance, and want me to beg Father for a few hours of his ear.”

Sandelar raised his hands in mock surrender. “Despite being lax in your studies, you’ve mastered the legendary art of mind reading. I am defeated, O Great One.”

“Ah-ah! One need not read minds when faces will do. But I accept your surrender, and so, my request takes precedence!” Gelbin motioned for them to sit on one of the many benches along the avenue, shaped from small, delicately intertwined offshoots of the main branch.

Sandelar complied. “You want me to sit for your request? I am worrying already,” he said, raising an eyebrow.

“You jest about me being lax in my studies, but you will not believe the project I’ve been working on this past month.”

Gelbin was a naturalist. After having served for a couple centuries with the rangers who protected their forests and smaller settlements, he had quit and decided to restart his magical education, much to his father’s joy. A deft hand at Earth magic, he had veered away from the traditional tree-shaping of their people early on and into the less glamorous, but still necessary, area of animal studies. However, their people had been stuck in that valley-inside-a-basin for over four thousand years. There was a limit to how much animal research one could do.

“Let me guess. For you to be this excited, it has to be about sex. A new hybrid? I would not mind a less chewy boar.”

“Please,” Gelbin said, that familiar twinkle again in his eye. “Would the elders classify a crossbreed of boar as… secret research?”

“Go on.”

Gelbin made a show of looking around, smirked conspiratorially, and leaned in to whisper in Sandelar’s ear. “I’ve spent the past month studying humans. They appeared in the western woods.”

Humans! For humans to be in the valley, they had to have come from the outside. There was a way in—there must be a way out!

Sandelar shot up and grabbed Gelbin by the collar of his emerald robes. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? Why?” Gelbin tried to shush him, but he would not relent. “Do you not understand? This changes everything!”

“I… I do not.” Gelbin stammered. “But I am glad you are so excited about the prospect. I need your help with my research.”

“What? Of course! But… why? How?”

“They are being marched here to meet with the Emerald King as we speak,” Gelbin said, straightening his collar. “I came to ask you to craft a translation enchantment.”

Sandelar realized he must look as giddy as a child who had just learned he was getting a small lizard mount, because Gelbin was gaping at his expression.

It had to be a sign. Fate had just delivered him a group of people from the outside world, the first interaction with such since the exile.

He would not waste this chance.


6

THE KING IN GREEN


— Frida —

The sky grew red with dusk by the time the elven party marched Frida and Silas past the treeline and into a clearing. Silas let out a long, low-key whistle, and Frida could only nod and gape at the view unfolding before them.

They stood at the base of an immense tree, its trunk rising like a mountain and piercing the sky—a colossus of nature. So wide was its copse, it was as if Frida were looking at a second forest, one hanging upside down in the sky, shielding the world below from the sun’s full gaze. The ridges and crevices etched into the tree’s bark looked like small, winding vertical canyons.

Their captors escorted them onto a lift that waited near the base, one of many such contraptions. Two gigantic creatures flanked it; they resembled oxen but were at least thrice as large as the biggest draft animals Frida had ever seen. Scales that glittered in the dappled sunlight covered their bodies. One cast Frida a side-eyed glance as their party approached, leaving her with an impression of gentleness and intelligence.

The lift itself was a marvel of engineering and nature intertwined, a platform of woven branches supported by sturdy vines that snaked away from the contraption to entwine themselves around the large animals’ torsos. Once everyone was on board, the ranger leader motioned to one of the simpler-garbed elves standing by the beasts. The elf, one with braided, moss-colored hair and skin like the bark of an old, dark tree, gave a slight nod and simply touched the flank of the gentle giant. They used no whip or harness. The beasts began pulling on the vines at the tamer’s touch, and the lift moved. As it ascended, the forest canopy fell away, revealing a breathtaking view of the woods below and beyond.

“Looks like the valley is inside a crater,” Silas said, pointing to the steep stone walls rising in the distance all across the horizon, the forest’s greenery crashing at their feet like the moss growing on a tree’s roots. “One vast crater.”

Frida only nodded.

Behind them, the massive trunk filled their entire field of view. Elves mounted on lizard creatures scaled it up and down, looking like ants. The mounts clung to the bark with apparent ease, their clawed feet finding purchase where none seemed to exist. Their riders, too, seemed at ease, even when the creatures’ path made them lean awkwardly or, indeed, sit upside down.

Mushroom-shaped abodes clung to the trunk starting about halfway up, interconnected by bridges made from entangled vines rising to reach the branches above.

“Look,” Silas said, pointing a trembling finger. “Their architecture looks like a blend of natural growth and crafting. The homes and buildings seem to grow from the tree itself. Fascinating!”

“Aren’t you even slightly worried that we have been captured by a bunch of heavily armed, sharp-toothed… things that don’t speak a lick of Common Lohanian?”

Silas shrugged. “If they wanted to kill us, they would have already. You worry too much.”

“Well, pardon me! I am the one with experience in matters of being imprisoned and tortured. If we…”

Before Frida could finish the sentence, the lift came to a gentle stop, rendering her speechless. In front of them stood a plaza as big as any she had known, and beyond it rose entire palaces made from bark and leaf, both fused with the ascending trunk and entwined with the outward-jutting branches. These branches were as big as the Golden City’s avenues and thick as a castle’s tower.

The plaza was bustling with activity. Elves moved with purpose, carrying their goods back and forth, their attire a blend of tanned leathers, glossy skins, and vibrantly colored bones. The air was filled with the sounds of a living city: the creak of wood, the rustle of leaves, and the distant murmur of conversation. Overhead, walkways crisscrossed between branches, creating a network that connected the city in a three-dimensional maze of paths. It was dizzying.

“There must be hundreds… nay, thousands of them!” Silas said, even more excited than before. “Frida, this… This is the discovery of our lifetime. No, no; it is the greatest discovery in the entirety of known history!”

Frida looked at her lover again and shook her head. “I only hope we’ll live to tell anyone about it.”

A sharp whisper from the woman with the leather coif, one that sounded like the harsh fall wind rustling leaves, told them it was time to move on. A prod with the lower end of her bone longbow followed.

They crossed the plaza toward the palace with the tallest spires.
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Towering columns of polished marble framed the entrance to the great elven palace, their surfaces alive with the intricate patterns of leaves and vines growing over them, intertwining and climbing toward the high ceiling.

The vast doors, made entirely from stained glass, swung open without noise, revealing a grand hall stretching out before Frida, Silas, and their elven escort. The floor was a mosaic of polished living wood, each piece growing seamlessly into the next, creating a tapestry of natural hues. Above, the ceiling arched like the canopy of a great forest, the light filtering through stained glass leaves in a myriad of emerald and jade tones, casting the hall in a kaleidoscope of soft, dappled light.

Upon a raised dais at the far end of the hall sat the throne of what, for the lack of better knowledge about their hosts’ customs, Frida guessed was the elven king. The throne seemed grown from the living tree and twisted upward, its back adorned with elaborate carvings depicting elves engaged in hunting, crafting, and other activities she couldn’t quite describe. Above, a giant green gemstone—an emerald, perhaps, though Frida had never thought possible that an emerald could be the size of a man—had been embedded in the wood, tendrils of bark embracing it like veins around a beating heart. Tall banners flanked the throne, hanging from the ceiling. Their fabric shimmered with threads of silver and gold, unknown symbols embroidered upon them.

Now it was Frida’s turn to let out a low whistle.

“Don’t even think about it,” Silas whispered. “We are not stealing the elf king’s gemstone.”

“…just think about it. We could trade it for a kingdom of our own…” she replied. She was only half teasing.

A crowd of elves parted as they drew closer, clearing the way up to the monarch. Their garments were flowing and elegant and seemed wholly of animal origin—leathers, skins, furs, and the odd piece of bone—interweaved with glass and thin metal and adorned with patterns of leaves, flowers, and vines. Jewels shaped like dewdrops glittered on the court’s clothing, catching the light with every subtle movement.

The elves themselves were a sight to behold. Their features were sharp and earthy, their skin looking both soft and bark-like, a juxtaposition that made Frida’s eyes hurt. They were of as many different hues as she had seen in tree trunks in her entire life, though the majority were the weathered brown of the wild pine and the oak. They stood or sat gracefully, their postures as elegant as the trees they lived amongst, and the whispering sound of their speech filled the air, a melody that resonated with the very walls of the palace.

The court observed them with a blend of curiosity and reservation. The elves’ gaze lingered enough to make Frida feel like an exotic animal at a wandering fair. Yet there was more to it than that. There was a haughtiness in their eyes.

She smiled. This, she understood. Lords and ladies were the same everywhere, regardless of race or creed. Even the wisest, kindest rulers could not entirely push away the whiff of self-importance and pride in the kingdom they probably had little hand in building.

However, the figure sitting on the throne did not project such haughtiness, despite looking more regal than most nobles Frida had met. The elf king had jet-black hair and skin fairer than most of his subjects, a healthy caramel hue just a shade more tanned than Silas’s olive complexion. He looked at them with a soft smile and leaned forward as they approached, resting his elbows on his legs and clasping his hands between his knees. His dress seemed part uniform, part armor, and looked made of emerald intertwined with golden metal as thin and delicate as the leaves it mimicked. Atop his brow rested a golden circlet that rose in an intricate tree over the middle of his forehead, a tree with an enormous emerald set in the center of its copse.

“Hastra fatuum ira, travantum. Sokovaum lingur manesh?” he said, his golden eyes alive with curiosity.

“That’s… different from the others. Sounds like an actual language,” Frida said.

“Manesh reminds me of the proto-Lohanian word for mother,” Silas replied. “If I only had my notebooks...”

“So he’s trying to talk Lohanian for us?”

“He’s trying to talk human, is my best guess. But there are at least three thousand years of daylight between whatever he’s speaking and our earliest languages.”

The sounds of rustling leaves and wind whistling through the forest echoed through the throne room again, the many elves of the court casting them disparaging glances. A couple seemed to raise their voices at the king, who silenced them with an imperative gesture.

“Say something, Silas!”

“What? What am I supposed to say?”

“I don’t know! Don’t you know all those dead languages? Try some?”

“I don’t have them committed to memory. I need my notebooks, my⁠—”

A commotion at the entrance stopped Silas midsentence. Everyone turned to see two elves, one large and another more scrawny, make their way past the assembled crowd. They wore plainer vests than any of the court or the warriors who had escorted them. Their garb was akin to the robes Frida had seen the monks of the northern Lady of the Pines wear, albeit considerably more form-fitting and embroidered with complex patterns of leaves and vines, clouds and stars.

The thinner elf approached them, muttering something to their escort. Whatever it was, the guards took a few steps back, looking none too pleased.

The newcomer nodded. He was a handsome fellow with an angular face, a pointed chin, emerald almond-shaped eyes, and hair a shade of green so dark that it could pass for black. He held his hands up before them, twisted his fingers into complex motions in the air, and then offered one hand to her and another to Silas.

“Do we…?” Silas asked.

“Just do what he wants,” Frida replied, grabbing the elf’s hand.

An emerald light shone at his throat, as bright as a candle in the dark of night. Frida would have pulled back, but its glow mesmerized her; it was soft, warm, and peaceful. She looked on as the light moved down to the elf’s chest, then split in two and traveled down his arms and hands and finally up her arm and Silas’s. The sensation of the light coursing up her arm and chest was not unpleasant; it was a refreshing tingling, like strong mint tea. It finally blossomed into a coldness at the back of her throat, and the slight chill woke her up from her stupor. She let go of the elf’s hand at the same time as Silas.

“What in the abyss was that about?” she said. A chorus of gasps erupted from the elven court upon hearing her question.

The scrawny elf smiled. “Ah, good. I was afraid it wouldn’t work; it was not crafted with human languages in mind. But I suppose the principle is⁠—”

“Wait, you can speak Lohanian?! Perfect Lohanian?” Silas said.

“No, no, not at all. It is you who are listening to my language, translated by the daemon I just shared with you. And that, I might add, has just helped you speak in our language, too.”

“Am I speaking like them?” Frida asked Silas. Her lover shrugged.

“Seems just common Lohanian, to me.”

“Yes, it detects who you are speaking to and… it is quite an intricate⁠—”

“Ahem!”

The royal throat-clearing made them turn once again, face-to-face with a still curious, yet perhaps slightly annoyed monarch.

“Once again, I greet you, children of the outside lands. I am glad to see our sorcery could help where my poor command of the human tongue could not. You stand before Falael Wysaleth. My people call me the Emerald King, and I am pleased to bid you welcome to my kingdom, Quel’Aiqua—home of the Earth Tribe.”

“You will bow!” The ranger who escorted them announced. Frida thought it best not to argue and got on one knee. Silas did the same.

“I am old enough to remember that your kind often referred to us as wood elves,” continued the elf king. “Tell me, are my people still remembered in your lands? What are your names and tribes? How fares the outside world? Is magic returned? Does renewed power pour forth from the Pools? And finally—do any of our brethren walk among you?”

Frida looked at Silas, nudging him to speak. He could do a much better job than her. Her lover nodded.

“Emerald King, I am Silas Magnus, an explorer and a scholar committed to recording my people’s history and uncovering that which was forgotten. My companion is Frida d’Armand, a… freelance… ship captain and accomplished swordswoman. We do not speak in terms of belonging to a tribe or another, yet we both live in the Holy Kingdom of Lohander, and it is the law of the land that we swear fealty to its emperor. As for the outside world, it fares as well as it ever has in our recorded history, which dates back about a thousand years.”

There were mutterings from the court at that point, and a fair bit of snickering. As far as Frida could tell, some elves were amused at how short a timeframe Silas was mentioning. Yet the elf king made no such comment and Silas continued, undisturbed.

“There are disputes, of course, and the occasional war, yet the lands have been mostly peaceful for the whole of my lifetime. We believed magic to be a thing of myth until a few years ago. A long-banished sorceress awakened in the continent's north, raising the dead to wage war on the living. Only she and her servants seem to wield it consistently. Of the Pools you speak of, I know nothing, nor have I ever heard of elves walking our lands, and I have traveled the breadth of the known world.”

The green-clad monarch listened with care, and although slight, the shadow of disappointment was detectable on his face.

“I see,” the king said. “Tell me more about this ‘sorceress.’”

There was not much Silas could add, though again, the elf king seemed focused on every word he said about the events of the past couple of years, of how a few isolated sightings of monsters and then the living dead in the north soon became a tide of death laying siege to the City-States. Much of what he said was just a retread of what Frida herself had told him over the past few weeks, for his knowledge about the fall of the North stopped after the siege of Theirianni, the point at which the book transported him to the elven lands. Yet he spoke of the events as if he had lived them himself, with a conviction that made Frida think, not for the first time, that he was as good a mummer as he was a scholar. Perhaps even a better mummer…

Silas finished and the Emerald King straightened on his throne. “Ettrian, my old friend. What do you make of this?” he asked, his gaze landing on a tall, thin, silver-haired elf with bright emerald eyes flanked by the creases of age. His complexion was that of the light-brown bark of river birch.

“It is hard to say from the human’s account, my king. My best guess is that magic is again stirring in the outside world, but the Pools have yet to be rekindled. This is hopeful news, but not what we have been waiting for since our retreat into this valley.”

The king nodded. “My thanks.” He then addressed Frida and Silas. “You are dismissed, Captain Frida and Scholar Silas. This court will appoint someone to help you integrate into our community. You are welcome here, so long as you learn and abide by our laws and customs.”

“Milord!” another tall elf interjected, one of the palest in the assembly, with an almost silver sheen to its white bark skin and translucent white hair. “They have done naught but disrespect our laws since arriving. The rule is clear: one broken bone for each twig snapped underfoot. It is this court’s duty to enforce the Green Imperative, is it not?”

“What? Are you ma—” Frida started.

“Oh, come on,” said the large, muscular elf accompanying the one who had cast the translation spell. “They had no way of knowing our rules; our people haven’t mingled in over forty centuries. Would you punish the boars thus?”

The pale elf scowled. “Tradesman Zaffein, you were not given the word to use in this court. I suggest you⁠—”

The Emerald King cut him off with an imperious wave. “That is enough. Lord Mirthas, you are right that ignorance of the law does not excuse one from abiding by it. Yet I urge you to temper your principles as chief justice with a bit of generosity toward our guests. Surely we should extend some lenience in the presence of a species with whom we have not had contact for so long. As you might remember, we parted on amicable terms.”

“I hardly think⁠—”

“If I may!” Silas raised his voice, and even though a dozen elves glared at him then, he made to stand. A nod from the king was enough to keep the guards away. “While we are much honored by your hospitality, my king, we did not intend to stay long. If you would tell us how to go back to our lands, we will set out at once. With the utmost care not to snap any twigs.”

“Ah, of course. You do not know,” the elven king said. Pity was plain in his eyes.

“What do you mean?” Frida asked, standing.

“My children, there is no way out,” said the silver-haired elder the king had called Zaffein. “The enchantment cast upon this valley traps any who enter. Us as well as you. As much as we would like to help you return home, it is impossible.”

“No… way.” Silas said.

“We will find a way,” Frida said. “You must be forgetting something.”

“How dare you?” The pale chief justice said, with steel in his voice. “You’ve spent minutes in this court, and you have already spurned our king’s generosity and questioned the wisdom of our high archmage. Truly, young Gelbin was not wrong to compare you to the boars roaming the forests below.”

“Excuse me?!” Frida said. She had half a mind to stab the albino elf, yet she was also acutely aware of the eyes of the well-armed rangers upon her.

“Enough!” Everyone quieted at the elf king’s command. “I tire of this. Humans, you are welcome to return to the forest, but you will still have to abide by the Green Imperative, upon the pain of death, and I, for one, do not believe you have the skills or tools to survive whilst doing so. Thus, I’m afraid you have no choice but to remain as our guests. Your species’ lives, if I recall, tally at under a century, less than one-thirtieth of one of us. We will endeavor to make your remaining years comfortable, although we expect you to contribute to our society as far as you can do so. That is my will and my decree. Now,” he said, rising and opening his arms in a motion encompassing all in attendance, “I bid one of those assembled to volunteer to act as host and guide to our guests, teaching them our ways and helping them find their place among us.”

The entire court seemed frozen in surprise at the monarch’s unexpected request, but one voice broke the silence as soon as it set in.

“Sire, please, allow me!” It was the elf who had cast the spell that let them speak the elven tongue. “Your humble servant, Sandelar Seidhanna. You must allow me!”

“But, Tradesman Seidhanna,” said a female elf with pale skin like that of the chief justice and beautiful hair the color of silver leaves. Her voice was like honey wrapped in velvet. “You are not even of this court. Surely, the king did not mean to offer you such task.”

“Perhaps not, Lady Thalia, but I am a tradesman no longer. I was made Master Mage some weeks ago and have yet to choose the project I am to embark on for the good of our people. I have now decided that studying these humans shall be it: to understand their aptitude for the magical arts and to increase our knowledge about the current state of the outside world.”

“To study us? We are not⁠—”

“Shh,” Silas said, pressing a finger against Frida’s lips. “There’s something going on here,” he whispered in her ear. “Let him do his thing.”

Frida ground her teeth but nodded. Silas had always been the better at reading the room, at least as far as pompous fools were concerned. She wouldn’t trust him to navigate a match of bones in a bar filled with cutthroats, but here he was in his environment.

“Well, High Archmage?” the king asked the one called Zaffein. “Is what Master Mage Seidhanna proposes a sensible project?”

The high archmage shot the two younger elves a glance that could have melted stone, but then seemed to demur. “It is an… unorthodox request, and I am not sure where it would fit within our grander designs, but I see no reason to deny it. Young Sandelar has proven to see farther and wider than most.”

“Splendid. In that case… Sandelar Seidhanna, I entrust to you the care of our honored guests, Frida d’Armand and Silas Magnus. See that they respect our rules and find a place within our fair city. Now, I have other matters to discuss with the high archmage and the chief justice. Please, take your leave.”

The Emerald King waved to his left, and the elves gathered there bowed and parted, leaving only the chief justice standing alone, a constipated look on his face. He mirrored the gesture to his right, and the rest of the court took their leave similarly, except for the high archmage. Finally, he nodded to those gathered before him, and the rangers bowed and turned away.

“Thank you, my king,” Sandelar said. He bowed and grabbed both Frida and Silas by the wrist. They, too, bowed before the elf pulled them away.

The burly, silver-haired elf who had entered with Sandelar and first defended them fell into step at their side while they headed back through the palace’s green halls.

“That was unexpected,” he said. “I never took you to have an interest in the natural sciences.”

“Indeed, Gelbin. You are tagging along, I suppose?”

“Of course. I have been taking notes since they arrived, so why wouldn’t you want me to?”

“Wait… you have been spying on us all this time?” Silas asked.

“Will you stop talking about us as if we are forest critters?” Frida said.

Sandelar replied without turning. “My apologies. This is all very new to us. We will get reacquainted at my place. It is small but will do until we can find you private accommodations.”

“How much did you spy on us?” Silas asked.

“Well, I…” It was hard to tell from his bark-like complexion, even if its tone was very close to human skin, but Sandelar’s friend seemed to blush a bit. “I mean… I didn’t expect it to get to a point where we were communicating. To be fair, you were speaking gibberish to me, so I just treated you like any other⁠—”

“—animal,” Frida said. “You know what? Screw your king and your rules. We’re outta here.”

“I would advise against that. The chief justice doesn’t like you, and the rangers can kill you before you see or hear them.”

“Well, I’ll still take my chances⁠—”

“Excuse me.”

The silver-haired, snow-white-skinned elf woman stood before them. Now that she was not half-cloaked by the rest of the court, her dress looked like a work of art, covering her from neck to toe in shimmering silver leaves. Frida had never seen clothing of such beauty, nor could she identify the material used in its crafting, opaque over her breasts and lap and semi-translucent elsewhere. The she-elf had the voluptuous nature of a popular courtesan, yet stood with the bearing of a queen. Her eyes, however, where those of a predator.

“Lady Thalia.” Sandelar stopped and gave a curt bow, as did his friend.

“Dear Sandelar,” she said, approaching the mage and taking his hand into her long-fingered, delicate grasp. “I too, share your interest in these humans and how they can help us improve our society. I am sure your recent rise in station means you have much on your plate right now. Would you consider... sharing the burden with me? Let me host the male. I will report all my findings.”

“By the fiery abyss, no!” Frida said. “We’re sticking together.”

“It still speaks? How quaint.”

“I’ll give you quaint, you…”

“Honorable Lady Thalia,” Gelbin interjected, “I will assist Sandelar. We have this well in hand, thank you.”

“Oh, but I insist!” Thalia said, moving from Sandelar to Silas. She carried with her a scent of quince that was so sweet, it made Frida’s mouth water despite her burning desire to shove a pumpkin up the elf’s rear end.

The near-albino she-elf grabbed Silas by his bearded chin and looked down at him like a knight pondering a new horse at the market. Silas gasped but did not shake himself free.

“Excuse me,” Frida said, pulling him back and away from Thalia’s grasp. “We are sticking together.”

“Ye… yes,” Silas said. “I’m afraid that is the case.”

Sandelar stepped between them and the silver-haired witch. “The Emerald King gave me this responsibility, Lady Thalia.”

Thalia cast a disparaging glance in Frida’s direction, and Frida bared her teeth. Thalia wrinkled her nose and turned back to Sandelar.

“As you wish, Master Mage.” She stepped back with a curt bow of her own.

The two elves mirrored the gesture and hastened away, Sandelar pulling Silas by the wrist and Gelbin, Frida.

“What was that about?” Silas asked just as they exited the palace.

Gelbin shook his head. “Trust me, you best not dwell on it.”

“Indeed,” Sandelar said. “Come. You must be hungry and have many questions. I have some myself. So let’s stop by a food stall on our way to my home, and then we can eat and get to know each other better.”

“Well, that’s a much better offer than what I heard in the throne room,” Frida said.

“My language was somewhat clinical, out of necessity. I was not lying about my purpose, but I mostly want to talk.”

“Told you,” Silas said with a wink and a smile.

“Well, I won’t say no to a hearty meal,” Frida said. “Lead on.”

All in all, Frida couldn’t complain. They had begun the day trapped in a magical forest and set upon by a group of bow-carrying elves. Now they were back in civilization—of a sort—and on their way to getting lunch.

Things were looking up.
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THE BREAKTHROUGH


— Sandelar —

What weird, hairy creatures these humans are, Sandelar thought, gazing at the couple resting across from him, soaking in the glowing aquamarine waters of the glowwell. Their skin looked so soft, their ears were so round, and they whispered loudly amongst themselves as if those around them could not hear.

The male—Silas, that was his name—gazed at the ceiling. Frida, the female, rested her head upon his chest, her long, flame-red hair half-splayed upon the water.

The glowwells were located in a network of natural hollows within Quel’Aiqua, and the ceilings were low and filled with knots where fluorescent fungi grew, their bluish light mixing midway down with the glow from the wells themselves. Little water sprites made their dwellings upon the ceiling fungi, and they now played lazily around them, their tiny, fluttering wings leaving trails of shimmering dust like the tails of shooting stars. It was their mischief that captured Silas’s attention.

They had taken quite the detour. The humans were starving, so after stopping at a food stall where they grabbed four portions of deliciously smelling braised fowl awash in glangbug sauce, they dove into the delicacy at one of the communal tables outside, rather than waiting to get home.

That was when Sandelar realized the discomfort he had felt since leaving the palace came from the humans’ smell. He had wrinkled his nose at Gelbin, who started chuckling and nearly choked on his fowl. Evidently, his friend was more used to the scent of wildlife.

Gelbin then tactfully suggested that they stop to refresh themselves at the glowwells, and the humans seemed pleased at the suggestion. In fact, with their bellies full, the humans seemed amenable to pretty much anything, an observation Sandelar filed away for later. Their progress was slow, first through the city and then inside the hollows, because the humans often stopped to gawk at something or other, things that seemed as mundane as anything to him. They attracted a fair share of attention from everyone they passed, but the residents of Quel’Aiqua kept to themselves and sated their curiosity from a distance.

When they arrived at the glowwells, they got in the water without much ceremony. Sandelar thought it polite not to stare, but he did glimpse some scars upon the woman’s body while she dipped into the pool. He was not so used to seeing naked females, nor scarred bodies, at that. But Frida had introduced herself as a swordswoman, so perhaps that was the normal state of affairs. After a few minutes of relaxation, Gelbin had excused himself to grab a fresh change of clothes, and now the three of them sat, taking in the pleasing aroma of the warm, scented waters.

“This is quite nice,” Silas said. Sandelar had not realized the human had stopped gazing at the ceiling and had caught him inspecting them. “You must think me slow. I’m sorry if I don’t sound very coherent—a lot of things happened at once, and it still feels like a dream. But I look forward to learning from you, Master Sandelar. I promise you will find me an apt student.”

The human was handsomely built, although the copious amounts of dark fur on his chest and face were a bit distracting and somewhat repulsive. Yet his eyes shone with intelligence, and his smooth, round teeth looked comely. Some in the court had looked upon the humans as if they were animals, and Sandelar did admit there was something primal about his guests, but after walking and talking with them for a short while, he could see that they had more in common with his kind than with any beast.

He was glad he had not acceded to Thalia’s request. She would have caged Silas by now—or worse.

“It is understandable," Sandelar said to his guest. “There is no need for titles. I find they just pointlessly elongate conversations. Sandelar will do. You said you were a scholar?”

“Yes, I did. An explorer, too, and, some would say, treasure hunter, but that is more of something that results from the exploring.”

“What is your area of expertise?”

“Old civilizations. Although I suppose what qualifies as old is quite different between us. I’ve also studied existing cultures on some of the most faraway reaches of both continents.”

“You said your knowledge of history tapered out at around ten centuries?”

Silas nodded. “Yes, about that.”

“Indeed, the oldest of us have lived for four times as long. Alas, this settlement was created after our exile, and my people left behind much of our recorded history when they fled their kingdoms. So, even though the timescales are very different, I don’t think we can claim superiority over you in matters of history. For many of us born in exile, history began after our elders arrived in this valley, and there is only so much that can happen in such an isolated location, rich as it may be.”

“I see…” The scholar seemed to ponder for a moment. “There are a few rare ruins that we call elven back in Lohander, but I’m afraid whatever was left of the original builders was wiped away by centuries of occupation by successive peoples. Most think of your kind as the stuff of myth; the few who believe in your existence thought you were extinct.”

“You mean to say that not even records of our exile remain?”

“None that I know of, and I would. What caused this exile?”

“That, I know, albeit only superficially. We ran from the Magic Wars.”

“I’ve seen no record of those, either.” Silas furrowed his brow. “That is strange. One would think that a war large enough to have driven the elven people away would have survived, if only in song. A tale like that of the Dawning...”

“The very nature of the Magic Wars must have helped erase its history. I will explain. By the Dawning, you mean the sealing of the Night Dragon, correct?”

Silas nodded, and Sandelar continued his impromptu history lesson. He could not deny enjoying playing the tutor for once, even if it was far from being his specialty.

“With the sealing of the Night Dragon, magic faded from the world. It didn’t happen all at once; it took centuries. The loss affected magical beings as a wasting affliction, a hunger that food could not fix. First, the elementals either went extinct or escaped the world. Then it began affecting the elves, the dwarves, and even the lesser monster races. Those versed in magical lore could not stop it, but they did figure out how to stave it off: by destroying magical artifacts and trapping the resulting magical essence for consumption. Thus, every race but the humans went to war for whatever magical scrap they could take.”

Now Silas was listening with eyes wide, in rapt attention. Sandelar could swear he was fighting the urge to push his mate away to get closer. “Fascinating,” the human said in one of those loud whispers. “That makes complete sense. That explains why so little that is magical remains!”

“Indeed. Alas, the dwarves proved superior combatants. They drove two of the five elf tribes to extinction, and only a small portion of my tribe fled to these lands.”

“But wait. Wouldn’t that mean that there should be dwarves around? Outside, I mean.”

Sandelar shrugged. “That, I hoped you could shed some light on. That you cannot likely means they ran out of stuff to draw magic from and failed to come up with a solution such as ours… and wasted away. Good riddance!” Sandelar would have spat, but it was uncouth to do so inside the well.

“But… what about...? I have so many questions!”

“Enough with the gibberish conversation,” Frida said. “I’m trying to relax. We’ve spent the past weeks climbing unclimbable mountains and navigating unending forests. Will you just let us soak for a few minutes in silence?”

“You’re going to shrivel into a prune, lovely lady!” Gelbin said, arriving with two dark green tunics under his arm, the same kind as novice mages wore. “Here. I found you some clothes. They aren’t fancy but will do until we get something tailored for you.” He then addressed Sandelar. “Did you fill them in on the Green Imperative?”

“I… We were discussing history, so…”

Gelbin rolled his emerald eyes with a grin. “Flirting already?”

“Sock it.”

Sandelar did his best to ignore his friend’s successive jabs while they dressed; mercifully, he stopped after leaving the hollows. From there, it was but a short hike to his place.

It was already getting late, so with any luck, Gelbin would not linger, and he and the humans would get some much-needed rest. He already had an appointment the following day; Gelbin had promised him he would have his father make time to meet. After that, in the privacy of his home, he could ask the humans questions he dared not within others’ earshot.
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Sandelar left before dawn. The high archmage was a busy man and an early riser. Gelbin had made it clear that if he wanted to meet his father, it would have to be at first light.

Sandelar was used to it; although Ettrian Zaffein had little to do with his magic education, Sandelar’s friendship with Gelbin meant he often frequented the archmage’s abode.

The humans were asleep when he left, but he had told them the previous night to stay put until he returned. He would only be gone for the morning. How much mischief could they get up to, anyway?

Unlike many of the ruling class—some of whom had whole quarters to their name, taking up the entirety of one of Quel’Aiqua’s gigantic branches—Gelbin’s family lived in a comparatively modest mansion grown out from the main trunk. It was shaped like a beehive, with a semicircle of wood raised in front of it as a wall delimiting several square yards of private garden. There was no gate. When a member of the family or a guest approached, as was now the case, the living wood walls simply warped, opening an oval passage.

The house’s first floor had an open section from which one could enjoy the multitude of rare flowers cultivated by the archmage, while the rest of the floor contained a kitchen and a social area. He and Gelbin had spent good times discussing magic and philosophy over fermented boar’s milk while taking in the sights.

When he approached, a young maid looked up from the porridge she had been preparing at the kitchen counter. Sandelar did not recognize her. A new apprentice, perhaps? The archmage’s late wife was rumored to have been in terrible health following the Exile and succumbed right after Gelbin’s birth. The archmage must have felt lonely, because ever since Gelbin had left to build a home with his newly married wife, there seemed to be a new apprentice whenever he visited.

“Master Seidhanna?”

“The same.”

“The Archmage waits at the laboratory. If you will follow…”

“Thank you, but I know the way.”

She bowed her head. “Master Mage.”

Sandelar answered the greeting with a nod and made for the stairs. The laboratory was at the top of the building, past the bedrooms and the library. It was a vanity project—a hobby, really. Ettrian conducted all his serious research at the Atheneum.

He emerged from the stairs into a medium-sized circular room with no windows. All light came from the stars shining in the simulacra of the night sky constantly projected onto the arched ceiling by several crystals Archmage Ettrian had set at an angle into the walls. A single round table stood in the center of the room, holding the subject of the archmage’s current interest. Today, it was a pair of dusty scrolls and an elven skull.

“Necromancy this early in the morning, Archmage? I admire your constitution,” Sandelar said.

Ettrian smiled. “Perish the thought. Leave that school for mages who wish to be priests.”

“Why the skull, then? It’s a bit too clunky for mnemonic purposes.”

The smile faded and the archmage looked up and used his finger to trace a constellation that Sandelar couldn’t name. “A reminder. That I’m getting on in years.”

“So you’ll work harder?”

“So I remember to work less.”

So the weight of the years bore on Gelbin’s father at last. Well, Sandelar could not say that was surprising. Besides supervising the Atheneum, the man had been the Emerald King’s right arm since their people had arrived in the valley. It was a shame. Ettrian had much knowledge to impart.

“Gwethen’s Glass Globe,” the archmage said.

“Pardon me?”

“A spell that traps the caster within a glass globe, one perfectly fitted to the length of one’s arms and legs. It is nearly indestructible, yet more or less useless in a fight, for it only lasts a few seconds and the gestures are too clunky to perform in the heat of battle. Aside from that, it has one final particularity: once studied, it worms itself into your brain. Unlike other spells, which require repeated study to remain in memory, Gwethen’s will only leave you if you use it. It is a bit of a trap, you see? A spell that you can only get rid of by casting. The skull”—the archmage gestured to the cranium on the table without gazing away from the fake stars—“is Gwethen’s.”

“So you’re trying to understand the purpose of the spell?”

“No. I already have.”

“What did you find out?”

Ettrian chuckled. “Gwethen cast it on herself so she could roll around in it. She invented it… for fun. And to make sure she did not forget to have fun. That’s what the skull is here to remind me.”

Sandelar shook his head and shrugged. “As you wish, Archmage. The Ancestors know you’re entitled to as much fun as you wish. Alas, I would be grateful for a brief lesson this morning.”

Ettrian turned away from his constellations to face him again. “Naturally. What can I do you for, Sandelar? It can’t be about the humans; you have barely had any time with them. By the way, how fare they? I never imagined this would be your area of interest.”

“The humans were tired, and they presently rest in my place, comfortable and safe. I took them to the glowwells last night and they seemed very pleased. I think they will adapt well to living here. But you are right that this is not what I wanted to ask about.”

“Then I ask again: How can I help you?”

“In truth, I wished to inquire about protection circles and how to maintain one using external means, like a charged vessel. I had an idea for an experiment during the lighting storm season, but I’d rather not get burned to a crisp.”

Ettrian’s eyes glowed and his ears perked up. “Ah, playing with lightning, are we? One of the rawest, most brutal natural phenomena. I can’t say I’m surprised.”

Good. The archmage had taken the bait. It would not do to have him guess at his true purpose here. He had to approach the subject…obliquely. Fortunately, the humans’ appearance had given him another, genuine question, which he could use to cloak the one that interested him the most.

“But since you mentioned the humans, Archmage, I wanted to ask you one thing first. You were one of the few who came to this valley during the exile, after all—you experienced the failure of magic in the outside world, correct?”

Sandelar did not expect the change that came over Ettrian then. His mere words seemed to have deflated the man’s spirit; his ears and shoulders sagged, and his brow furrowed. He looked at least ten centuries older. Even the way he spoke was now imbued with added weight.

“Aye, that I did, boy. What of it?”

“I was just… surprised. At how little excitement the court held for the humans’ testimony of reappearing magic. You certainly seemed to dismiss it. But they were clear that sorcerers were practicing necromancy. Why would you assume these Pools you speak of are not being replenished?”

“Ah, Sandelar, if only you knew… so much was lost.” The archmage snapped his fingers, and one constellation descended from the ceiling to shape a starry stool for him to sit on. “I was about your age when we were driven into exile. Magic had already been fading for a thousand years. But I got to experience the old world as a child. You cannot comprehend the sheer variety of life that existed then. Magic permeated the animals and plants; elemental beings walked among us—water sprites playing in the rivers, dryads frolicking in the woods—and ordinary people used magic for their daily tasks, like cooking, cleaning, and blacksmithing. Mighty—and terrifying—beasts roamed the far corners of the world, and adventurers made fame and fortune seeking them and their treasures… or, more often than not, dying. It was an age of myth, of legends… but it also came with its share of darkness.”

“How so?”

Archmage Ettrian shook his head, his hair brushing against the table and looking less silvery and more gray. “Never mind that,” he said. “It’s a sadder tale still, and it has little to do with your question. The reality is that humans can manipulate magic but have minimal magical essence. That they are rediscovering spellcraft is encouraging, but if the world could sustain beings like us, they would have much grander tales to tell, tales of terrible monsters and dreamlike creatures.”

Sandelar remained unconvinced. “How can you be so sure? What if we were to be the first to return?”

“Indeed. What if? Would you gamble our people’s safety on that chance? After what we sacrificed—entire generations of people and knowledge gone—to ensure the Living Tribe would not go extinct?”

There was steel in the old man’s eyes now. Only one correct answer. “I would not.”

“Patience, Sandelar. We have waited for over four thousand years. The previous generation died in this valley; my generation probably will, too. But yours is young. You can afford another ten centuries or so. Perhaps new visitors will stumble in, bearing more conclusive news.”

“So what would it take for the Pools to be replenished?”

The archmage shrugged. “Who knows? If it were simple, we would have done so instead of fleeing. Of course, the direction of events is different now; I believe the humans when they say that magic is coming back. Perhaps they will be the key. If they find and study the Pools, they might discover how to speed up their replenishment. That’s hypothetical, of course. They would need a mastery of magic equal to ours even to have a slight chance at such a task, and our knowledge is the product of millennia of study. Nay, time is the only liberator we are likely to find.” The archmage stood and forced a smile, then reached to touch Sandelar’s shoulder. “Enough of such a sour topic. Let’s go over the finer points of protection circles to see if we can avoid you burning to a crisp.”

“Thank you. I would like that. And, if I may… could I peruse your library on the topic, after we are done?”

“Of course! I have but one condition.”

Sandelar raised an eyebrow. That was unusual. What was the old man up to?

“Don’t fret,” the archmage continued. He winked with mischievousness, which didn’t make Sandelar any more comfortable. “All I ask in return is that you let me teach you Gwethen’s Glass Globe so that you, too, will be forced to have a bit of fun, eventually.”

So he was to have a useless spell rolling around inside his head until such a time he rolled himself? Sandelar sighed. “I swear, Archmage… I better leave here a master of Circles.”

Ettrian just laughed.
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THE FESTIVAL


— Frida —

Frida didn’t know what it felt like to be a fairy waking up inside a flower blossom, but she figured it would be something like this. She let out a long yawn as she shielded her eyes from the green light flitting in from the stained glass window above. Greenery swayed around her, even though she was indoors and swaddled in some very comfortable yet cool furs.

As unbelievable as it might sound, the wood floor of Sandelar’s home was more comfortable than most cots she had ever known. The elven house was a bizarre construct, grown entirely from the surrounding wood and with so many openings to the outside that it was, in fact, hard to understand where the outdoors ended and the indoors began.

She sniffed her arm. It smelled so nice. It was a scent she could not place, the one she had gotten after scrubbing in that glowing pool, but it smelled clean. She turned to Silas, who snored at her side, and smelled the inside of his ear. Same fragrance. I could get used to this, she thought.

Anxiety, however, was not long to rear its ugly head, and she began pondering their situation. The lords of this place did not believe there was a way back for them. Neither did they seem interested in trying to help find one.

She slipped out of the furs and looked around. There were only plants and wood-grown furniture. The dark green robes Gelbin had gotten the previous day stood neatly stacked on a desk set into the wall. Sandelar was nowhere to be seen, nor was there any food.

She threw her robes on, wondering what Gelbin had done with her undergarments. They were filthy, sure, but she felt naked wearing only the robes. The elvish women from the previous day didn’t show too much skin, but neither did they seem overly encumbered by clothing. It’s a very warm country, after all, she thought. She was no prude—by Lohander, she’d gone out drunk whoring with the best of ’em—but she enjoyed feeling a bit more padding under her clothes.

The sounds of merriment caught her attention and drew her to the balcony. Elves danced up and down the street, singing in drunken revelry in various states of undress, some wearing naught but paint over their private bits. It was quite a different picture from what she had witnessed on their brief stroll yesterday. Something was going on. It was a party or festivities of some sort.

Her stomach growled. She recalled the conversation with Sandelar from the previous evening. As soon as they had gotten to his home, he had explained the Green Imperative. It was simple: they shouldn’t kill or even harm any plant life. The twig-breaking bullshit the albino elf had spouted only applied to outsiders, and they were now, by royal decree, guests, so they could step on as many twigs as they damn well pleased, so long as they didn’t crush any saplings underneath. After that, Sandelar had been very interested in learning about how they had arrived in the elven lands. He asked each of them to recount their experience with the book and the green vortex and describe where they had arrived.

More importantly, before they retired for the evening, he had left them with a warning: They were not, under any circumstance, to go out the next day. There was some sort of festival happening, and he feared they might get into trouble.

Frida’s stomach growled again and, unable to see any food in the house, she roused Silas. To hell with Sandelar! They had been living on boar, roots, and berries for too long; she was due some partying.

How much trouble could they get into, anyway?

[image: ]


As it turned out, they could get into a lot of trouble.

Frida was trying very hard to keep her head on straight and, most importantly, not fall to her death several miles below. At some point, she had given up on walking over the pathways made from intertwined branches and got on her hands and knees to crawl instead. Less likely to fall.

Still, her vision was blurry and the world seemed to stretch away from her and then snap back whenever it pleased. Straight lines became curves, and curves became straight lines, and more than once, she had placed her hand on something solid, only for the branches to move away from her, fleeing to Lohander-knows-where.

The damned tree was mocking her. That had to be it. It had all been fine until they had that stupid drink.

Silas and she had gone out into the streets and joined the crowds walking to the central plaza, beautiful elven men and women painted in multicolored inks, shaking their—rather appetizing—bits with wild abandon.

Once they arrived at the plaza, the smells and sounds overwhelmed them. A panoply of meats was roasting, of all kinds of mammals and birds but also giant insects that, despite looking disgusting, gave a mouthwatering smell when cooked. Elven minstrels played pipes and horns and drums or beat strange metal sticks against multicolored bits of hard glass, weaving an alien melody along with which everyone sang at the top of their lungs.

Frida and Silas didn’t have any coin on them, nor did they even know what kind of token the elves used for barter. It did not seem to matter. Their hosts pushed deliciously smelling, leaf-wrapped foodstuffs into their hands, and they gouged on the exotic, juicy fare.

The elves frolicked around them in every sense of the word. Beyond the singers and the dancers and the players and the eaters, plenty of the painted-over forest folk were copulating in the nooks and crannies set into the majestic tree’s trunk, mostly in pairs but sometimes in groups of five or more. The loud singing drowned out their moans and groans… to a point.

“Look at them go!” she had laughed. “Damn, these guys are a lot more fun than the snotty court and boring Sandelar.”

Then she saw a half-naked, muscular, mahogany-skinned elf handing out bowls at a corner stall, a bluish foam dripping from them. Elves were draining the contents in a single gulp, to the loud cheers of their surrounding friends.

Just like in the elven court, Frida remembered that some things were the same anywhere in the world.

Silas had advised caution, but she egged him on. A single bowl to share between them. They both knew how to hold their liquor—how strong could it be?

She had lost track of Silas after the first gulp.

The world devolved into a swirling mass of color and song. She stumbled back, bumped into an infinite number of dancing bodies, and now here she was, hugging the floor for dear life.

“Here, fair lady. Let me help you up,” said a smiling birch tree with long fingers and soft skin. Its teeth were pointy, like a lion’s, but she smiled at it anyway. Why would a tree try to eat her? “Join us,” the tree said with the sound of rustling leaves. “We are one short in our circle.”

Frida was vaguely aware of losing her robes before being pushed into a warm mass of wriggling painted bodies and surrendering to the hot rhythm of their dance.
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THE MORNING AFTER


— Sandelar —

Sandelar cursed as he used the tip of his boot to push over another groaning reveler from the previous evening, only to find—again—an elven woman sprawled underneath.

He knew he shouldn’t have gone and left the humans to their own devices. Yet what other choices had been open to him? They were only a piece of the puzzle. There were other things he needed to learn if he was to enact his escape plan. It had taken him much longer than he had expected—an entire day—but between Gelbin’s father and his private library, he had gotten all that he needed and much more.

He had not dared enquire directly about the circle of protection enclosing the valley; Ettrian Zaffein was, after all, an archmage. It would have been easy for him to put two and two together, aware as he was of Sandelar’s ambition. But he was forthcoming about technical inquiries regarding the general craft of such circles.

By a stroke of luck, Sandelar had come across a spell in the library that would prove helpful indeed, should he find the necessary components. Yet it would all be for naught if something happened to the humans…

“Here! I think I found one!” Gelbin said.

Sandelar rushed to meet him. With any luck, Gelbin was not just hallucinating from the hangover he had been nursing since waking.

Gelbin had spent the morning thus far stumbling from pile to pile of sleeping revelers, stopping to bury his face in his hands now and then. While the festival mostly encouraged the unattached or otherwise busy to engage in guilt-free lovemaking, those with families were not unheard of to take part, even if with somewhat more restraint. Sandelar had found Gelbin, Ancestors bless his soul, entangled with his sleeping wife on the terrace outside their home. He had roused him but had seen no reason to incur the wrath of his best friend’s mate.

“She’s awake!” Gelbin said, waving at Sandelar with the robe he had bought two days before.

A pale, smooth-skinned arm shot up from under a stocky green-haired man, and Sandelar helped Gelbin push him over, revealing Frida’s prone form.

“Lohander, but that was one strong drink…” she said, her eyes only half-open.

Gelbin opened a vial of salts under her upturned nose, the same ones he had been sniffing on and off since Sandelar had called on him. The strong, pungent smell widened the human’s eyes and she shook her head.

“Bloody abyss, I’m sore all over… Piss and vinegar, we were dancing, and then…”

Sandelar pulled her up, but she only made it halfway before collapsing onto her knees. She pushed his hands away.

“It’s fine,” she said. “I’m good. Just need a moment. It’s not my first drunken screwing around. Took me by surprise is all.”

Sandelar looked her over to make sure she was intact. She… wasn’t, but none of it seemed to be recent. Still, he couldn’t help but wince. It was much worse than what he had glimpsed at the glowwells. Scars covered most of Frida’s body; there were puncture wounds, slash wounds, the aftermath of burns… and as his eyes moved to her chest, he felt himself blanch. A mess of scar tissue stood where her nipples should have been.

“Shop’s closed, Sandelar. You can stop gawking. Should’ve been here while I was drunk.”

“I… no. No!” he said, silently cursing while Gelbin chuckled behind him. “I don’t… I was just thinking… You have had a rough life, Lady Frida.”

She closed her eyes and sighed. “Tell me about it. Could I have my robes back, please?”

“Of course,” Gelbin said, stepping forward. “Here, let me help you…”

“Thank you,” she said, standing up and snatching her clothes from Gelbin’s grasp. She turned away and began to dress. “And no ‘Lady.’ It’s just Frida. If you want to use a title so badly, Captain is the right one, although I don’t think I’ll be captaining anything soon. Here, I’m just a swordswoman.”

“Frida it is, then. Can you walk?” Sandelar asked. “We still need to find your mate.”

“Silas! I forgot. You bloody well better not have fallen off the tree on me.”

That seemed to electrify Frida, and she pushed, shoved, and kicked past the masses of bodies. Gelbin looked amused at her single-mindedness, but Sandelar motioned for them to hurry after her. They had found her in one piece, but there was no telling what might have happened to the scholar.

“You bitch!” They heard Frida shout a few minutes later. The pair rushed to see her kick a groaning woman with beautiful, vibrant green hair and quite a muscular physique, clutching the robes they had given Silas. “I knew it! You couldn’t get your damn almond eyes off him since the moment you ambushed us in the forest.”

“Good grief,” Sandelar spat. “Gelbin, restrain her.”

“Now, now,” Gelbin said, pulling a struggling Frida away. He did so, but not before Frida spat on the half-asleep ranger she had found holding the scholar’s clothes.

Sandelar sighed and wiped the spit from the woman’s body, then placed the vial of salts under her nose. She twitched and licked her dry, brown lips.

“Where is the human?” he asked.

“None of your business, mage. Leave me be.” The ranger turned to lie down again, heedless of Frida’s cursing.

Sandelar grabbed her shoulder and gave it a slight shake. “Come, now. The Emerald King made them my responsibility. I must know.”

“Shoulda done a better job.”

“Do you think so little of your lord’s will that you would vex him out of disdain for me?”

The ranger grunted and shook her green head. “If that means you’ll leave me be… fine. Lady Thalia took him after we were done.”

“By my…” Gelbin said. “We’re in trouble.”

“Why? What’s the problem with that Thalia? That’s the albino whore, isn’t it?” Frida asked.

“Lady Thalia is a rising star in the court. She is an enchantress and a major candidate for the position of high priestess of Vaeloria, an ancestor devoted to childbirth and fertility. She would have been presiding over the festival yesterday, and my guess is that she’s now at her estate, continuing the festivities privately with the Ancestors know how many guests.”

Sandelar rose and looked at Frida. She stared back, the look on her face daring him to give up on her mate. He turned to Gelbin.

“Still feeling like a troublemaker?”

Gelbin’s mischievous smile was all the answer he needed.
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Lady Thalia's mansion stood cradled in a wide offshoot of Quel’Aiqua’s main trunk. The structure emerged from the living wood, its walls and floors grown and shaped over half a century by some of Sandelar’s most talented colleagues. The mansion’s silhouette flowed with the curves of the branches, its balconies and windows framed by the natural lattice of leaves and vines, meant to offer breathtaking views of the forest canopy and the world below.

Surrounding the mansion, the extensive grounds were a masterpiece of landscape design, a miniature forest growing atop the mammoth branch, cultivated with care around pathways of polished marble, white and veined with silver. The stone and its ornaments reflected the soft light, contrasting with the vibrant greens of the grass and foliage.

Two fountains sculpted from glass and marble flanked the tiled path that gave entry into the grounds. Crystal-clear streams cascaded down artistic glass structures, mimicking the flow of the waterfalls found in the deepest parts of the forest and following the path inside as tiny streams, guiding visitors past the mansion’s entrance and farther into the grounds. Sounds of ecstasy and revelry came from farther inside.

“The party is still going on, huh?” Frida said.

Gelbin nodded. “The festival is a one-day affair, but for those with power and riches, how long a party should last is a suggestion, not a rule.”

“Yes. Pointy ears, round ears, tree skin, hairy skin… Everyone’s the same everywhere.”

“Come on, let’s get this over with,” Sandelar said, walking past the fountains.

“Is no one going to stop us? No guards?” Frida asked.

“I was wondering about that, too,” Gelbin said.

Sandelar shrugged. “The guards were either dismissed for the festivities or are part of them. Thalia is an accomplished enchantress, one who has mastered the element of Water. No doubt she’ll have other means of impeding our progress.”

The mention of enchantment seemed to take the pep out of Frida’s step. The swordswoman looked around warily, her eyes darting from tree to tree. “I don’t fancy getting stuck in another infinite forest. I suppose I can live with the white witch fiddling around with Silas. It’s not like I was a model of chastity yesterday.”

Sandelar and Gelbin exchanged a look between them. Is she really so dense? Sandelar thought. Gelbin’s expression told him he needed to be more forward.

“Frida, fiddling is the least of Silas’s concerns at Thalia’s hands. She will experiment on him like an animal. That’s if he’s lucky. There is the possibility that he’s the party’s entertainment: a beast to be slaughtered.”

The color drained from Frida’s face. “Wait, but you said… We were supposed to… The king said…”

“The king said what he said, but he will not punish the up-and-coming high priestess over a missing human.”

Frida sneered . “Right. Everyone’s the same everywhere.”

They continued following the marble-tiled path past the mansion and into the gardens, and the trees became thicker on either side. Finally, tiny water globes began rising from the streams, flanking them like solid bubbles. They floated to block their path and then merged into a larger shape—the shape of an elf, taller than Sandelar and broader than Gelbin, wielding a trident and a large kite shield, all made from water.

“There’s your guard,” Sandelar said.

“Great. How do we fight it?” Frida asked.

“How should I know? You are the swordswoman.”

“I have no sword. And not used to fighting critters made of bloody water! Can’t you… do some magic?”

“I can’t very well just snap my fingers and smite my enemies! I’m a scholar. It’s not like I run around prepared for...”

“Watch out!”

Gelbin’s warning would have been for naught had he not also pushed Sandelar out of the way of the incoming trident; the weapon crashed against the marble path yards behind them, tearing through the stone in a very unwaterlike manner. The water golem raised his arm and the weapon dispersed into globules that sped through the air to re-shape back in its hand.

Frida yelled and attacked the creature, slashing thrice at its midsection with her dagger. Each time, the blade passed through the watery body, barely disturbing its surface. The water golem’s shield, however, seemed quite solid as it slammed against her and sent her careening into a nearby tree.

“Doesn’t look like physical attacks can hurt it,” Gelbin said. Despite his observation, he stood with the stance of one getting ready for a grappling contest.

Sandelar couldn’t think of anything. He had never studied the more bellicose applications of magic beyond the basic required of every apprentice, on the off chance they would be called to defend their king and kingdom. Even those basic combat spells needed a modicum of preparation. He had not expected to enter Thalia’s sanctum unopposed, but neither had he considered outright combat.

The water golem advanced toward Gelbin, its feet making the barest sloshing noise upon the path’s tiles. Gelbin edged backward, keeping a threatening posture to maintain the magical construct’s attention.

“Whenever you are ready, Sandelar!” he said.

“I… I have nothing! I did not prepare any combat spells.”

“Weren’t you experimenting with circles of protection?”

“You want to wait the enchantment out? Golems can last decades!”

“Use Mirthal’s Delaying Snap!” Gelbin shouted, barely dodging a lunge from the golem’s watery weapon.

Sandelar’s mind raced. What did Gelbin expect him to do? He had the Snap well committed to memory; it was invaluable for his experiments. One of Mirthal’s major contributions to the Art, it allowed a mage to cast a spell and freeze it in time, only to be unleashed upon the titular snap. But how could that… Of course!

He took a vial of blue ink from his pocket and removed the stop, pouring the bright liquid onto the path in a circular shape. Next, he grabbed a tiny glass crystal from another pocket and held it between his thumb and forefinger, stepping away from the crude circle drawn around him on the floor so he could see both it and the crystal. He visualized a glass dome, the energies of life and light flowing around it, and whispered the words BETH IT GRAM BAAN while echoing RAEL TEMPUS in his mind, trying to superimpose thought and word into something that was both and neither. With one hand, he traced the outline of the dome in the air before him, and with the other, he pushed the crystal against the imaginary structure, all while keeping the circle drawn on the floor in sight. Something shimmered inside the crystal, and he knew he had succeeded.

“Gelbin, it is done! Go!”

“Finally,” Gelbin said, sweat dripping from his forehead as he dodged one more blow from the tireless foe. He sprinted to the circle drawn on the floor, and the water golem followed him. “Steady…” he said, holding his ground at the circle’s center. When the golem charged him again, he dodged to the side, but only so far that it made the golem stop in the middle of Sandelar’s drawing. “Now!”

The crystal snapped when Sandelar crushed it into dust between his fingers. The spell it held came into being.

The water golem turned to Sandelar and threw its trident. The weapon smashed against the invisible force. Enraged, the creature threw itself forward, only to melt into a man-sized floating ball of water. It swirled within the perimeter of Sandelar’s circle of protection, testing the boundaries of its prison.

Once cast, the circle of protection would draw power from within, so the more the golem struggled, the more drained it would become. A mage would succumb to exhaustion, but as a wholly magical construct, the golem would be consumed.

“Gelbin, you are a genius.” Sandelar shook his head. “To take a protection spell and turn it into a prison… You should be the Master Mage.”

Gelbin, still catching his breath, took a bow. “High praise, little brother. To your credit, you were quick on the uptake. Alas, it is probably the opposite of genius; we less talented in the arts must improvise when working out in the field.”

Frida stumbled back to them, battered and bleeding from a split lip but looking otherwise fit to continue. “Very impressive,” she said. “But leave the congratulations for later, and let’s cont⁠—”

A bloodcurdling scream rose ahead, loud enough that it muted the ever-present sounds of revelry.

“Piss and vinegar! Silas!”

Frida sprinted toward the sound, and both Gelbin and Sandelar followed.

The tiled path led to a big clearing with larger-than-life statues of ancestors fanning out along its perimeter. A crowd of half-naked women clustered at the center, howling and dancing around an ivy-covered marble dais upon which stood a large, blood-spattered altar of the same material. Behind it rose an enormous bonfire, its flames fueled by dark stone and ancient magic, casting a harsh light over the entire scene. A man-sized metal spit was set across its length, about halfway to the flame’s peak.

Eldritch energies held bleeding and screaming Silas aloft above the altar, floating naked in a prone position and struggling against his invisible bonds.

Lady Thalia stood beside him atop the altar, bare-chested and with a crazed glare in her almond eyes. The dark red of blood clashed with her albino complexion, giving her a demonic look as she held a tiny, bloody piece of flesh between her index finger and thumb.

“Sisters! Tonight, we feast on flesh none hath seen for forty centuries. Let us savor this gift of life. Those of you who have lain with the beast get the first choice of cut!”

With those words, she let the piece of raw flesh fall upon her bloody lips and made a show of chewing it.

“Get away from him, you witch!” Frida screamed, resuming her charge. The crowd parted before her, noises of surprise and confusion escaping Thalia’s acolytes. While no doubt there were accomplished mages among them, the sight of a charging, disheveled, screaming red-haired beast scared them enough to keep them from defending themselves and their mistress, with most opting to make a hasty retreat.

Thalia, however, would not be cowed.

The would-be high priestess stepped down from the altar and then the dais with calm and composure. She puffed out her ample, blood-splattered bosom, and held a hand up before Frida’s charge.

“Halt, beast! You shall not defile⁠—”

Frida’s fist smashed against her face with the sickening sound of breaking bone and crushing cartilage. Lady Thalia crashed to the grass with the grace of a dead sparrow.

Sandelar turned to look at Gelbin. His mouth stood agape, too.

“We’re in trouble,” Sandelar said.

“We are up to our eyebrows in boar crap.”

“Come on boys. Time to run like our arse’s on fire,” Frida said, half-supporting, half-dragging bleeding, babbling Silas.

“My nipple! She ate my bloody nipple!”

“You’re lucky she had the sense to start there!”

“Gelbin…” Sandelar began, but Gelbin got his meaning before he finished the sentence and hoisted Silas over his shoulder.

They ran back the way they came, hoping the screams behind them were of panic and confusion, not of a mob in pursuit.
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THE ESCAPE PLAN


— Frida —

“Blood and bollocks!” Frida screamed once they entered Sandelar’s home.

The elves busied themselves. The mage shut the doors and used his demonic magic to draw living vines over the windows and the open balcony, enclosing them inside their own little woodland cocoon. Gelbin sat Silas on a bench along the wall and began tending to his wounds, but not before making him gulp down a copious amount of sweet-smelling liquid. The spirit accomplished its purpose; Silas’s tremors relented, and he stopped his incoherent babbling.

Frida drew her dagger just before Sandelar turned from cloaking the last window in greenery.

“What in the damned abyss is wrong with you people? First, you threaten to kill us for breaking some twigs. Then you fiddle with us as if the world is ending tomorrow. Finally, you try to eat us bloody alive?!”

The elf held his hands up. There was no malice or anger upon his face, just mild annoyance, but his pointy teeth stood out more than ever. “I understand. You have every right to be upset. But we are not your enemies. Please put your weapon down.”

“Not until you start making sense!”

“What do you want me to say? That was a cruel act. Some in our society think it is their right to harm other mammals for entertainment. They claim the animal is tastier if cooked alive. Gelbin and I are not among them. I, for one, find the practice barbaric.”

The confusion must have shown up on her face because Sandelar knotted his brow for a second. But then he understood.

“You... Do humans not eat meat? But you—you supped with us. So…”

“We don’t eat people!” Frida said. She sheathed her dagger and took a couple of steps back, looking at Gelbin and then at Silas. It looked like their exchange had sobered Silas up. Silas shrugged, then winced, his hand going to the bandage Gelbin had finished tightening around his chest. “I mean, most of us don’t. We consider those who do dangerous and barbaric. I… I can’t believe I’m having this conversation.”

“Interesting,” Gelbin said. “It is like a Green Imperative, but for people? What a discovery!”

“It’s not law! We just… it’s understood… that it is wrong.”

“That makes no sense,” Sandelar said. “Do you not eat other animals? Does the boar not eat other animals? Do the wolves and great cats not prey on the weak and younger from other packs? Why remove yourselves from the cycle?”

“So you… eat each other?” Silas piped in, still looking half-dazed.

“Not from our tribe,” Sandelar said as if he were talking to a slow child.

“Unless they have committed the most grievous crimes,” Gelbin added. “We still execute them first, though.”

Sandelar nodded. “Yes. There are rules, of course. For eating any living being—from elves to fowl. Even if people like Thalia blatantly flaunt their disregard for them…”

Frida backed into a corner and let herself slide to the floor. This can’t be happening, she thought. I died and went to the abyss. This is a hallucination meant to torture me. They are demons, all of them.

Too late, she noticed Sandelar waving his arms around, releasing shimmering dust into the air while muttering words she had never heard before, words that made no sense to her. It was oddly relaxing…

She fell asleep.
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Frida woke up inside her fairy blossom and wished very hard that she was back on their first day in the elven kingdom, and that the past two days had been a fevered dream.

She knew better.

She pushed the sleeping skins away and sat up with mixed feelings about the scent of the roasted meat Silas and the elves were eating at the nearby table.

“Are you eating people?” she asked, only half joking.

Sandelar rolled his eyes and Gelbin snorted. “Just fowl,” the larger elf said. “Roasted with honey. We saved some for you.”

Frida joined them, the soreness from the past few days only partially gone. She took a bite out of a crunchy wing and dug in, the delicious taste reminding her of how long it had been since she had eaten. She glanced at Silas between bites, and he smiled and nodded. He was going to be all right.

“Surprised you got some shut-eye,” she said.

“Me too. But between Sandelar’s spell and Gelbin’s spirits, I was knocked out cold.”

Gelbin nodded. “Would still be asleep if I hadn’t needed to change his bandage.”

They ate in silence until Sandelar cleared his throat. “You cannot stay here,” he said.

“In a city where some crazed woman can decide to eat us alive on a whim? Yes, I agree,” she said, accepting a drumstick from Gelbin.

“It is more than that. Despite the king’s words, lady Thalia will go straight to the chief justice. She is his niece and served as his right hand before moving to the priesthood. Neither will forgive the pain and humiliation she suffered at your hands. You will become a target.”

“But if we go back to the forest, that’s a death sentence, too,” Silas said. “We can’t survive while keeping with your laws.”

“Precisely. That is why we need to get you out of this valley.”

“What? But that’s impossible!” Gelbin said, wide-eyed. “My father and the king, they both said the same thing.”

“I know a way, Gelbin. I think. You… inspired me… with your thinking last night. The way you pushed me to use the circle of protection in a new way—I think there lies the key.”

“What do you mean?”

“Listen, they arrived by a portal in the western forests. It is supposed to be an anchor, a one-way path. But if I can get hold of whatever artifact is powering the enchantment… I am reasonably sure I can invert the portal for a few moments, enough for them to escape.”

Frida raised an eyebrow at that and exchanged a glance with Silas. He nodded. There was something fishy going on.

He, ever the diplomat, took point. “Not that I’m ungrateful, but why are you even contemplating doing this for us?”

“That is a good question!” Gelbin said. “Don’t get me wrong; I hate Thalia and her minions’ cruelty. Last night’s antics were well worth whatever trouble I may get. But to meddle in an enchantment that’s at the very fabric of our society? I’m sorry, but we need to find another way.”

“There is no other way, Gelbin!” Sandelar looked exasperated. Frida had not expected such a reaction, and that only left her more suspicious. Gelbin, too, narrowed his eyes, and Sandelar must have noticed, because he composed himself. “Look, you were my responsibility. Beyond whatever the Emerald King may have ordered, and despite your… troublesome… nature, I shouldn’t have let you alone, not so soon. I’ve… never been in this position before. I need to make this right. Call it a matter of honor, if you must.”

“Right.” Frida remained unconvinced. It didn’t matter. It was still the only option they had. So, instead of telling the elf to go suck on a pine cone, as she was burning to do, she opted for a slightly less honest, “I appreciate that. Thank you.”

“I still don’t get it,” Silas said, pushing his plate away. Like so many of the elves’ household items, it was a thing of beauty: made of emerald-green glass and shaped like a water lily. “Your elders and rulers made a big deal of there being no way out. What makes you think there is a way? Why have none of them thought of that?”

Gelbin pushed his plate, too, with a sigh. “Well… As much as it pains me to say it in his presence, Sandelar here is a bit of a prodigy. A genius, some would say. The first elf in centuries to craft his own spell before achieving the rank and the resources granted to a master mage. Sandelar’s Spell Subversion—the ability to twist an enchantment into reversing its effect for a few moments. If anyone else claimed to be able to do what he claims, I’d call them insane. But I believe he can.”

Sandelar seemed to take the compliment in stride. “I appreciate your vote of confidence, Gelbin. I don’t think you should come. It will be dangerous, and they are my responsibility, not yours.”

“That’s not the issue here,” his friend said, and there was no hiding his irritation. “It’s not the issue at all. Have you thought about what might happen if things go wrong? You could doom us all by meddling with whatever is powering the enchantment that keeps us—and the magic we depend on—trapped in this valley.”

“I would never! I’ve thought this through. You know well that a circle of protection drains the power of whatever is inside. The humans will leave, but we will stay behind with the power source. As long as it doesn’t leave the valley, the circle won’t suffer.”

“And how do you expect to enter the Temple of the Ancestors and retrieve your mysterious power source? We don’t even know what it looks like. And none of us is a sneak.”

“Ahem.” This time, it was Silas who cleared his throat. “I may be able to help with that. I have a lot of practice exploring places under guard. For research, naturally.”

“Naturally,” Frida chuckled. The chuckle earned her the evil eye. Good. Silas seemed to have taken his mind off the previous night’s ordeal.

“Even so,” Gelbin said, “you cannot go alone. The temple is vast, and there are bound to be magical measures to secure whatever is powering the spell.”

In the meantime, Sandelar had risen and gone to grab a scroll case from a nearby shelf. He brandished it like a hard-won trophy, a sharp-toothed smile of victory on his face as he removed the whitened scroll from within and spread it on the table, pushing the plates back to the edges. “I have just the thing. Came across it in your father’s library and was too intrigued not to ask to borrow it.”

Frida scanned the scroll, but it was gibberish: a flowing script that seemed alive, moving away whenever she tried to focus on any word. The spell Sandelar had cast to help them communicate in elvish did not extend to the written word. Silas seemed similarly frustrated, yet, as was always the case with her lover, equally intrigued.

“Maltius’s Mists of Memory?” Gelbin asked.

“Precisely!” Sandelar snapped his fingers in triumph. It was the most excited Frida had seen him since they had met. “A powerful, permanent enchantment that will scramble the memories of its victims, forever and as far back as the caster wills it. Sadly, we cannot use it to erase the slight to Lady Thalia; there are too many witnesses. But if we infiltrate the Temple with enough care, we should be able to use it to erase any slip-ups.”

Gelbin looked unconvinced. “Sure, I bet you could pull that off. It’s a complex spell, but it’s exactly the sort of magic that you know best. I bet you could give old Maltius a run for his money. But look here,” he said, tapping a squiggly line in the scrip, one that broke into two, each half running away from his finger in different directions. “You need duskveil morels as a component. You’d need to collect them fresh, and the only place to do so⁠—”

“I am aware,” Sandelar said, serious once again. “The Dark Tribe’s caves.”

Gelbin sighed and slumped back onto his stool. “Ancestors take you. I won’t be able to live with myself if I let you fools go alone.”


II

INTO THE DEPTHS


It is said of the various tribes that have wandered Elessia in times long gone, and those who wander it to this day, that their hatred of The Other defines them. Thus, the Kyanites have nearly exterminated the cat people. The Lohanians clash with their northern neighbors at least once a generation, to bloody effect. And the many roaming clans of Sala’hadan will routinely slaughter each other for the most minor of slights.

Yet it is obvious to me that this goes beyond a distaste for The Other. If it were that, we would be going around exterminating all the birds, insects, and mammals we could not domesticate.

No. Of The Other that we dislike, we reserve the highest disdain for The Other who is closest to us. Their similarity to us makes the divergences all the more galling. Thus, one might forgive a slight from a man from beyond the sea, but will cross that same sea to break a cousin’s neck.

— GRESPO RAMIREZ, “MEMOIRS OF A TRAVELING TROUBADOUR”
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A WILD RIDE


— Frida —

“Are you sure it won’t bite?”

Frida wasn’t usually so reluctant to mount a beast, but a giant lizard was far from the sort of animal she associated with riding. It stood before her on all fours in all its alligator-green glory, gripping the tree bark with dagger-sized talons. Its fishlike eye didn’t let her understand where it was looking, and she didn’t trust it. She especially didn’t trust it when it opened its many-fanged maw at her approach, ostensibly to yawn, but really to tease her. She’d have smacked it, were she not fond of her fingers.

“It’s fine, Frida,” Gelbin laughed. “Look at Silas—he’s a natural!”

Silas seemed quite at ease, driving his gold-yellow lizard up and down the nearby stretch of vertical trunk. The leather straps tying his riding harness to the saddle kept him stable while the creature veered sideways, parallel to the floor. Riding the creatures required one to wear almost a second layer of armor; the mounting gear hid most of the armor Gelbin had given him.

It was as fine a suit of leather armor as she had ever seen, tanned a deep moss green that seemed to change its shade ever so slightly depending on where the wearer stood, compounding Silas’s already nontrivial ability to remain unseen. Small emerald plates shielded his forearms, a discrete but powerful protection against bladed weapons.

Frida could not complain. Gelbin had casually handed her the best armor she had worn in her entire life, a suit made from interweaved plates of dark green glass and burnished gray metal. It was as light as leather but felt as sturdy as half-plate armor. She didn’t understand how the elves made glass strong enough for shielding—magic was, of course, involved—but her skepticism vanished when Gelbin grabbed a shield made from the same material and challenged her to strike him with her new swords.

The weapons were things of beauty. Silas had gotten a dagger, but to her, Gelbin had presented twin falchions with a blade so fine and gleaming that they looked like they could cut through a man from end to end with a single motion. The pommels and hand-guards were fashioned like vines, woven from the same lightweight metal as her armor, but golden instead of gray. She was more used to wielding the cutlass or scimitar, but the falchions felt as good in her hands as any weapon she had wielded.

They hadn’t even scratched Gelbin’s emerald glass shield.

When she questioned the elf about where he had gotten such treasures, he shrugged and said they were just standard guard issue, and that he had borrowed them from storage.

“Come on,” Gelbin said, extending his hand. “Sandelar will be here soon. We don’t want to delay.”

Frida took his hand, giving the lizard’s head a wide berth, and he pulled her up to the second seat on the double saddle. She put the leather harness over her armor and he helped her buckle all the straps. The harness limited her movements on the saddle; she could do little more than twist halfway to each side. It left her arms free, so she could conceivably fight on horse… lizardback.

“What happens if we need to dismount in a rush?” she asked.

“It’s difficult,” Gelbin said. “The straps are not tough, so you can cut them with the saddle-dagger.” He patted a sheath on the saddle’s left. There was another one on the right. “But best to avoid such situations. These are agile beasts, able to outrun nearly anything, and I’ve never seen one trip or fall, so that shouldn’t be an issue.”

Silas drove his lizard to meet them, climbing down from the vertical surface and onto the same plane as Frida and Gelbin as if it were nothing. “Look, there’s Sandelar,” he said.

The long-haired elven mage’s features looked even more angular, framed by the hood of the thick traveling cloak he had donned. Its outside was the same dark green color as Silas’s leather armor, but it also looked shiny, as if slick with oil. Frida had seen something similar when assaulting the more sophisticated merchant ships; it was a treatment that prevented the fabric from soaking up water. The mage wore the cloak clasped upfront with an emerald brooch, but underneath, she glimpsed a tight-fitting robe and a midsized tome held over his hip by leather straps. A staff peeked over his shoulder, a simple, thin, cylindrical weapon made from the same light metal the elven smiths seemed to favor.

“I’m sorry for the delay,” the elf said. “I was enchanting a few items with divination spells; they will help us keep track of time while in the caverns, and guide us to the artifact once we reach the temple.”

“I packed an hourglass,” Gelbin replied with a shrug. “But guidance is welcome.”

“Would you like to take the reins, Sandelar?” Silas asked the mage.

“I would rather not, if it’s the same to you. You seem to have taken to it, and I could use the time to commit more spells to memory and keep an eye on our surroundings.”

After that, it took only moments for Sandelar to hang his backpack next to Silas on the beast’s back flank and strap himself to the saddle.

“Alright,” Gelbin said. “About time we were off.”

“Lead the way,” Silas said.

“Wait,” Frida asked. “I’m not sure I’m ready—” The words died in her mouth as Gelbin pushed the lizard off the large branch’s edge, turning her world upside down. She shut her eyes. “I was not ready!”

Gelbin laughed again, and she drove her fist into his side. The laugh became a chuckle, and the pull shifted from her head to her chest, which pressed against Gelbin’s back.

“Try opening your eyes now. Won’t be so bad.”

Frida risked opening only one. Over Gelbin’s shoulder, she caught a bird’s-eye view of the forest below and a rugged, wide road of twisted bark stretching before them. A flock of white birds flew by, their backs turned to Gelbin and her.

“I think I’m going to be sick…”

“If you dare, I’ll have the lizard climb the rest of the way down sideways!”

“This is great!” Silas said as his lizard bounced past, half-falling, half-galloping across the vertical surface of the tree trunk. Its claws touched the bark just enough to steady itself and propel itself down through the air at the same time. Seeing Sandelar several shades paler than his usual tone while Silas pushed the beast on made it easier on her ego.

Even though Gelbin rode slowly for her sake, it was not long before they met their companions at the clearing at ground level. Frida fought the urge to ask to dismount and they rode directly to the south, into the forest.

As fast as they had been during their descent, the lizards came into their own on the ground, covering several yards of forest with a single bound, making their way over and around the underbrush without crushing a single leaf and avoiding all sorts of obstacles—roots, hidden stones, fallen trees—that would typically make it hard if not impossible to navigate a thick forest on horseback.

Their destination was the opposite end of the valley. If all went well, Gelbin expected them to reach it within three days. After spending weeks wandering around the westernmost edge, Frida found that hard to believe. But at the speed at which the lizards covered ground, it was getting more plausible by the moment.

Even after spending so long in the wilds, Frida was happy to leave the elven civilization behind. Sandelar and Gelbin had earned at least a bit of her trust, even if their motives seemed somewhat sketchy. But their people… the court had looked at them as if they were animals, despite the king and the archmage’s apparent kindness. The general populace had been a bit nicer, but it still felt wrong. The more she thought about her hours of drunken revelry during the festival, the more she felt used; she didn’t feel like a guest. She felt like the entertainment. Not an animal, but less than a person.

She had felt like that before, during the brief period when the cutthroats who enslaved her decided she would serve better as a bed-warmer than in the forge.

She had carved a bloody path out of that life. Yes, she had become a pirate, but not like those whom she had escaped—she did not enslave, never that.

Frida looked back. The clearing where the great tree holding the elven city had stood was already out of sight.

Good riddance.
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They stopped at sundown to make camp in the deep forest. Gelbin chose a tall tree with a large trunk so broad that if they clasped their hands, they wouldn’t be able to make a circle around its perimeter. The elves helped Frida and Silas climb to the upper branches. There, they found that the top of the tree was flat and the branches arched overhead and weaved into each other, forming a natural canopy. There was just enough room for them to lie down and rest. The elves told them to wait and climbed back down for their packs.

“What of the mounts?” Frida asked when they got back.

“They’ll come when we call. Don’t worry,” Gelbin said. He put his pack down and produced a bunch of smooth black stones, which he piled into a small mound in the middle of the tree. “Sandelar, will you do the honors?”

Sandelar nodded and produced a small skin from one of his pockets. From within, he took a pinch of dust, which he sprinkled over the stones as if he were seasoning a dish. While doing so, he whispered some words in that odd language he used when casting spells. He did it low enough that Frida could not make out the words, but his voice changed whenever he did so; it was almost as if he was speaking with two voices simultaneously, a female echo closely tied to his normal tone.

The stones flared up in a fwoosh, and a warm, red flame rose from them. It burned only them, leaving the tree underneath unharmed.

“Incredible…” Silas said, his eyes wide. “Not even the alchemists can accomplish such a feat!”

“Useful.” Frida nodded.

“Shall we cook?” Gelbin said, producing the carcasses of two rabbits he had caught on the way. The animals were not too big but it was adequate fare, along with some rations they had packed. Soon, the pot was boiling over the impromptu magical campfire and they supped on stew and munched on the hard, slightly salty biscuits the elves had given them.

Then Silas made the mistake of asking what they used to make the biscuits, since the elves could not harvest wheat. Gelbin answered, “Powdered bugs, of course,” and they ate no more.

After that, they shared some spirits. This time, Silas refrained from probing too deeply about the ingredients. It’s mushrooms, Frida thought. It’s all mushrooms. But she had never been too good at fooling herself, so it was time to distract herself with conversation.

“So, Sandelar is a scholar. What about you, Gelbin? What do you do for a living?”

“Well, many things. Foremost, I⁠—”

“He tattoos pigs and fowl,” Sandelar snickered.

“Bah! You mock me, but you’re a glutton for meat.”

“I don’t get it,” Frida said. Silas, too, looked intrigued. “Why would you tattoo animals? Also, it seems like a thankless job.”

“That’s right.” Gelbin composed himself and pulled a long strip of pressed leaf from his backpack. Ink moved on its surface, looking like it trapped a centipede within. “I was once a ranger, like the ones who brought you to us, and I know a trick or two about being out here in the wilds. After a while, I got interested in natural studies and became a student of magic like Sandelar. This here,” he said, showcasing the pressed leaf, “is a living tattoo. I always carry some on me. We use it to keep notes on our animals and those we catch and release for breeding purposes. We eat a lot of meat but don’t want to cross the same bloodlines too much, so we try to mix in wild animals as often as possible.”

“So it moves inside the skin? That sounds painful,” Silas said.

Gelbin laughed. “No, not at all. As Frida points out, animals will not stand around waiting for you to do needlework. This tattoo is living only during application; I can direct it and shape it to my will. Then, it’s just like regular ink.” He pulled his right sleeve up, showcasing a forearm covered in beautiful characters in a purple-flowing script alien to Frida. “My wedding vows.”

“Oh, so it works in people, too?”

“Of course.”

“That looks very good,” Frida said. “You should open up shop.”

The elf beamed and Sandelar rolled his eyes. “Don’t give him any ideas,” the mage said. “It’s hard enough for him to stick to one thing as it is.”

Gelbin shrugged. “What can I say? I get bored easily.”

“You sure do,” Sandelar said, reaching for the drink. “I guess that’s why you came, huh? Couldn’t pass on an opportunity to sniff around in the Dark Tribe’s domain.”

“What is this Dark Tribe?” Frida asked. “I assume it’s more elves, but why the ominous moniker?”

“You are correct,” Sandelar said. “Before our exile, there were five elven tribes. As far as we know, only ours and the Dark Tribe remain. I daresay they are as far apart from my people as we are from yours. We come from the wellspring of life, from the woods and the trees themselves, while they come from the dark. They were born from darkness and are wicked and dangerous. We do not even share a common tongue; we crafted the spell I cast on you to communicate with them, even though we avoid it as much as possible.”

“What are they doing here?” Silas asked. “I thought you exiled yourselves in this valley voluntarily. Why include them if you hate them so?”

“Gelbin is the history buff, not I.”

Gelbin smiled, took another bite of the bug biscuit, and then washed it down with more spirit. “The Dark Tribe was all but destroyed during the Magic Wars, caught in the lands between the dwarves and the Light Tribe. But when the Dark Tribe’s capitals fell, the dwarves pressed their assault on the Light Tribe, sensing a chance to end them as well and make away with their magic, and a few thousand elves from the Dark Tribe slipped through. They marched across the entire length of the continent. Meanwhile, we of the Earth Tribe were flocking to this valley.”

Gelbin paused for another sip before continuing. Like an expert storyteller, he gazed around the campfire, drawing every listener in with his emerald eyes. “Some speculate the Dark Tribe somehow knew of our plans and wished to enact the exile spell themselves. We only know that our tribes clashed in a massive conflict a few days before the spell was complete. We won, but some stragglers escaped into the valley and took refuge in the deepest caverns. Our leadership thought little of it then, believing they could deal with the stragglers at their leisure. But it turns out that theirs is a much more fertile tribe than ours. It wasn’t long before they commanded respectable numbers.”

“I don’t get it,” Frida said, taking another gulp. She moved away from the fire; it was too warm. “You’ve had four thousand years. They have nowhere to run. If they’re so terrible, why haven’t you ended them?”

“It’s not that simple. There aren’t too many of us; we must take pains to keep our numbers constant, even without war—hence things like the Fertility Festival. Since the Dark Tribe mostly lives inside a network of underground tunnels and caverns, invading their lair with a large force would cost us dearly. So our rangers patrol and observe the southern part of the valley, and if the tribe grows so much that they branch out of their underground lairs, we bring in the guard for a culling.”

“A culling. You elves…” Frida couldn’t keep the disgust out of her voice, even if she knew that Sandelar and Gelbin were not at fault for their culture. “Even your kind, you treat like animals.”

“They are not our kind.” A sliver of annoyance crept into Sandelar’s usually measured tone. “You will see how different we are when we arrive at their domain. Of course, I’d rather we went in and out with no encounters, but I doubt the Ancestors will favor us so.”

“So what are we supposed to do if we meet any?” Silas asked.

Gelbin and Sandelar exchanged a glance.

“We kill them before they can call more,” the mage said.

“I’m afraid that’s the case,” Gelbin said, although he did not look as sanguine at the prospect. “Our relations are such that they are likely to attack on sight.”

After that, the conversation died and they went to sleep under the forest canopy, the magically burning embers’ flame shrinking to a slight glow at Sandelar’s command. Silas briefly inquired about keeping watch, but the former ranger told him not to worry.

The tree would warn them if danger approached.
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Frida had an awful night, constantly waking up in fear of rolling too close to the tree’s edge and falling. The following day, she and Silas politely refused the bug biscuits. Gelbin produced some dried meats from his pack, and they broke their fast on that.

As promised, the lizards returned minutes after Gelbin whistled for them, and they rode south in silence.

Despite their mounts’ bulky nature, it was impressive how they crossed the forest doing so little harm to the flora. The lizards somehow always found a route that would lead them to push the underbrush aside with their forward motion, never tearing it or stomping on it.

With Gelbin controlling the beast, Frida leaned back and soaked in the atmosphere: the slightly damp, warm scent of the woods; the greenish-yellow light of the sun filtering through the canopy; and the sounds of rustling leaves, mating birds, and all the other forest denizens going about their business.

As the day passed and the shadows grew longer, the forest, too, peeled away ever so slightly. Enormous masses of gray-black rock jutting out from the ground, their peaks piercing the canopy, grew more common and forced them to ride around. The forested areas grew narrow between such rocks, giving the impression of a tree-filled canyon. Still, the paths were wide enough for them to ride side by side.

“How do you get your bearings amid all this?” Silas asked. “You have not consulted a map once.”

“We don’t have a specific destination,” Sandelar said. “We are entering the Dark Tribe’s territory; now, we must keep our eyes open for caverns. Most should run deep enough to hold what we seek.”

“Quiet,” Gelbin said, raising his hand and slowing down. “Can you hear that?”

“Nothing,” Frida whispered.

“Hear it and smell it,” Sandelar said, sniffing the air. “There’s a campfire nearby. Someone is roasting meat.”

Silas just shook his head. His ear was the keenest Frida had ever known, but trained in ruins, tombs, and caverns. The outdoors was not his domain.

“You wait here,” Gelbin said, undoing the straps and buckles tethering him to the mount. “I’ll see who is ahead.” He handed the lizard’s reins to Frida and disappeared into the trees to their right.

“Think it’s dark elves?” she whispered.

“If it is, perfect. Gelbin can tail them to an entrance,” Sandelar said.

It didn’t take long for Gelbin to come back. Yet, he did so with his arms raised and a drawn bow at his back. Behind him walked a female elf clad in moss-green leathers, her shoulders shrouded in feathers as midnight black as her hair, and her face’s pine bark-like skin adorned with red and yellow paints. She was missing about a third of her left ear, but the stump was still as long as a large dagger. This couldn’t be a dark elf. She didn’t look too different from the elves who had captured them some days ago, but she did look less friendly, which, as far as Frida was concerned, was quite a feat.

Frida held the reins tighter when the lizard hissed at their approach; if it bolted, Gelbin would likely suffer the consequences, and worse, she might find an arrow lodged into her back.

“Sorry,” Gelbin said with a shrug.

“Dismount,” said the elf. Her voice was melodious and angry at the same time. “Follow me and leave the weapons with the lizards.”

“You’re a ranger, no?” Sandelar said. “What’s this about? We broke no laws.”

“Do as I say or your friend’s life is forfeit.”

Sandelar looked at Gelbin, who just shook his head and reiterated, “Sorry.”

They followed the ranger for a handful of minutes. She and Gelbin walked backward so her eyes would always be on them.

“I don’t know how they don’t trip,” Silas whispered.

“Quiet!” the ranger snapped.

Soon, two other rangers—male elves of fairer complexion, not unlike Sandelar and Gelbin—emerged from the underbrush, one to their left and another to their right, and trained their bows on them. Only then did Gelbin and his captor turn to walk straight.

The ranger led them to a wide clearing where a large bonfire burned, similar to the one prepared to cook Silas at Thalia’s feast. This time, though, the cooking was underway.

Frida’s meager breakfast rose to her throat at the sight of a plump female elf spitted from mouth to rump, her legs hacked off at the knees and the arms at the elbows. An elf clad in leather and glass armor, with mahogany skin and long red hair cascading over his shoulder plates, was casually turning the spit while poking at the dead woman’s buttocks with a jagged blade.

Their captors prodded them farther, and the smell overpowered her. She stopped and doubled over, hands on knees, to retch. When she looked up, she faced the red-haired elf, who looked at her through a cold, cruel, almond-shaped eye; scar tissue covered the other.

“How kind! You brought more food for our feast,” he said to Sandelar.

Sandelar straightened himself up, his body language mimicking that of the court’s elves. “These are rare human specimens, and the Emerald King has charged me with their well-being. Just as he has forbidden the hunting of the Dark Tribe’s children and females, ranger.”

The ranger leader turned up his nose. “The Emerald Throne is very far from here. When did our great king Falael last walk these woods? When has he last ridden on a culling?”

“He is still your king. Yet if this… transgression… is the motive of your aggressive invitation, you needn’t worry. We have urgent matters to attend to.”

The ranger’s face turned dour for a second, and Frida was sure Sandelar was about to get socked in the eye. But she was wrong. The red-headed elf’s scowl turned into a half-crazed grin and he returned to the spit-roasting female.

Although burned, her skin looked darker than any elf she had seen and not as bark-like as Sandelar’s countrymen’s. She reminded Frida of the ebony-skinned people of High Kyanun. This dead elf looked to her little more than a buxom, black human with pointy ears. That made it all the worse.

“You see, what the Emerald King doesn’t know,” the ranger continued, “is that the females are the tastiest.”

He used his sword to slice a bit of roasted flesh from the woman’s rump, then turned and held the morsel in front of Sandelar’s face.

“All we wanted was some friendly faces with whom to share the bounty of our hunt,” he said. “Or… are you too good to eat with us?”

“Perish the thought,” Sandelar said, taking the piece of meat and shoving it in his mouth.

“Good. Good.” The ranger nodded to a nearby tree. “Have your wards stand over there while we feast.”

For the next hour, Frida and Silas sat in disgusted silence while the elves partook in their gruesome feast a couple of paces away. Gelbin seemed none too happy, but he played along.

The rangers were chatty; Sandelar and Gelbin, less so. Frida knew very well what was happening. They were witnesses to a crime, and now they had two choices: to become accomplices or victims. She could not fault Sandelar for choosing the former, but it disgusted her all the same.

“I wonder how they make the bonfire so big,” Silas said. “They can’t possibly carry all those magical stones around.”

Frida just shrugged. She was more interested in eavesdropping on the elves’ conversation. She got little; something about revenge. Apparently, these rangers had lost some of their friends to the Dark Tribe and had just about had it. The cycle of hatred is the same everywhere. Kin will avenge kin, and when the dust settles, the dirt will have swallowed whole dynasties.

Night came, and the elves started drinking. Not long after, the rangers were asleep, except for the woman missing the tip of her ear, who had not indulged and was standing watch. Gelbin and Sandelar excused themselves and joined Frida and Silas.

“They pointed us toward a cave,” Sandelar said. “Let’s get the lizards.”

They only spoke again upon arriving where they had left their mounts. The lizards weren’t there, but Gelbin whistled for the beasts and muttered, “I guess we’re criminals now.”

Sandelar only shrugged. “Accomplices, I suppose. All things considered, it got us closer to our goal.”

Frida was livid. “What? You ate that woman! How can you be so aloof about it?”

“I did not kill her nor take any action that resulted in her killing. It was dead by the time we arrived.”

“That is not the point! I’ve killed my fair share! It’s⁠—”

Sandelar looked puzzled enough that the words died in her mouth. When the elf spoke, he sounded more curious than judgmental. “So, for your people, taking a life is not a problem, but feeding on the carcass is wrong? And you think our ways barbarous?”

Frida wanted to punch him. She wanted to scream at him. She’d seen plenty of horrors, but the sight of that woman carved up and roasting on a spit while elves—people!—acted as if she was the same as a boar… That was a sight she would not soon get rid of.

“Let it go, Frida,” Silas said, shaking his head.

The lizards arrived and she followed his advice. No one was in the mood to stop for sleep, so they rode immediately in the direction the rangers had advised.

Gelbin let their mount lag a big behind Sandelar’s and Silas’s. “I’m sorry you had to witness that,” he said. “I didn’t expect Sandelar to be so cold.”

“It’s not only about Sandelar. This… the whole way your tribe treats people who don’t belong to it—it’s not right.”

“Yes. I understand, better than you might expect. Like I told you, I was a ranger, once. They are sworn to protect our tribe—the Earth Tribe—from our underground cousins and wild beasts. They were to be defenders, not hunters or murderers. But I fear old hatreds run deep. Although few are still alive from the time when our tribes were at war, they passed their grudges on. People like Sandelar grew up hearing only horror stories—stories of the war or raids on our settlements. After my first few assignments, I realized that the people of the Dark Tribe are not so different from us. I was asked to keep my opinion to myself. I quit not long after that.”

Frida sighed and patted Gelbin on the shoulder. He was all right.

“I wish I could say my people were different,” she said. “But we aren’t. We always demonize the other side, when in reality, most of the other side is just other people. I’m no saint, far from it. I’ve done more bad than good, if I’m to be honest. But I’ve always tried to see people for who they are, instead of from where they come.”

“I can imagine their suffering, you know?” Gelbin continued. “They were banished to live underground. But they were the aggressors, the ones who tried to stop my people’s escape. If it comes to that, I will take up my shield to protect my tribe again. I only wish others would not be so hateful about it.”

“No attempts at diplomacy, huh? Why is that? Some in your tribe look very cultured. It seems like the right breeding ground for pacifists and diplomats.”

Now Gelbin looked amused. “Ah, Lady Frida. After forcing your enemies to live like animals for an entire generation, after launching campaigns to cull them like beasts… there is only so much that diplomacy can achieve. I feel our tribes have hated each other for too long—it is all most of us know.”

They continued in silence after that. The cycle of hatred is the same everywhere, Frida thought once more.
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A DESCENT INTO DARKNESS


— Sandelar —

After a brief ride, the trees thinned again and Sandelar stood before a gaping hole in the mountainside. It was much larger than he had expected.

While he had never been to a culling nor adventured into the caverns, he somehow had expected the entrance to the Dark Tribe’s underground domain to be more discreet. It was anything but. It was as wide as the gaping maws of the dragons of legend and wide enough that a fair amount of moonlight streaming from the diminished forest canopy lit it quite a ways in. An army could have entered the mountain through that cavern, and one probably had done so in the past.

Sandelar shuddered at the thought. To fight and die underground… what a cursed fate. Not that he relished the idea of fighting at all, in any place. He still held on to a small hope that they might be able to get in, find the duskveil morass they needed, and get out without any conflict with the cavern’s inhabitants. Although, with the rangers openly hunting dark elven females, it was more than certain that any encounter with the underground tribe would devolve into violence.

“I expected it to be less… obvious,” Silas said.

“Yes. Me, too.”

“This one is unusually large,” Gelbin said.

“You’ve been to the caverns before?” Sandelar asked.

Gelbin nodded. “Not too far in. I’ve been part of survey teams and did some scouting when I was in the guard. Didn’t participate in the culling; just helped prepare for it.”

That made sense. Unlike him, Gelbin had not progressed past the Journeyman phase of his magical studies and had instead opted for a more sinuous path: a balance of family, service to the crown, and pursuit of knowledge. Sandelar was neither naïve nor ignorant about the world outside of the Atheneum’s hallowed halls, but he counted himself lucky for the opportunity to tap into Gelbin’s broader reserves of lived experience.

“You lead, then,” Sandelar said. Gelbin nodded again and in they went, the two humans trailing behind. They were only a few yards in when Frida spoke up.

“You didn’t make so much noise in the forest.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, I can hear your footsteps here, same as mine. In the forest, you made no sound while walking.”

Gelbin chuckled. “Interesting. I never thought about it that way. To me, it was just… there’s no sound when you step on the forest ground, and there’s sound when you step on stone.”

“If you will allow me, Gelbin,” Silas said, stepping past him. “I don’t have your experience with these caverns, but maybe it is safer if I take the lead here. Give me a hundred paces’ advantage.”

“Wait,” Sandelar said. He reached into the pocket where he had stacked a vial of seeing oil. “Let me dab this over your eyes and forehead. It will let you see in the dark.”

Silas nodded and approached, closing his eyes. Sandelar dabbed the mixture quickly; there was no ritual to perform here. Straight lines would do. When Silas opened his eyes, they had a silver sheen, and he looked around in childlike wonder. “This is incredible. How useful. You must teach me how to⁠—”

“Later. You said you would take point?”

Silas nodded and walked away. Even though he moved at a much faster clip than they had thus far, he was considerably more silent than Sandelar and Gelbin. They had found a good sneak, indeed.

While they let Silas gain distance, Sandelar applied the rest of the oil on himself and the others. He did not often have a reason to use the alchemical concoction, and it’s effect was subtle but impressive. Where there once was darkness, now he could see. The cavern’s every nook and cranny was laid bare before him, albeit in dull shades of gray. He hoped they would find some luminescent fungi growing along their path, for he already missed color.

It wasn’t long before the cavern narrowed into a descending tunnel, its slope steep but still wide enough for the three to walk side by side, with plenty of room between them. There were many stalactites above them but no corresponding stalagmites below. The ground was quite smooth.

“It’s worn from being traveled,” Frida said. “Did your ranger pals say anything about this?”

“No, they did not. Merely that this was a path they took often on their hunts.”

“Don’t think a small group hunting would smooth the ground such. Better get ready to run.”

“I hope it won’t come to that.”

The human snorted. “I’ve been trespassing on more occasions than I care to remember. It probably will.”

They spoke little after that. The tunnel became more cramped, and even though it was never enough to make them stoop or form a single file, Sandelar felt an oppressive weight bearing down on him, as if the mountain itself detected their presence and radiated its displeasure. There were no signs of life; if anyone had used these tunnels, they had left no mark of their passing except for the smooth path. Neither were there any fungi or lichen, nor insects or crawling creatures. Only dark, featureless stone. It was a relief when he saw Silas waiting for them at a fork in the tunnel.

“What have you seen?” Frida asked her mate.

“These tunnels are well-worn, yet whoever uses them is cautious not to leave signs of their passing,” he said.

“I figured that much. What of the paths?”

“The left side goes straight, and as far as fifty paces in, seems much like this one. The right is more interesting. It keeps going down, but I saw a yellowish glow. I’d say… about some two hundred paces away.”

“That is where we’ll want to go,” Gelbin said.

Finally, Sandelar thought. He had half decided to summon a ball of magical light. Even with the ability to see through it, the darkness—the sheer lack of color—sapped his soul.

Silas moved into the descending tunnel and they followed him soon after, not having the patience to give him another hundred paces in the lead. They met him again when the tunnel expanded into a cavern the size of a main hall in a large manor. The yellow glow came from the wall to their right, covered in a fluorescent orange growth, looking like tall grass swaying in the gentle breeze. Of course, there was no breeze, so the fungi was moving on its own. It was quite beautiful.

“What is this, Gelbin?”

“I don’t know. But look. It is warm.”

The weight of sleep pressed upon Sandelar. They had lost track of time during their descent, but it had already been late when they had left the rangers. They were likely well into the night, possibly closer to the morning. The warmth irradiated by the wall fungi made him realize just how tired he felt.

“It’s late,” he said. “This is as good a place as any to make camp.”

“I’m tired too,” Gelbin said. “But this time, we’ll need someone to take watch.”

“I’ll take the first watch,” Silas said.

Gelbin nodded. “Second.”

“That leaves the second-to-last for Sandelar,” Frida said.

“Why me?”

“Because I get grumpy when I have to interrupt my sleep, and you would’t want that.”

Sandelar hissed, but he was too tired to argue. He was too tired to even try to eat. He put his pack on the floor, propped against the wall opposite the glowing fungi, and rested his head against it. The soft, yellow glow lulled him to sleep soon after.
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Sandelar walked across the high-arched halls of d’Armand Castle. Made from white stone and dark timber, it was a masterwork of human architecture and artistry, its walls covered in rich tapestries depicting tales of seafaring glory and lavish paintings of daring feats of military might.

Two tall human guards stood at either side of a large double oaken door. They carried curved blades at their waists and tridents in their hands, the bottom of the weapon’s long shaft resting on the rich red carpet underneath. They saluted and pushed the doors open.

Sandelar walked into the throne room, where Duchess Frida held court. The warrior sat on a lavish throne atop the raised dais, clad in magnificent golden armor as befitted the ruler of a vassal kingdom to the sun god’s Holy Kingdom. A tiara held her long, curly mane of red hair back, a matching ruby embedded at its midpoint. As ever, only the dirty, dull jester shackled to the throne marred the pristine scene. It was Frida’s uncle Daren, who had been reduced to little more than a human toad after the jailer drove a large nail through his skull.

Sandelar pushed such unpleasantness away. Today was a joyous occasion. He looked up at the galleries flanking either side of the throne room. Headmaster Silas, wearing his full gold-trimmed academic regalia and flanked by two rows of Academy students, gave him a nod from atop the left gallery. Sandelar smiled and nodded back, then turned to his other friend, the duchess.

“Archmage, show us what you have brought us today, to further our duchy’s greatness among Lohander’s favored,” she said.

He tipped his head and spread his arms wide, palms up. He unleashed the torrent of arcane energy he had held in reserve after his earlier preparations, and the crowd gasped as purple light spread from him to wash over the entire room. The Arcane melded their minds together and infused all present—except for the cursed Daren, the traitorous scum—with power and bliss and youth and wisdom.

The magic spent, the room reverted to its normal state and there was silence.

Then Duchess Frida stood and began clapping, the sound echoing across the large hall. “Marvelous. Archmage Sandelar Seidhanna, thanks to your efforts, a new Age of Magic dawns upon us!”

The crowd in the galleries erupted in cheers and clapping. Somehow, they jumped from their high perches in droves and landed on the floor unharmed, like master acrobats. They rushed Sandelar and raised him in their arms, then tore at his robes and took him, naked, through a door on the side of the hall. It was the way to the ducal baths.

Before he knew what was happening, he sat in a marble pool filled with warm water and plentiful soap bubbles. He lay back and relaxed as three figures emerged from amidst the foaming ends of the pool. One was a hairy, muscular human male, and the two others were elves. Of those, one was of Sandelar’s kind, and the other had incredibly fair skin and hair, a member of the long-lost Light tribe.

The three men began massaging him. Each of the elves took one of his legs in their practiced hands. The human, possessed of the rugged beauty common to their kind, used a fingerful of soapy foam to doodle on Sandelar’s chest.

Sandelar looked past him and into the wood elf’s eyes; his compatriot had stopped rubbing his toes. The wood elf smiled and sank his teeth into Sandelar’s leg.
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Sandelar woke up to screams. They were his own.

Pain throbbed from his leg, his arm, and his chest. His world was awash in a burning, sinuous yellow glow. The words of a dozen spells came to his mind in fragments—useless. He blinked tears away, and all he could see was a sea of orange-yellow appendages. They burned him through his clothes like whips made from molten lava.

“Bloody abyss, does everything in this godforsaken valley want to kill or fuck us?”

The yell was Frida’s, and although there was a steel borne of anger in her voice, she was also audibly in pain. But he could not spare much thought for her; the tentacles were unyielding, and no matter how much he kicked and batted at them with his arms, they pulled him farther into their midst, dragging him across the floor.

Then someone grabbed him by the shoulders.

“Now, Silas!” Gelbin shouted.

“On it!”

There was a flash of steel an inch from Sandelar’s nose and a handful of the tentacles gripping his arm fell away. Although there was no mouth to be seen, they shrieked. With another slash, his arm was free. He rolled on his stomach immediately and crawled, facing Gelbin, who was still pulling him by the shoulders. His friend had a nasty burn mark across his face; it went from his left ear down to the chin, grazing the corner of his mouth.

“His legs! Quickly now!”

“Hey, you don’t want me to miss!” Frida said.

More shrieks. The grip on his legs loosened and he was free. Gelbin dragged him to the backpack still leaning on the far wall and helped him sit. Frida and Silas joined them, the swordswoman dragging her leg even though her armored greaves seemed undamaged. Behind her, the wall wriggled with all the fervor of an ant colony that someone had stepped upon.

Despite being free, the throbbing pain in Sandelar’s arms and legs did not cease. His clothes were undamaged, but pulling up one of his trouser legs revealed a nasty burn, much like the one now marring Gelbin’s face.

“What is this thing?” Silas asked. He sheathed his dagger and rubbed his arm.

“Dead is what it is! Let’s burn the whoreson,” Frida said.

Gelbin shook his head. “We best not. We are deep underground and could choke on the smoke. Let’s move on, find someplace that’s bare stone, and treat our wounds.”

“No!” Frida said. The strength of her voice startled the others, but Sandelar understood. “This thing… it knows things! It… it messed with my mind.”

Sandelar nodded. “With mine, as well. I saw things and dreamed about things… that I could not know. This is no ordinary fungi.”

“Wait. You…” Frida’s eyes locked with his. “I saw you, and you were doing a… thing. What is the Arcane?”

“The Arcane?” Gelbin’s eyes narrowed. “How would you know⁠—”

“I saw it too, in a dream,” Silas said. “We were all in Darenhall, except we weren’t calling it Darenhall anymore, and Frida was the duchess, but… why?”

The wall creature shrieked some more and its tentacles seemed to grow, drawing closer.

“We need to go,” Gelbin said. “We’ll talk about your dreams later.”

No one argued. Sandelar could stand, though walking hurt something terrible, so Gelbin lent his support, just as Silas supported Frida. They resumed their descent and talked very little. Half-dragging two injured companions plus their backpacks was exertion enough on its own. They only stopped to rest after they had put enough distance between themselves and the wall beast that they didn’t hear the echoes of its shrieks or see its glow.

Sandelar sat on the tunnel’s cold stone floor—a tunnel wide and smooth, with no stalactites or stalagmites—and removed his boots and pants. The pain had worsened while they walked, and he was not sure if it was from the strain on his legs or a more nefarious reason, such as poison or infection. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw the burn wounds were unchanged.

“Here.” Gelbin produced a fist-sized pot from his backpack and tore away the leather flap sealing its mouth. He dipped two fingers inside, scooped up a bit of goo, and then handed him the pot. When Sandelar took it, Gelbin began smearing the goo over the burned area on his face.

Sandelar set the pot by his side, and Silas and Frida sat beside him. The scholar pulled his sleeves up while she removed her armored greaves to reveal tentacle-shaped burns. They took turns applying the ointment, and Sandelar sighed in relief at its coolness and how it numbed the pain.

“I have never read about such a beast,” Gelbin said. “I’m sorry. It struck while I was watching the descending slope. When I heard you scream, the thing had already pulled you halfway across the tunnel.”

“Of course you didn’t expect it,” Silas said. “We made camp there because it seemed safe. It was warm and cozy.”

“That’s how it catches its prey.” Frida nodded. “Lulls it to sleep, with sweet dreams, no less. What a wicked creature.”

“Frida, you…” Silas seemed to hesitate, looking at her. Sandelar was curious, too, but it was better to leave the questions to the scholar. There was a strong bond between them, after all. Frida, for once, looked taken aback, her usual combative demeanor all but gone. “I dreamed you were the ruler of Darenhall… Only it was not called Darenhall then. You were a duchess!”

Frida scoffed. “You have weird dreams, Silas. But I am flattered.”

“You were ready to set fire to the beast just now,” Silas said.

“It tried to eat us alive!”

“I heard you well. You said it knew things.”

“Well, it’s none of your business now, is it?”

Now it was Silas who looked taken aback. He raised his hands. “I just… I thought I could help.”

“Right.”

“What are you talking about?” Gelbin asked.

“Leave it be, Gelbin. We’ll talk later,” Sandelar said. “Thank you for the rescue.”

They resumed their camp, with Silas taking the first turn watching over them as they slept.

Sleep did not come easily.
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A BREWING STORM


— Frida —

Frida gazed at the tiny hourglass Gelbin had brought to keep track of the time while they were underground. Two more turns and it would be time to rouse her friends.

She rose from the small rock where she was sitting and walked over to check on her companions. Gelbin was closest and slept like a baby, as if a wall with fiery tentacles hadn’t just tried to eat them. She liked the elf; he was practical and down-to-earth, and despite the mess he had made of his previous watch, he was the most prepared among them.

Next was Silas. He was lying awake in a pile of tossed sleeping furs.

“Trouble sleeping?” she asked, sitting beside him.

“A bit. Antsy.” He winked. “You know me. Can’t rest, knowing there’s a lost civilization around the corner. What about you? How’s the leg?”

Frida patted her right greave. “I’ll live. Gelbin’s ointment is nothing short of miraculous. What I don’t understand is how that creature could hurt us like that through our armor.”

Silas nodded. He looked like a proper scout, clad in the fine elven leathers. In retrospect, that was probably the reason he had not rested properly. Sleeping in armor was torture. She hadn’t removed hers, either.

“Look,” he continued, “I know you said it’s none of my business⁠—“

“And I meant it!”

Silas raised his hands. “Hear me out.”

She shuffled back, breathed in, and nodded. How much had he seen? How much did he know?

He continued, “That thing did something to us. I can’t explain it. But I knew things I should not have known⁠—”

“So did I. So what? Doesn’t make them true. You are putting too much thought into a collective hallucination.”

“Except it makes sense.” He sat, staring at her with an eminently punchable look on his face. “All the running. The thieving. The plundering of Duke Daren’s⁠—”

“Do you hear that?” Frida said. Something had resounded in the darkness, far away, but strong enough to vibrate along the stone walls and catch her ear.

“Don’t change the subject.”

“I’m serious! Listen!”

Silas fell silent for a moment. He had always been good at listening for danger. At least when he was not babbling about something or other.

He rose from his sleeping furs and walked a few yards farther into the tunnel, making no noise and touching his palm to the wall. He stood like that for a few moments, then crouched and lowered his head to the ground, touching it with his ear.

“Drums,” he said in a whisper that carried across the tunnel to reach her as crisp and clear as a shout. “Wake the others.”

As soon as she roused Gelbin, his first question was, “Are these… drums?” Sandelar said much the same.

They were haggard from lack of sleep and still frazzled from their latest brush with death. Drums could only mean one thing: people. Dark Elves. The caverns’ inhabitants were nearby. One look at her companions was enough for Frida to understand that the same thought was going through all their minds. Was it time to turn back?

“Are you sure we will find the mushroom you need here?” Silas asked.

Gelbin was adamant. “It should grow deeper in. It needs a bit more humidity.”

They decided to press on. The drums would, at least, help them determine which forks in the tunnels to avoid. So they continued, delving ever deeper and deeper. The drumming got more intense, first echoing against the walls, and eventually, strong enough that Frida felt it in her rib cage. Even though they followed the paths leading away from the sound, it would not leave them. Soon, another sound became clear: voices.

There were many and were deep and distorted from traveling through and along the stone walls, but there was something musical about them, too.

It was then that Frida saw a light in the tunnel ahead, a fluorescent blue light. It shone across the tunnel, like the sunlight streaming into a darkened home from a balcony window. As it turned out, that was almost the case.

The wall to their right opened into a ridge overlooking a gigantic cavern. Thousands of massive stalactites filled its arched ceiling, and upon their surfaces grew the fluorescent fungi that kept the cavern awash in a blue glow. It illuminated a sprawling underground city made up of thousands of equally massive stalagmites, all carved and hollowed, with yellow light streaming from tiny windows, with spiraling, suspended bridges connecting their doors and terraces. Just like Quel’Aiqua, this was a multi-layered city.

They stood so far away that the elves making their way around the streets and distant spires looked as tiny as ants.

Men have been killed by hungry ant swarms, Frida reminded herself.

As if reading her mind, Silas dropped into a crouch and motioned for them to do the same. “We are very far away, but no reason to test our luck,” he said. “Let’s keep a low profile.”

The source of the drumming was below and considerably closer, close enough that they could get a better look at what was happening. An ample space opened in the middle of the cavern, a plaza of sorts, and an unimaginably large mass of dark bodies gathered there. They crowded around a raised stage made from skin and bones, itself as massive as a large house, and upon it stood at least a score of dark elves beating on large drums. A lone figure was standing in their midst, running and jumping and apparently screaming at the crowd, though his voice was lost amidst the drumming, and Frida could not make out any of its defining features from so far away.

“He seems to be rallying them,” she said.

“How can they hear anything? This infernal drumming is deafening, and we are far away,” Gelbin said.

“The sound is not natural,” Sandelar answered. “I sense magic at play. This is a ritual of some sort.”

“Not good,” Silas said.

“No,” the mage agreed.

The figures below began, in a chorus of voices, shouting back at the elf on the stage, raising weapons and shields, spears that looked made from jagged stone, and swords as obsidian as the color of their wielders’ skin. This time, the combined might of thousands of voices did, indeed, beat the sound of the drums.

Frida looked at Silas. Silas gulped.

“Sandelar, Gelbin… Did you hear that?”

“They are screaming in their language. What did you expect us to—” Sandelar grew quiet, the spark of realization shining in his face. “Of course! The enchantment I placed upon you was intended to communicate with them. What are they saying?”

“They are chanting ‘death to the Earth Tribe.’ They scream that they’ll abide by its tyranny no longer.”

The elves grew pale. “There are too many,” Gelbin said. “We must… we must go! We need to warn the rangers!”

“No.”

They all looked at Sandelar. He stared back, impassive.

“We’ve come this far. Who knows when we will have another opportunity to enter these caverns if a war breaks out? We must press on.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Gelbin looked incredulous. He shook his head as he spoke. “Lives will be lost if we do nothing.”

“The rangers are everywhere! We met a group just now! They will see them coming.”

“Why are you so obsessed with…” Gelbin’s eyes widened as if he had figured something out. Frida leaned closer to listen, but the elf got up, fists clenched. “Of course. This was never about helping the humans. You… What my father told you about the Arcane… This is all about you. You want to get out!”

“So what if I want to? This was my life’s work! I expected you, better than anyone else, to understand that! If I can pursue it and help Frida and Silas, too, so much the better!” Sandelar was almost screaming; he was reddening and hyperventilating. Frida rose and placed herself between the two elves.

“Guys—”

“I’m done here!” Gelbin said. “Stay if you want. I’m heading back to find the rangers. They need to be warned.” He turned around and walked back into the tunnel. Sandelar ran after him.

Frida shook her head. “We are done for,” she said.

“I sympathize with Gelbin, but we need those mushrooms,” Silas said. “Let’s go after them. Perhaps we can reach a compromise.”

“What choice do we have?”

They followed Sandelar into the tunnel. Gelbin had sped up his pace, which was not a problem for Frida, but Sandelar was dragging his feet and cursing. They eventually caught up with the silver-haired elf at a juncture where the tunnel met another.

“Finally,” Sandelar wheezed. “Gelbin, listen...”

Gelbin turned back to them, a finger raised to his lips.

Frida glanced at Silas. He cocked an eyebrow and went down to one knee. After a few moments, he nodded, raising his hand with four fingers up.

She drew her elven falchions as the first dark elf rounded the corner.
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“Kill the intruders!” the leading dark elf shouted. After that, it was chaos.

Frida rushed to the front of the group. Much like her, the leading elf wielded two swords. Unlike her, he was barely armored; he wore fur boots, a loincloth of the same material, and a bony pauldron over his right shoulder. His lack of protection prompted her to move in for a quick kill. She feinted to the right and then reversed her swing, slashing with both blades to the left.

The dark elven warrior called her feint with no hesitation and parried her blow. Their blades entangled and he pushed her back, then struck with a dual slash so fast that the tips of the swords grazed her armor, making sparks fly.

Sandelar said something—magic words in his weird, distorted voice that sounded like human speech but also not—and there was a flash. A flame-colored glow lit the tunnel and the dark elf facing her winced and shielded his eyes with a hiss. Frida advanced to launch a counter and press him, but paused one step into the move.

Like the dead elf they had seen the rangers cooking, the one before her looked strikingly human. Yes, he had long, pointed ears and sharp teeth, but that was about the extent of their differences. His skin was black like the night sky, much like that of the Kyanites who lived to the south of her homeland. His hair had a silvery hue, and his eyes were round. The sharp, angular features, plantlike hair hues, and bark-like skin she had come to associate with Sandelar, Gelbin, and their people were absent.

Her hesitation vanished when he bared his fangs and charged again, waving his swords around in an obsidian whirlwind. His weapons were mesmerizing: smooth blades of a black as dark as the skin of the warrior wielding them, set into a guard and grip made from contrasting snow white bone. Three other dark elves followed him, roaring as they moved.

Frida prepared to parry the incoming attacks, but Gelbin crashed against her assailant shield first, pushing him against the wall and punching him in the gut. She ducked around the pair to meet the next foe, a white-haired woman brandishing an enormous axe made of jagged bone.

Like the sword-wielding warrior, the she-elf lacked armor, wearing only a fur loincloth over her groin and animal skins binding her breasts. Unlike him, she was not skilled. She swung her axe at Frida in a broad diagonal motion, and Frida sidestepped and cleaved up with the elven blades, severing both of the she-elf’s arms just below the elbow. The falchions Gelbin had given her cut through flesh and bone as if they were wheat.

The elf looked at the stumps for a moment, her expression transmuting from one of dazed disbelief to one of sheer horror in less time than it took for Frida to stab her twice in the gut. She fell, half-screaming, half-sobbing as blood gushed from her arms and waist.

Frida stepped over the dying woman to face the next foe. Like the others, this elf had skin black as coal, but it looked cracked and dry. Together with his hunched back, it made him look much older than the others. Frida hesitated, and that sealed her fate.

The old elf struck the butt of his staff—a stick of thick, gnarled wood topped with a bunch of skulls that looked too small to have come from adults—against the rough stone floor and stretched his arm in her direction, shaping a claw with his hand. His amber eyes flashed blue and lightning arced through his fingers.

Frida staggered back, hot pain spreading from head to toe. She had never been burned alive, but this was probably how it felt. Her muscles locked up immediately; she fell on her side, unable to even use her arms to break the fall. Her head bounced on the floor and her vision blurred. She could not feel her hands, arms, feet, or legs. Panic gripped her heart—was that it? Was she going to be the next armless, legless body suspended on a spit over an elf’s cooking fire?

She shook the daze away to see the familiar outline of Sandelar’s cloak sweeping before her, blue lighting arcing over it and running up its fabric like fiery, inverted raindrops. Sandelar held the garment over one arm like a shield, and the lightning flowed from it into a yellow vortex enveloping his other hand, raised above his head.

Thus entangled, Sandelar looked oblivious to the last dark elf sneaking around him. Hunched to keep a low profile, the foe approached slowly but held a nasty-looking dagger of jagged bone.

Frida tried to shout a warning, only to find that her throat muscles had seized up, too. She gritted her teeth and willed her body into movement. She wiggled a bit. Not good enough. She strained against the numbness and slid her legs under her. Better. The elven sneak was creeping ever closer to Sandelar, and the mage was still distracted, locked in a contest of magical might with his opposite. But with every moment, feeling came back to her extremities.

Frida roared and pushed herself up into a shambling, drunken charge. She couldn’t get her arms up, so she simply ran into the sneaking elf, who turned to her with a startled look and was not fast enough to get out of the way. She collided with him, and they both crashed against the wall. His dagger scraped against her elven armor at an odd angle, and she pushed further, hoping to at least use her weight to her advantage.

Sandelar yelped and stumbled back into them, adding to the confusion. His cloak, still shimmering with lightning, got tangled up in the dagger-wielding elf’s arm. Frida raised her head just in time to see the dark elf mage hit his staff against the floor once more, lighting cracking at his outstretched fingertips, ready to strike all of them.

Then the lightning faded and the dark elf mage’s expression turned blank. He crumbled to the floor, revealing Silas standing behind him, dagger raised. He had struck the mage on the head with the weapon’s pommel.

“Thank you,” Frida said as Silas helped her up. She grabbed the dark elf’s discarded dagger and held it at his throat the moment he kicked Sandelar’s electrified cloak away.

Sandelar scrambled up on all fours and then sat against the wall, sweating profusely, hands trembling. “Is it over?” he asked.

“I think so,” Gelbin said, joining them. Blood covered his fist and his glass shield was stained crimson.

“Monsters!” their captive screamed. “Child-killers, hated cousins! I spit on your ancestors!”

“Quiet!” Frida said, sinking the tip of the dagger into his neck, just enough to draw blood.

It did not discourage the elf. “Do what you will,” he said. “You sealed our doom and yours the day you hunted and killed the princess. The shaman king will cover your lands in blood. We will die looking at the stars, and your suffering will fuel our dreams!”

“What is he saying?” Sandelar asked.

“He’s pissed. You killed their children and they are coming for payback.”

“We do not kill children nor women! It is against the Emerald King’s⁠—”

“Those rangers outside didn’t seem to care much.”

Gelbin shook his head, looking several shades paler. “This is terrible. The rangers were talking about revenge. I think… I think they were trying to start a war.”

“Looks like they did it.”

“Ask him about the morels,” Sandelar said. “They are supposed to emit a grayish glow and have a honeycombed structure⁠—”

“Sandelar, we’re done here.” Gelbin grabbed his friend’s arm. “It’s over. We need to leave.”

“I will not⁠—”

With a screech, the dark elf pushed Frida away and threw himself over at Sandelar, teeth poised to bite his throat. Gelbin kicked and Frida struck. Sandelar crawled away on his back while the dark elf gasped and bled over the dark rock, his own dagger embedded below the ribcage.

“I… I…” Sandelar shook his head. “Thank you.”

“Whatever.” Gelbin shot a disgusted look at his friend. “Get up. We’re leaving.”

Sandelar just nodded, looking at his attacker’s lifeless body.

“Sandelar, are these it?” Silas held an animal skin bag filled with mushrooms, and at the top stood some with a honeycombed structure, a light gray glow still clinging to them.

The mage’s eyes widened. “Yes! Yes, by the Ancestors, that is it! Where… how?”

Silas nodded at the unconscious sorcerer on the floor. “I was checking his belongings. I think we earned them.”

“A stroke of luck,” Frida said. “Let’s do as Gelbin says and get out of here. I don’t fancy meeting more elves.”

“Will these be enough?” Silas asked, bringing Sandelar the bag.

“They will have to.”

“And what shall we do about him?” Gelbin said, crouching by the dark elf sorcerer. “He is dangerous.”

“Aye,” Frida said, still flexing the numbness from her fingers. She crouched to pick up her falchions. “I might be many things, but I’m not one to kill a defenseless foe. Even if I feel like trashing him a bit.”

Ultimately, they left the old elf gagged and bound, and rushed back up the tunnels. None felt like lingering underground any longer than they must.


14

A PASSAGE TO DAWN


— Sandelar —

Sandelar examined the satchel of mushrooms while they walked through the dark tunnels. There were only three duskveil morels, and they weren’t even that big. If he did a good job, he would have six doses of powder. Still, as he had told Silas, this would have to do. He would just have to hope they could invade the temple stealthily enough that he would not have to cast the Mists too often. He had memorized the spell but still needed some quiet time to grind the mushrooms and mix them with the other components. That would have to wait until they were out of the tunnels.

“Bloody abyss, what is that?”

Frida pointed at a glowing mass of yellow-orange tentacles blocking their way. They wriggled in their never-ending slow dance.

“You know what it is. We’ve met,” Silas said.

“The wall… it came after us?” The redheaded swordswoman looked around, mouth agape, and shook her head. “I hate this place. I hate this godforsaken valley. Also,” she continued, looking pointedly at Sandelar, “I’m beginning to hate bloody elves.”

Sandelar ignored her and moved closer to inspect the wall beast. Perhaps they should take a rest before trying to solve this conundrum…

Someone grabbed his arm and pulled him back. He blinked and turned to see Gelbin shaking his head. “Don’t get too close. I’m already feeling it doing something to me. It’s the glow, I think.”

Sandelar stepped farther back. He had almost fallen for the trap. “It doesn’t seem to move too fast,” he said. “But if we can’t get close, I don’t know how to deal with it. It’s blocking the whole tunnel.”

“Can’t you shoot lightning at it?” Frida asked.

“I… don’t know how to do that. I told you, I know little in the way of battle spells.”

“Good grief.”

“I think we should go back,” Gelbin said.

“What about the dark elves?”

“These caverns are all in a network. The rangers pointed us to an entrance, but there should be others. We crossed several branches on the way down and always tried to take the descending ones. Let’s try to find a different path up.”

“It’s worth a shot,” Silas said. “I’ll go ahead.”

They backtracked, averting their gaze from the tentacled wall’s hypnotic glow. However, it didn’t take long for the tiredness and the impulse to rest to return, and this time under no beast’s influence. Sandelar’s stomach groaned, and his feet hurt from walking for so long.

It was looking like Gelbin’s plan would work. Silas found a path with an ascending slope after a couple of bifurcations, and ever since then, they had been hiking up steadily. The scholar seemed quite adept at navigating the tunnels. He had a natural sense of direction.

Yet the more time dragged on, the slower they advanced. Silas must have noticed because they found him sitting on a rock in a wider chamber, picking the dirt from his nails with the dagger’s tip.

“We’ve gone long enough,” he said. “This looks like a good place to rest.”

Gelbin didn’t look pleased, but he didn’t complain, either. He put his pack down with a grunt and set about preparing camp. Sandelar sat by the fire as soon as it was ready and unpacked the mortar and pestle from his bag. He was hungry and tired, but the sooner he prepared these components, the better. The others joined him around the fire and Gelbin distributed more dried meat.

“I’ll have some as soon as I’m done with these,” Sandelar said, pushing the food away. His friend didn’t argue.

The swordswoman looked glum, chewing her strip of meat with very little gusto. Silas was watching her in silence.

Sandelar knew he should stick to his own business, but seeing the strange tentacled wall again reminded him of their weird dream.

“I know you think me selfish and an opportunist,” he said, “and maybe I am those things. But I intend to honor my word and return you to your land. I know you have things you need to accomplish, ambitions of your own. I respect that.”

“What is this Arcane that I saw in my dream?” Frida asked. “Why are you going through all this trouble? Is it just for that? Fame?”

“I want to leave my mark on the world. I want to improve my people’s lives. And yes, if I earn glory doing that, so what? Is that not the driving force behind history’s great men and women? The Arcane is a lost art, a new magic that is not elemental, even though it is born from the combination of all elements. I believe it powered the great civilizations from before the Magic Wars. It can do so again.”

Gelbin sighed. “You might die out there, Sandelar. We know there is some magic back in the world, sure. We can gather as much from Frida and Silas’s tales. But we do not know if it is enough to sustain our kind.”

“I’m willing to accept that.”

“You fool!” Gelbin stood up and began pacing around at the periphery of the red light cast by the firestones. “Why would you choose to risk your life for this? We are doing fine without the Arcane! Is it as Frida says? Are you just so eager for recognition?”

The accusation hurt, but Sandelar risked the temptation to raise his voice. It would make no sense to deny it. Whatever the wall creature had done, Frida and Silas were privy to at least parts of his dream, even if Gelbin was not. It did not show the entire story, though. It was hard to explain, but he attempted anyway. “You’re not wrong, but it’s more than that. I am eager for knowledge.”

“I can relate to that,” Silas said. “Look.” The scholar undid the straps holding his emerald armguards and rolled up the sleeve covering his left forearm. He had crude, ugly script tattooed on the inside of the arm. “I come from Duskport, a sailor’s town,” he explained. “We have a tradition: We tattoo our life’s purpose like this always to have them in sight.”

“What does it say?” Sandelar asked.

“Seek knowledge above all treasures,” Frida said without looking. “Pfff.”

“Gelbin, would you use one of your magical strips to place a similar one on my right arm? I know you don’t know our script, but I can draw it on the floor for you to copy.”

“Now?” Gelbin looked surprised. It was an odd, sudden request. Nonetheless, he nodded. “Sure. I can do that.”

“Thank you.”

“What are you up to?” Frida asked, raising an eyebrow. “Heck of a time to get a new tattoo.”

Silas ignored her and, having taken a bit of charcoal from his pocket, he began scribbling something on the floor. Gelbin approached, holding the strip containing the living tattoo.

“I hope you wrote that right because I have no idea what it says; I’m going to copy it and that’s all.”

“I’m sure.”

Sandelar had never witnessed the process, and it surprised him how quick it all was. Gelbin just pressed the leaf against Silas’s forearm and then peeled it away, the ink moving under his skin like a centipede. Then it was a matter of minutes for Gelbin to coax it into shape, using the tips of his fingers and whispering gentle directions. Soon, the crude human script was plain on the scholar’s arm. Frida kept on the other side of the campfire, feigning lack of interest but trying to peek when she thought they were not noticing.

“So what does it say?” Sandelar asked.

“To crown Frida atop the d’Armand throne.”

“You fool!”

Silas must have been expecting something of the sort because when Frida kicked at the fire, sending the firestones tumbling in their direction, he pushed Gelbin away and rolled deftly to the side, escaping without blemish.

“Who gave you the right?!” she yelled, her face as red as her hair. “I told you to drop it!”

“I can’t drop it, Frida. I misjudged you all this time,” the scholar said. “Now I see it. You didn’t turn to piracy due to greed. You did it to get revenge on Lord Daren; harassing the trade in the Circle Sea was the only way you saw to get back at him, to weaken his grasp on the throne. Why? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Will you shut up?” Frida screamed. “Why do you care?”

“Why does it bother you so much that I do?”

Frida shook her head and sat back down. Gelbin gathered the firestones and rebuilt the fire. It was a few minutes before she spoke again.

“I’ve given up. That’s why. That dream was just that—a dream. This world is not kind to those who have lost everything. I’m an outlaw, and that’s all I’ll ever be. Whenever I gather some power to myself, some riches for my cause, it is all taken away for one reason or another. I’ve been living this life, taking what I seek by blade and cunning, for over a decade, and I’ve nothing to show for it but scars and enemies. I’m done, Silas. All I ask from life now is a warm bed, a hearty meal, and a tankard of ale.” She looked at Sandelar before continuing. “You’re wrong, Sandelar. You are smart, I’ll give you that, but you aren’t a good judge of character. I have no ambitions, nothing to accomplish. I just don’t want to die in this rat’s arse of a valley.”

He nodded. “Very well. It’s none of my business.” He meant it. These humans were nice enough; traveling with them was a pleasant change of pace from being locked up with his scrolls and crystals. But he couldn’t let their little goals and troubles distract him from his own. Having finished turning the morels into a paste, he now needed to press them into a folded dryleaf so it would absorb the moisture and leave the dust he needed to cast the spell. He grabbed his bag to do just that.

“That’s not true, Frida,” Silas said.

Sandelar sighed. Couldn’t they have their little heart-to-heart away from the fire? He needed to concentrate to avoid wasting any of the precious paste.

“You have me,” the scholar continued.

Frida snorted. “Don’t be daft. You’ve nothing but glory ahead. Not yet in your forties, but already one of the preeminent scholars in the whole Holy Kingdom. I’m what? An ex-slave. An outlaw. Until the emperor recognizes my claim—something he’ll only do over my uncle’s dead body—associating with me will torch both your reputation and your life’s work.” She looked at Silas, and her eyes lacked the steel Sandelar had by now grown accustomed to seeing. There was only sadness. “No, Silas. I’m not one of your treasures, one more shining jewel for you to rescue from a dark tomb and bring out into the light of the world for everyone to gawk at. I’m the cursed piece of gold, the end of any and all who lay claim to it.”

In the meantime, Gelbin had taken his pipe and was puffing on it, seemingly oblivious to the humans’s discussion. Carved from a single boar tusk, he had painted it himself with the colors of the sunset. The leaves used to make the powder cost a small fortune, for only the priestesses could collect and prepare them according to their ancient traditions, and Gelbin’s habit had gotten him grief from his wife on more than one occasion. For that reason, he only partook when he was anxious or irritated. To his credit, those were rare occasions indeed.

“Gelbin, I… I’m sorry,” Sandelar said. “I should have told you. I should have been honest about my goal.”

“Sure. It’s fine.”

Not knowing what else to say, Sandelar returned to preparing the spell components. Silas also seemed to have run out of things to say, and they all quieted.

Soon, they lay down on their sleeping furs and drifted into sweet oblivion, Gelbin once again watching over them.
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“Sandelar, wake up.”

Sandelar rubbed his eyes to see Silas’s face right next to his. The scholar was whispering and held a finger over his lips.

“Someone is out there. I’ve roused the others. We best leave.”

Sandelar nodded and sat, gathering his things. The first thing he reached for was the leaf containing the paste; he was relieved to see it undisturbed and nearly dry. He packed it with care and rose. The others were already waiting for him. They set off again, following the dark tunnels up whenever they could.

Silas scouted ahead as usual, but Gelbin hung back, often stopping and listening in the direction they had come from. After walking for about an hour, Sandelar waited for him and asked, “What do you think?”

“I think we should have killed that dark elf sorcerer when we could.”

It was unusual for Gelbin to be this bloodthirsty. Seeing the dark elves rally for war must have genuinely bothered him.

“We have heard little drumming. That’s surely good,” Sandelar said.

Gelbin didn’t look any less sour. “I’m not sure if that’s because we’ve gained enough distance from them, or because they are resting before their invasion. I’m sure of one thing: Silas was right. We are being shadowed.”

“A group?”

“Don’t think so. One person.”

“Should we lie in wait and ambush them?”

“We don’t have that sort of time! We need to warn the rangers and the guard!” Gelbin snapped. His expression brooked no discussion, so Sandelar nodded and sped his pace. The ground in these tunnels was less worn. It made walking uncomfortable.

If Gelbin was right, it was probably the sorcerer who was following them. What’s wrong with me? Sandelar thought. I should have studied new spells instead of sleeping. The dark elf had commanded impressive power, and they had been lucky Sandelar had come prepared with a magic absorption spell. He had little practice at magical dueling, so he focused on defensive and misdirection spells, which had been for the best. Could he take on that sorcerer in a contest of raw power? Unlikely.

Lightning! The dark elf had called lightning into existence! That was no basic elemental magic; it was a complex weave of the opposing elements of Fire and Water. He never imagined the savages had access to such levels of the craft. Perhaps Gelbin was not so wrong in his insistence to warn the kingdom…

Focus, he reminded himself. The kingdom will be fine. We have survived for four millennia with these creatures at our doorstep. He could not let it distract him from his goal. Should he succeed, the power of the Arcane would ensure their safety and prosperity for eons to come.

“Look, Silas comes back our way,” Frida said.

Indeed, the explorer was walking toward them, ducking under a cluster of stalagmites. He didn’t look pleased and said as much once they met. “No good. The tunnel collapsed ahead. It’s a dead end.”

“So what now?” Frida asked.

“We double back. There was a passage to our right about two hundred paces; I didn’t take it because it didn’t seem to lead up and was a bit more of a squeeze, but we’re running out of options.”

“Better get going,” Gelbin said. “I don’t want to make camp again before we get out. Our shadowy friend is waiting for that, I’m sure.”

No one disagreed. There was no sign of their pursuer when they doubled back, but that didn’t make them feel any better.

The passage Silas had mentioned was indeed tight. They had to take it in single file. At times, they had to hold their backpacks and satchels in their hands and advance by shuffling sideways. Worse, the tunnels kept getting darker. Sandelar’s spell was fading, and he couldn’t cast it again without stopping to rest and study.

He was about to tell them to head back when a familiar sound gave him pause.

“Gelbin, do you hear that? It’s water.”

“Yes. Something is flowing nearby.”

Frida had heard nothing, but Gelbin’s confirmation was all Sandelar needed. The humans’ hearing seemed to not be too good, and Frida was a cut below Silas. The scholar, as before, led the way and was far enough that they couldn’t see him. Perhaps he had already found the source of the sound.

Gelbin sniffed the air twice. “Not good,” he said.

“More of the dark ones?” Sandelar asked.

“No. Do you smell this? It’s netherlions.”

Sandelar sniffed. There was an earthy fragrance in the air, a mixture of the smell of offal with wet fur. It was unpleasant.

“So what do we do?” he asked. This was the first time he had heard of such beasts.

“We hope Silas remains as lightfooted as he’s been, grab him, and go back and find another way.”

“Those creatures are that bad, huh?” Frida asked.

“I’ve never seen a live one, but the rangers tell tales of emptying entire quivers to down a single beast.”

“Great,” the swordswoman said. “We’ll know soon enough. The path is widening.”

They exited into a cavern where the air was cool and humid and the smell of the beasts more evident, even if their presence was not. The splashing of water pouring over the stone superseded every other noise. It came from a nearby wall, where a stream burst forth, gathering into a small subterranean pool.

“We may be in luck,” Gelbin said. “If the beasts are asleep, we could sneak past. They hunt above ground, so the exit should not be too far away if this is their lair.”

“Shouldn’t be too hard to sneak by with all this splashing,” Frida said.

No sooner had she said it than Silas’s scream cut through the sound of the falling water.

“It’s coming after me!”

A creature twice his size ran after him, a being of a black so pure, it was as if made from darkness. It moved in bounds and leaps, its massive paws pounding the rugged, rocky ground. Two red dots upon its black mass marked its eyes, and a set of bright white fangs, its mouth.

Frida rushed to meet Silas and his pursuer, but for once, she exercised restraint and did so without a battle cry. It was unlikely, however, that she could reach her lover before the creature tackled him.

Once again, Sandelar seized up. He was not used to spellcasting under pressure. For a brief, panicked moment, he could not recall which spells he had prepared and memorized. Instead, he settled on the first spell that came to mind, ridiculous as it was.

He focused on the creature’s paws hitting the floor and the noise they made, which echoed across the cavern’s stone walls, only slightly drowned out by the rushing water splashing over into the small pool. As he opened himself up to tap into the power of Earth that was his birthright, and that of the nearby water, he could feel the contours of the magical weave that held the world together.

The floor was dry, but it need not be. There was water, and there was life; but for the whims of fate, the ground might as well have been slick with moss. So it could have been; so it was.

As he envisioned that change, he rubbed his palms together and pulled them apart with the friction one might use to light a fire using flint and steel. It was a simple spell requiring no verbal component, but he needed to get the gestures right. He finished the motion by waving his palms at the floor as if he were waxing a smooth surface.

In the next instant, the ground was slick with moss, and where the beast’s paws should have pounded into hard stone, they slipped and slid. As did Silas.

The netherlion fell onto its belly with a grunt and slid forward; Silas, in contrast, fell on his ass with a yelp. Frida leaped over her flailing lover and attempted a downward slash as she fell upon the creature. She couldn’t find purchase on her descent and instead of sinking her blades into the netherlion, she crashed into it.

“Damn it. It’s going to crush her alive!” Gelbin said. He, too, rushed forward, raising his emerald glass shield.

Sandelar reached down just as Silas skidded to a stop near him; he helped the scholar get up in time for both of them to witness Gelbin slip on the slick surface. But Gelbin had been prepared and fell with his shield atop the creature, using the full weight of his body to slam into it.

That was enough for Frida to kick away and disentangle herself from the beast. She rolled to the side, then slashed with one of her blades. The beast howled as the falchion bit into its hind leg. Unable to reach Frida, it instead swiped at Gelbin with its large paw. Gelbin raised his shield in a perfect block, but so great was the creature’s power and so slippery the floor that the impact hurled him sideways into the lake with a splash.

By then, Silas was back in the fight. Now aware of the slippery nature of the ground and displaying a dexterity that belied his slightly portly frame, the scholar picked his way up to Frida and pulled her upright in time for her to avoid the netherlion’s snapping maw. The creature tried to stand on all fours, but again it slipped, and Frida scored a hit just above its eyes. It let out a harrowing sound, a mixture of pained yelp and furious roar.

Sandelar tried bringing to mind anything else that might help them. He had studied an offensive spell, one that tapped into the raw power of fire and flame; yet to conjure such power with no actual fire nearby would take a lot more concentration than⁠—

Just like that, the creature found purchase and leaped forward. It landed right before him.

Proximity did nothing to define the creature’s features. It roared inches from Sandelar’s face, a mass of pure darkness with beady red eyes and sharp white fangs.

“FLAEL GARR!” The words came unbidden, out of a place within that Sandelar had never known: a chilling pit of fear inside his stomach. He barely remembered to spread his palms out before the flames poured forth from them, enveloping the shrieking creature. It retreated, looking for the lake that would be its salvation, desperate to douse the fire that ripped through its fur.

Frida fell upon it, hacking and slashing and hindering the beast’s progress if not outright stopping it. Then it met Gelbin’s fury once more; he charged out of the water like a man possessed and shoulder-slammed the fiery ball of a creature, his shield between their bodies.

The burning netherlion was thus stuck between Gelbin’s shield and Frida’s swords. It flailed wildly, its screeches the stuff of nightmares. Finally, Frida struck a double-bladed blow to the beast’s back and it fell to the side in a smoldering ruin.

Sandelar went to join them, supported by Silas, yet still almost slipping upon the snare laid by his own spell.

“We need to go. Others will have heard the racket,” Gelbin said. He was soaking wet, his silver hair matted to half of his face and neck.

A roar echoed across the cavern’s walls, coming from everywhere and nowhere.

“Follow the stream!” Silas said. The scholar pointed to the other end of the lake, where it narrowed into a thin stream that sloshed onward.

“But the stream will go down. We need to go up!” Frida said.

“No time,” Gelbin said. “Run!”

They broke into a run, following the lake’s perimeter. Even before they reached the place where it narrowed, more roars rose from several points in the surrounding dark. The sound of paws followed, and Sandelar, with his feet hurting and back straining from carrying the backpack full of supplies and who had never walked so much in his entire life, found that he had it in him to run even faster. He could only imagine what terrors pursued them, for his dark vision spell was reaching its limits and darkness shrouded the surrounding space. The cacophony of roars and paws hitting rock told him in no uncertain terms that there were many.

The Ancestors must have been with them because despite the narrowing of the stream and slight descending slope, the tunnel remained broad enough to let them run without impeding each other. Within a few yards, the unmistakable brightness of daylight shone from around the corner.

They exited into a thick stretch of forest, overgrown vines clustered and hanging from the trees so as to make passage unpractical—for people. There was enough disturbance in the surrounding shrubs and muddied ground next to the small stream to see that the netherlions passed through with frequency.

“What now?” Silas asked, bending down with hands on knees and catching his breath. “They’re right behind us.”

“Sandelar!” Gelbin called out. “The vines! Block the exit.”

“I’m no Shaper!”

Gelbin cursed and took a knee to forage in his pack. He grabbed a large, clear glass bottle with a sloshing golden liquid inside and threw it at the arch of the cavern’s mouth. The bottle shattered, its contents drizzling everywhere.

“Use fire!” he said.

Sandelar focused. A multitude of red dots and sharp white fangs appeared just beyond the dark at the end of the tunnel. The spell he had used just now—could he remember the words? The feeling of warmth in his hands, the connection to the deeper nature of Fire… Yes.

“FLAEL GARR,” he repeated, and although he did not have the strength of mind to conjure a flame as intense as he had when in danger, it was enough. The fire touched the spirit clinging to the stone arch and pooling at the cavern’s entrance, and lit it up in a pillar of flame.

The beasts stopped just beyond, roaring and screeching. Not even by the powerful light of the magical fire were their features made more discernible amidst their pure black coat.

“It won’t last,” Gelbin said. “Come; let us be off. I’ll find a tree to climb and get our bearings. With any luck, we won’t be too far from where we entered and I’ll be able to summon our mounts.”

They waded into the forest, still haunted by the monstrous howls of the trapped pack of netherlions.
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Gelbin had been right.

For all they had traveled underground, their path out had taken them to a place just a couple of hours away from where they had entered. After finding another flat-topped tree where they could rest, he whistled loudly eastward, calling for their lizard mounts. Then, he joined Sandelar and the others in waiting for the beasts.

Sandelar was skeptical, and the humans seemed to be, too, but they were also too tired to argue. Gelbin’s assurance that the netherlions could not climb the tree was enough for Sandelar to take a brief nap. Too short, judging from the pounding in his head once Frida woke him. The lizards had arrived, and waited for them patiently under the tree; the creatures would be very sensitive to predators, so that was as good a hint as any that the netherlions were not lying in wait.

Sandelar and the others made their way down.

“If we hurry and ride through the night, we can get to the city before the next dawn,” Gelbin said, hanging his backpack to the side of the saddle. “But we might be lucky and meet a ranger squad on our way north.”

The humans said nothing but looked at each other and then at Sandelar. Sandelar grabbed the second lizard’s reins and met Gelbin’s look.

“You go on, Gelbin. We’ll take this one and ride east.”

“You’ll leave our people’s safety up to me? What if something happens to me?”

“It won’t. You’re much more fit to wander these woods than I ever was. It will play to our advantage, too; if you warn them soon enough, they might use magic to communicate with the guards at the temple. We’ll have an easier time sneaking in.”

Gelbin shook his head but kept his emotions away from his face. “You don’t care about our people at all, do you?”

“I’ve told you I do. We have different ways of caring is all.”

“Right. Well, this is it.” Gelbin turned his mount to the north. “Be well. I mean it. I hope you find what you seek. And pray you won’t doom yourself or others in doing so.”

“Yes. Thank you for everything.”

“Thank you, Gelbin,” Silas echoed.

Gelbin nodded and set off into the wilds.

“Gelbin! Wait!”

Frida shot up, running after him. Sandelar looked at Silas, but the scholar seemed as taken aback as he was.

“I have a boon to ask of you,” they heard the swordswoman say, already several yards away. “Please, it will take but a couple of minutes.”

“What is she…” Silas began, moving to join them, but Sandelar touched his arm before he went.

“We’ll know soon enough. For now, help me prepare the mount. It won’t be easy to have it carry three people’s worth of gear beside ourselves.”

They were halfway done when Frida returned to them. Sandelar shot her a quizzical glance, but she didn’t seem to want to talk about it. She seemed, at least, in better spirits than before.

“What was that all about?” Silas asked.

“Can’t a lady have her secrets?”

With that, they were off.


III

ELVEN SECRETS


We once lived for the stars. They were our birthright, our reason for hope, and our children’s future. The dragons had chosen us, and we were going to ride them out into the Great Dark Beyond, seeking faraway suns while leaving this decaying husk of a world behind.

Our envious cousins and their dwarven allies took that away from us. They flattened our glorious spires that reached into the beautiful, starry night. They drove us out of our homeland and into the deep underground darkness where no starlight could reach.

We will never forgive. We will never forget.

— INSCRIPTION FOUND IN AN OBSIDIAN MONOLITH AMID THE RUINS OF THE DARK ELVEN CITY OF STARR’SHALLA
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THE TEMPLE


— Frida —

It took them three and a half days to get to what Sandelar had called The Temple of the Ancestors. The extra passenger and bag overburdened their lizard mount, making the beast move through the forest with much less grace. It also stopped often, and nothing Sandelar could do would make it carry on before eating and drinking.

That had aggravated the elf at first, but he soon reverted to his usual self. It took a bit of prodding, but Silas got him to talk about their destination. The Temple of The Ancestors had not always held that monicker. It had once been the original Arcanum Atheneum, the first building Sandelar’s kind had erected in this valley, thousands of years before their self-imposed exile. There, the elven mages honed their craft and studied the mysteries of the elements and of something called the world-weave.

After the Magic Wars pushed the Earth Tribe away from their lands, their greatest sorcerers chose the Atheneum to set their plan in motion. There, they cast the spell that sealed off the valley and prevented magic from fading. Whatever had been powering the spell until this day remained inside.

The centuries passed, and the elves moved the teaching and research to their new installation in the city atop the great tree. The old place became a cross between a reliquary and a house of worship.

“We worship our ancestors and preserve their remains,” Sandelar had said during the second night, while they ate some dried meat by the magical fire. “There is a not quite public but accessible wing of the temple filled with tombs and family shrines. This is how we’ll get in. The elders keep most of the place locked down, filled with old artifacts and tomes deemed either not valuable enough to be brought to our city, or too valuable to let just anyone examine them.”

“They are hiding the treasures amidst the trash,” Frida said between bites. “Smart. But it’s not just a matter of picking a few locks, is it? We made the whole detour to get your mushroom powder for a reason.”

“Quite so. There won’t be as many guards as in the city, but enough to be a nuisance. We will also be under the watch of retired priestesses and mages. They are the ones who have committed their twilight years to maintaining both the resting place of our ancestors and the magical artifacts and spell books.”

“A temple, and previously a place of learning, huh?” Silas said. “Looks like the sort of place where it’s hard to avoid bumping into people.”

Sandelar nodded. “And yet, we must do so.”

The elf had been quiet ever since, going on for a day and a half now. The previous night, as soon as they had stopped to make their camp, he had been nose-deep in his spell books, only stopping when he was called to take his lookout shift. But even he gasped when the trees parted before a long, descending slope that led to a small valley inside the valley.

At its edge, a multi-tier structure climbed the sheer rock face that marked the borders of the secret elven valley. It was a cliff face akin to that which Frida and Silas had tried to climb with no success.

The temple cut a haunting silhouette against the verdant expanse of the surrounding forest. Unlike their city of living wood, the elves had built the monument from massive stones set against the mountain. The largest tower stood at the northern end of the temple, starting halfway up the cliff face and nearly reaching its peak. It was a construction of enough girth to encompass a small village, not quite as tall as the legendary Gold Tower where the Lohanian emperor held his court, but quite possibly wider.

While the temple was far from being in disrepair, it seemed its keepers were unwilling to break the Green Imperative to keep the forest from encroaching upon it. Perhaps they could not bring to bear the wood-shaping power the other elves had employed to build their capital. There was a slow-motion battle taking place, a clash between the mammoth stone-carved monument and the surrounding forest that tried to bore its tendrils upon it like a parasite. Vines grew up and over terraces of yellowed stone, wrapping once-white columns. Roots pushed flagstones apart, and massive trees twisted their branches over balcony arches.

Silas smiled like a young lad in love. “Incredible. It feels like a ruin of a forgotten age, yet people dwell there still.”

“Unfortunately,” Sandelar said.

The path was clear for the handful of miles leading to the great stone gate standing guard over the looming temple. Silas pushed the lizard into a trot down the sloping hill. He looked as giddy as ever at the prospect of yet another ancient marvel to explore.

Frida just hoped the elves cared less about their tombs than their forests.
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Before approaching the steps, they took a slight detour into the forest and found a place where a crystalline brook crossed a shallow area, giving birth to a small pond before flowing westward. It was there that they left their mount.

As usual, the elves left few marks of their presence, but there were enough paw prints in the muddy soil to show that this was a common stop for travelers.

Sandelar asked Frida and Silas to leave their weapons with the lizard. Although Frida didn’t like it, she saw the sense in it. The elves were more likely to be lenient to unarmed thieves. Sandelar’s staff remained strapped to his pack, but after what Frida had seen of him, she doubted he even considered it a weapon. If they got into a fight, she could use it.

The mage also provided them with two long, cowled robes. “You’ll draw less attention,” he said.

Again, it was hard to argue.

They walked the last half mile to the two large stone pillars marking the temple’s entrance. From this close, it was even plainer to see the achievements nature had made in winning the battle to reclaim the place. Ivy and vines covered large swathes of the structures, as far up as their very tops. An enormous stretch of stone steps loomed between the pillars, leading to the first landing. These were much tidier by comparison, presumably so the elves could move back and forth with no passing lawmaker feeling the need to break their bones.

“Feels like you take little care of this place,” Frida said, motioning at the pillars as they passed.

“The temple is large, and there are few wood shapers to guide the vegetation away from encroaching on the stone. They keep to the essentials.”

“It doesn’t look as pretty as the city,” Silas said. “But your people don’t seem bothered by vegetation.”

“Some prefer it like this. Of course, some would say we should just sleep on unshaped treetops.”

“You don’t sound like you agree,” Frida said. With the sun at their backs, the climb was not uncomfortable. The incline was not too steep, and the steps were well-worn, smooth stone. Although there were still a lot to go…

“I follow the Green Imperative, and that’s more than enough. Wood-shaped dwellings are comfortable and healthy, but I don’t see why we should not benefit from advances in building and architecture where we can.”

“That sounds just like you—a pragmatist,” Silas said.

“We’ve met barely a week ago. Don’t presume to know me.”

That killed the conversation again and Sandelar went back to brooding as they climbed.

“Was I that invasive?” Silas whispered.

“I think he’s mad about Gelbin,” Frida said.

Sandelar sped up his pace, and they let him put some steps between them. They were much more used to walking and climbing than he and could have easily caught up, but he needed his space.

They passed a few elves on the way up. Some came in pairs and trios, but most walked alone. A couple cast quizzical glances at them, but that was probably because they were the only ones ascending. Frida’s best guess was that the elves did not honor their ancestors at nighttime.

The last few rays of daylight were falling upon the terrace when they reached it. It was a vast open space and at its end, the first of several large towers stood flush with the mountain. It looked even more impressive this close: a tall stone bastion looking down upon them, its vine-covered walls seemingly built by piling impossibly large blocks of stone. No man could have carried the materials to build such a structure, and Frida dreaded to imagine the beast that might.

More steps followed along the rocky wall to the tower’s right. These were much narrower than the flight they had just ascended but still wide enough for groups to travel abreast. Another tower peeked from farther up.

“We’re going in here?” Silas asked.

“No. My family tomb is farther up the temple. We’ll be closer to our goal, too.”

They continued toward the top. Frida stopped halfway up the second flight of steps to look back and take in the first tower. The smallest of them all, it was as big as many a keep and palace she had seen. Towers were usually relatively simple structures to navigate, no more than several floors connected by flights of stairs or, sometimes, ladders. But one as big as these would likely have much more labyrinthine insides.

When they arrived at the second landing, the sun had already disappeared beyond the western cliffs but its light still lingered, coloring a portion of the sky with a pinkish-orange hue.

A tower larger than the first one stood watch at their left, and more steps climbed even farther at the terrace’s end. Unlike the first terrace, this one was not flat. A distinct set of steps in the center sank into the stone, leading into the temple’s bowels.

“This is it,” Sandelar said, taking the steps down.

The descent was narrow and flooded by the night’s shadows. They could only see the whitewood door at the far end of the steps because of the beautiful white flowers that covered its arch and emitted a dull glow. They seemed to grow from within the wood itself. When Frida got closer, it became apparent that only the arch was wood; the door was made from bone.

Sandelar knocked and a slit opened in the door. Emerald-green, almond-shaped eyes peered from within, illuminated by the same ghostly white glow cast by the flowers outside.

“It is late, Seeker. The dead sleep,” said the elf inside, his voice both weathered and melodic.

“My servants and I come to watch over their dreams,” Sandelar replied.

“Who among them will vouch for you?”

Sandelar reached for one of the knucklebones hanging from his belt. “Pyrrhus Seidhanna, father of my grandfather and he whose name I bear.”

The elf inside extended a clawlike, emaciated hand past the opening. Sandelar looked reluctant for a moment but ended up relinquishing the item. The guardian balled his hand into a fist around it and took it. Without closing the slit, he whispered something into his closed hand and then brought it up to his long, slightly floppy ear. He nodded and handed the bone back to Sandelar. The door opened and the elf behind it tipped his head in the slightest of bows.

“Pyrrhus has vouched for you, Master Seidhanna,” he said. “You and those attending you may proceed to the family tomb.”

The elf was wearing a long-sleeved black robe whose lower half touched the floor, the first elf Frida had seen wearing such simple clothes. A monk or priest of some sort, then.

Behind him stretched a long corridor of unadorned stone walls and paved with white stone tiles. Vines ran through it where the walls met the ceiling, and from them bloomed enough white flowers to keep the path illuminated.

The elf closed the door behind them and accompanied them for a while before confirming Sandelar knew where to go and excusing himself. They eventually crossed an archway into a long rectangular room. Stone coffins lined its periphery, illuminated by more glowing white flowers. Here, elegant elven script adorned the walls, along with life-sized reliefs of elves on the spots just above each coffin.

“Your ancestors?” Silas asked.

Sandelar nodded.

“Anyone close?”

“None that I have met, but I have studied the lives of some. Old Pyrrhus was an inspiration.” He tapped the relief of a long-haired elf looking at a group of stars floating over his open palm.

Silas approached the wall, tracing a relief with his finger with the gentleness of one caressing a newborn babe. “The carvings are impressive. Look at the detail on the faces and hair. Even the stars above his hand look like they are shining. Do your people shape the stone like they shape the trees?”

“Not that I know. There are references to the art of stone-shaping in our libraries, but if my people ever had that knowledge, they lost it during the exile. There are also rumors that my people commissioned this place to the dwarves before the Magic Wars had us at each other’s throats. Alas, that is an unpopular opinion.”

“History is written by the survivors,” Frida said. “People pushed out of their lands are never too keen on forgiveness.”

Sandelar stroked his chin, still looking at the carving of his ancestor. “That is true. Even if the dwarves had a hand in building the temple, they could have had nothing to do with these carvings. Nor could elven stone-shapers, if there were any. Remember, we only moved the tombs here after the exile.”

“Just pure craftsmanship, then,” Frida said. It was a comforting thought. Ever since she had opened that damned book, she’d been dealing with magic. It was disorienting how these elves could manipulate the environment and the elements themselves. It was as uncomfortable—if not as scary—as seeing the dead walk.

Silas turned back to Sandelar with a look she knew well. He was trying to fit a puzzle’s pieces together. “You told me your people lost much of its history during their exodus.”

The elf nodded. “That is correct.”

“You left behind books and scrolls, thousands of years of knowledge, but you carried coffins and reliquaries?”

“We worship our ancestors. That is our religion. Although we acknowledge their existence, we have left the elemental gods behind.”

It was time for Frida to intervene; otherwise, they would lose hours to this. “Right, that’s all very interesting, but we came here to find whatever is powering the spell that prevents us from exiting the valley. So, Sandelar—what now?”

Sandelar responded by putting his backpack down and pulling out the sleeping furs. “We make camp here and rest. They expect us to spend the night, and I doubt many will stay awake past midnight.” He took an hourglass from his pack, similar to the one Gelbin had used previously. Inside, it did not have sand but a sort of aquamarine mist. Sandelar placed the hourglass on the floor with the mist-filled half on the bottom, and the gas began streaming up into the upper half. “Let’s wait three turns, then we will sneak into the inner part of the temple.”

That was a fine idea as far as Frida was concerned. She took out her sleeping furs and lay down, letting the men decide between them who would take the first lookout shift.
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THE TRESPASS


— Sandelar —

Sandelar watched the last wisps of smoke move to the top half of the hourglass and rose to wake his companions.

He had just finished going over the instructions to cast Maltius’s Mists of Memory. It was as challenging a spell as he had ever attempted, and keeping the visualization at hand took all his concentration.

His teachers had often told him that magic had never been meant for mortals. It was made from the fragmented thoughts of the gods, the powerful creators who had come and gone before the elven Ancestors. No elf could hold spells in their mind for long—no more than they could perfectly recall how many gulps of milk they had when breaking fast two weeks before, or the number of yellow lilies they had passed by while riding a rushing mount through the forest on the first day of spring. Spells, once memorized, would linger in the mind for a finite amount of time, or until cast. Pure spells used only thought, yet few had the mental fortitude to hold on to complex spells in their pure form. Much of the craft of magic was about finding aids and shortcuts to stand in for the mental visualizations: components, foci, gestures, and even words… although the words in the language of the gods were also easy to slip from memory.

Memorizing and readying Maltius’s Mists of Memory had taken almost everything he had; he had to let go of most of his spells, aside from a few cantrips that he could perform almost on instinct. He would have to rely on his allies to navigate the place and any traps or anything else that might impede their progress.

He was fortunate that these two seemed very comfortable doing just that.

“Any idea about which direction we should head?” Silas asked once he was up.

For this, at least, Sandelar had come prepared. He fished in his coat pockets for a small crystal ball, just big enough to fit his palm. At its center floated a single shard of topaz; from it, a miniature bolt of lightning pushed continuously against the crystal’s inner wall.

“Neat,” Frida said. “What is it?”

“It detects enchantments. I’ve attuned it to find the specific sort of enchantment that keeps us inside this valley. Before, it was all around us, so the crystal was near-useless, but now that we are closer to the source, this should guide us adequately.”

Silas let out a soft whistle. “I wish I could learn how to do these. Imagine the possibilities for exploration.”

Sandelar felt a tinge of pride. He had not expected to feel so at ease in the company of the humans; his initial excitement at meeting them had been purely due to the chance to learn how they had entered the valley. Yet he must admit that their companionship was growing on him.

But now was not the time to indulge in such feelings. They had things to do.

They set off as a group. There was little sense in sending Silas ahead, as he could not use the crystal. The man was quite the sneak; while Sandelar and Frida had to remove their boots to walk silently, Silas had no such need. He glided over the stone floor like a ghost.

In this way, they slipped past long, empty corridors, dimly lit by the light of the grave lilies. Even without the small enchanted artifact to guide him, he knew the spell rooms prepared to cast an enchantment of the magnitude they sought would be in the largest tower, the topmost one.

The family tombs, except for those of the nobler clans, were built under the steps and walkways that connected the temple grounds and towers on the exterior. His people reserved the towers for the resting places of the most notable ancestors, and as repositories of ancient knowledge and magical artifacts. Only mages who had achieved the rank of Master could gain access, and even then, only after making their case before the archmages. Those who visited the temple in such a capacity were tight-lipped about their experience, likely because they were required to swear secrecy.

Underground and in constant movement, it was hard to know how long they had been going, but Sandelar estimated at least one hour before they found their first locked door. Until then, they had moved up the tunnels consistently and with no event worthy of note. On the few times they had sensed errant monks and priestesses wandering the corridors, it had been trivial to duck into the nearest family tomb and wait in darkness and silence. Unlike them, the tomb’s caretakers were not concerned with stealth; their steps echoed down the corridors, and they often carried magical illumination to complement the dim light cast by the grave lilies. As for the tombs, they made good hiding places, for it was a rare occasion on which his people venerated the dead during nighttime.

“Something is off,” Silas said as they approached the medium-sized door, set atop a small flight of steps and made of the bleached bones of elves. Whether criminals or members of the Dark Tribe, Sandelar could not say.

“Of course something is off. It’s a door made of bones!” Frida said.

“That’s not what I mean.” The scholar’s eyes darted to the path from which they had come and lingered momentarily on the other end of the corridor. “Feels like someone is following us.”

“Nonsense. We can hear these monks a mile away,” Frida replied.

“Except the ones you can’t.”

“It makes little sense,” Sandelar said. “We are wandering where we shouldn’t, but there’s no reason for any of the monks to tail us. If one noticed us, they would stop and call the guards or escort us out.”

“What if it’s not one of them?” Silas said.

“The tunnels left you paranoid,” Frida said, leaning into the wall and crossing her arms over her chest. “Focus on getting the door open.”

“Fine.” Silas kneeled by the door and produced a small folded cloth from his right boot. He unfolded it on the floor, revealing a set of rough tools made from an ugly metal alloy. Evidently, the human had brought them with him from the outside world. They were long, thin, and with tips twisted in various ways, and Silas grabbed two and used them to probe the door’s lock.

Few of the tombs had doors. That they found one, and after ascending so much, was promising; this could be the exit from the burial grounds and into one of the towers’ basements. While the door wasn’t especially imposing, it was more remarkable than the one they had entered through. Most of it was made from arm and leg bones hammered and filed and glued together with resin, but near the top, three grinning skulls looked down upon them with multicolored glass beads set into their eye sockets. It was a noteworthy flourish that spoke of some sort of passage from one reality to another. Perhaps it was their glare that had made Silas feel watched?

“There we go.” Silas’s words cut Sandelar’s musings short. The sound of the only iron part of the door—the lock—clicking open followed. The scholar’s fingers did not want for nimbleness.

Silas pushed the door. The bones creaked and squeaked as it swung open, revealing a promising spiral staircase leading up. No lilies were lighting the way; the warm, red glow of magical embers illuminated the stairs, set into sconces along the walls.

“Looks like this is it,” Sandelar said. “So far, we were just wandering where we shouldn’t; now we’ll be trespassing on forbidden ground. Tread lightly.”

Frida and Silas both nodded, and they proceeded up.
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The stairwell ended in a landing with a similar door, absent the skulls. Silas kneeled again to work his craft, but he whispered a warning after briefly putting his ear to the bony surface. “There’s someone on the other side. More than one person, and walking around. Light-footed but still audible, like you and Gelbin in the caves.”

“What’s the plan?” Frida asked. “Unlock the door, then run in on three and take them by surprise?”

“We can do better,” Sandelar said. He reached down to his belt to touch Belythia’s knucklebone. Feeling the little dents and cracks on the dried bone helped him block out the distractions around him and focus on the visualization needed for the spell to work. One of the few spells he had managed to keep memorized, Weiss’s Winnowing Window was not the sort of sorcery that taxed the caster much, but it was a pain to cast.

He joined his index and middle fingers and touched the door’s bony surface, then began whispering the words while drawing a circle over it, the shape’s perimeter not quite touching the door’s edges. ORE MUNDUS BAAN was his mantra, a sentence he repeated while focusing on the tiniest details of the door’s surface. He took special note of the minuscule dried osseous tissue making up each bone, much like it made up Belythia’s. He imagined them thinning and then dissipating altogether into thin air.

Silas gasped, then slapped a hand over his mouth as a circular section of the door became glassy and semi-transparent, shimmering like heated air. Beyond it stood a wide, rectangular room. Two guards, armored in glass and holding tall spears of the same material, stood watch; one bounced from one leg to the other, possibly to keep himself from sleeping, while the other climbed the steps along the right wall to the second floor.

“Won’t they see us?” Frida asked.

“No, they will not. This works one way.”

“Holy Lohander, Sandelar… You need to teach me this one, too,” Silas said.

The look of wonder on the scholar’s face was surprising and pleasant. Was that what I looked like when I was young, watching the mages ply their trade? Sandelar thought.

“I think you might just be able to learn it, given enough time,” he said. It was true, as far as he knew. He couldn’t be sure if something intrinsic to humans kept them from using magic, but barring that, Silas seemed intelligent enough to learn a few cantrips after some years of practice. “Alas, that is time we do not have.”

Silas nodded and got back to working the lock. Frida edged closer to the magical window, looking through it at an angle. To Sandelar, it looked like she was scoping as much of the room as she could from their admittedly disadvantageous position. She had not lied—the pair was used to being in places where they were not supposed to be.

“I don’t like this,” she said. “There’s a second floor, and I don’t see its walls. We could be exiting into a sort of trench. No way to know how many are up there.”

“There are two,” Silas said again.

“And how would you know? Growing pointy ears after being stuck here so long?”

“This place might still be in use, but it’s not so much different from the tombs and ruins I’ve explored for most of my life. I know how sound carries. There are two guards.”

“What if the others are standing still?”

“Very unlikely. Remember what Sandelar said about this place and put yourself in their shoes: this is the most mind-numbing, boring post for them to be placed on. People rarely come here. They must have angered their boss something fierce. Who would they be standing still for? Come on, Frida, you know guards. They fidget, walk up and down stairs, play games with each other, and get drunk. The only way there would be more is if they were sleeping.”

The swordswoman humphed, and that was the extent of her reply.

Sandelar stepped back and took a deep breath. Whatever way they dealt with the guards, he would have to use the Mists. Two subjects… he’d have to cast the spell twice, and then he could only do it four more times—with luck. That was as far as the small amount of powder he had managed to produce would stretch. He didn’t dare review the intricacies of the spell now, lest he unravel what he had memorized. Could he really do it? He had not had the chance to practice… Too few components for that.

The lock clicked open. Silas held the door closed and rose, spying over the magical window. Sandelar approached, too.

The first guard sat on the stone floor, his features hidden under the shadow cast by his glass helmet, which was shaped to resemble a blossom made from leaves. Much like Frida’s, his armor combined light golden metal and glass, and although Sandelar was no expert, it looked more ceremonial than protective. The guard fiddled with his spear, apparently polishing it by the dim light of the firestones burning in the wall sconces. These lined the entire room at regular intervals, shining just enough to keep the shadows at bay and reveal the millennia-old, man-sized stone blocks used in the temple’s construction.

Simple stone steps rose along the right wall. Try as he might, Sandelar could not see past the second floor’s landing.

“Here’s what we’re gonna do,” Frida said. “We’ll count to fifty, and if the second one doesn’t show up, I’ll rush the one in front and knock him out while you boys go up the stairs and handle the other.”

“They are armed,” Silas said.

“So?”

“We are not.”

“Hence the rush. I’ll kick him in the head before he can get up.”

“Or he’ll just impale you without even standing.”

Frida snorted. “Like you said, I know guards. I have his measure; don’t worry. Let’s just hope you are right about their numbers.”

Silas groaned, then held up his hand and began a silent count. By the time he reached fifty, nothing had changed.

“On three, then,” Silas said. “One. Two. Three!”

He pushed the door open and ran straight for the steps on their right while Frida darted forward in the sitting guard’s direction. The suddenness of their movement was disorienting, and by the time Sandelar recovered, Silas was already halfway up the steps while the guard before them let out a startled cry. Would Frida be able to overpower him, unarmed as she was? Sandelar resisted the temptation to linger and find out; he bolted after Silas instead, as planned. A couple of grunts and a groan followed him on the way up, on the heels of the sound of gauntleted fists meeting an armored body.

The steps up the wall were narrow and unadorned. There was no ceiling or trapdoor at their end; the corridor they had entered was like a deep trench within a larger room. The upper floor was spacious and empty, save for the thick marbled columns every few feet.

“Who are you?” cried the second guard, looking straight at Sandelar. “You are not supposed to be here!” Like his colleague, he wore a beautiful armor made from glass and light golden metal. Unlike the man below, he had removed his helmet and stood glaring at Sandelar from beyond an aged, tanned mahogany visage and a shock of wispy white hair.

“I… I can explain!” Sandelar said, raising his hands.

“You better!” the guard said. He moved toward him with long strides and⁠—

Silas stepped out from behind a column as the man passed by, striking him in the head with a blackjack. The guard’s eyes widened and rolled up, and Silas caught him and guided him to the floor with a bizarre gentleness from one who had just struck a man down.

“We were not supposed to bring weapons!” Sandelar hissed.

The scholar shrugged. “It’s nonlethal. I don’t think of it as a weapon, really. It’s more like a… manual soporific.”

Clamping down on his mounting irritation, Sandelar turned to glance over the room on the other side of the trench. As Silas had predicted, there seemed to be no more guards. Next, he looked over the edge. Frida’s eyes met his and the redheaded swordswoman smiled and gave him a thumbs-up, the first guard unconscious at her feet.

He sighed. “I suppose it could have gone worse.” At least he did not have to tap upon his limited supply of spells. Now came the hard part. “Help me bring him downstairs,” he told Silas, crouching by the scholar’s victim.

They placed the unconscious elf on the floor next to the one Frida had downed, and Sandelar spread his arms, palms down. “Give me some room, please,” he asked. He felt his two companions moving away.

I hope I can come back was his last thought before he took a pinch of duskveil dust from his pocket and snorted it in one go.
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Time stopped. That was the first trap.

His masters had told him about this, even if they had never allowed him to experience it. The trance would make it seem like time did not pass, but it was moving on indeed. If he lingered in the illusion of stillness, the component’s effect would be spent and he would have achieved nothing.

Even with that knowledge in mind, it was just too tempting to stay awhile and listen. The surrounding colors made the most beautiful sounds.

The world had become crystallized around him. Frida, Silas, the unconscious guards—they were like glass statues, connected between themselves and to the walls and ceiling by a wondrous crystalline web, like a spider’s web, if spiders produced diamonds as their bodily fluids. The threads emerged from every part of their body, seemingly at random—clothes, skin, eyes, ears—and made them look like life-sized marionettes, except their strings did not connect to the hands of some unseen puppet master but to everyone and everything around them.

The web of life. The web of magic. A mixture of memory and causality made physical, here in this realm, accessible only to the gods. To the gods, and now… to him!

Careful, he chided himself. That was the second trap. After the illusion of bliss came the illusion of divinity. This was the domain of the gods, and he was a trespasser. He turned around, and the sight of his own body, his physical body, drove the point home while sending a shiver through his astral form.

Saying the first word of the spell startled him.

“TEMPUS.”

It was as if a gale had exploded from within his chest and spread in every direction, causing the surrounding web to tremble.

“RAEL.”

The colors were gone. Everything turned to shades of gray. He was looking at a living graphite painting.

Sandelar kneeled before the still forms of the guards on the floor and, the energy of the previous word still vibrating in the air, found a particular thread—the one connecting the first guard to Frida. He braced himself before the last word.

“MUNDUS,” he spoke, grabbing the thread that emerged from the guard’s chest.

The redheaded woman rushed at him from the door, her clumsy steps hitting the stone floor hard with a racket that would rouse the ancestors themselves. She was… she was no elf! What manner of creature was this?

He was rising and readying his spear, but it was too late—she threw a kick, and all he saw next was the sole of her metal sabaton. His nose cracked and pain racked through his face and head as if a vise was crushing it. He brought his hands up to avoid hitting the floor on his side, but before he could rise, there was a sharp pain in his stomach and bile rose in his throat. He reached out to his spear, but something hit his chest, making him gasp and vomit on the floor. Then…

“No!”

Sandelar pulled back before the memory consumed him and caused him to share its owner’s fate. The thread strained and ruptured as he did so, dissipating into crystal dust before his eyes.

There was a tug at his back and he turned to see his physical form rushing at him, and then…
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Sandelar staggered back. The world was alive and colored once more.

He went down to his knees and retched on the floor.

Silas rushed to his side. “What happened?”

Frida rubbed her temple. “Don’t tell me the mushrooms were rotten.”

“No, no,” Sandelar said. He spat the taste of vomit out of his mouth. “It worked! It worked perfectly! I had never been…. It’s incredible, more than I had dared⁠—”

“What do you mean, it worked? You did nothing. You sniffed your ’shroom dust, stood there looking at nothing for less than ten heartbeats, your lips moved, and then you fell retching on the floor!” Frida said.

“I... was it really only that? Ten heartbeats? By the ancestors, it felt much longer.”

Silas nodded. “Uh-huh. Not any longer than Frida says.”

“I see. Nonetheless, I am sure it worked. I entered a trance and cast the spell inside it. I severed the guard’s memories of Frida’s assault. No one will know we were here.”

“You are sure. Right.” Frida rolled her eyes. “Well, no skin off my nose.”

Silas offered Sandelar a water flask to wash the taste of bile from his mouth and then returned to bend over the guard’s prone body. For a brief instant, Sandelar wondered what the scholar was doing, but he shook his head. The entire world felt weird—solid and more colorful but also less… special, as if it had lost its shine.

He drew in a deep breath.

“Alright. The first one is done. Now I need to do it again.”
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— Frida —

“At least you didn’t vomit this time,” Frida said after Sandelar did his thing before the second guard’s prone body.

The elf looked paler than usual, and shaken. There was a hint of madness in his look, but nothing she hadn’t seen before in men who had been an inch away from death at the end of a blade or in the middle of a storm.

“Will your magic make them take longer to wake up?” she asked.

“I think so. Even when they wake up, they will be bewildered about their state. I bet they’ll assume they got drunk and brawled with each other.”

“We better not wait to find out.” Frida offered him her hand and helped him up.

“Not like we have many options about where to go,” Silas said from above. “There’s only one door up here.”

“We’ll be right there,” Frida said.

There was not enough room on the narrow steps for her to support Sandelar, so she bade the mage go first. Although he was taller than her, she would be more than able to hold him up if needed. Sandelar, however, seemed to shrug off his indisposition after a couple of steps. They arrived at the top floor to find Silas working on the lock. This door had none of the skeletal trappings of the previous ones. It was quite plain, the first wooden door Frida had seen since arriving in the valley.

“I guess the elves really didn’t build this place,” she said.

“That’s what I thought,” Silas replied.

Sandelar answered in what Frida had labeled his tutoring voice. “It’s not that we don’t use wood. We can’t harvest wood, but when a tree expires, we can put that resource to good use after the appropriate rituals.”

“Interesting,” Silas said without looking away from his work. “Had I the time to pick the brain of one of your clerics, I would love to learn more.”

“The last elven priestess you dealt with was almost picking you… from her teeth,” Frida said. “Best keep away from them in the future.”

“Sandelar and Gelbin assured me that was not representative⁠—”

“Please,” Sandelar interrupted. “My head is pounding. The spell took a lot from me, and we just started. Let’s be quiet about this.”

The lock clicked. Silas, hopefully not sensing anything on the other side, pushed the door open. It led into a narrow corridor of unadorned walls. The same sort of stone covered the floor as that of the previous room, once white but now yellowed with age. So was the ceiling that rose not too far above their heads. The only break in the monotonous stonework were the sconces set in the wall every few feet, holding the now familiar magical flaming stones.

“This feels weird. The layout of this place makes no sense,” Frida said. “We must have missed something.”

Silas nodded. “Could be. There may be a secret passage or a hidden door. But why make things so convoluted? Isn’t this supposed to be an archive for the mages?”

“We don’t have time to check,” Sandelar said. He raised his crystal; the lighting within pointed toward the other end of the corridor. “Let’s go with the most obvious route, weird as it may seem.”

Frida remained unconvinced. “What do you think?” she asked Silas.

Silas leaned into the corridor and surveyed it for a few moments. “Definitively in use. There’s not a speck of dust. Look here.” He crouched and pointed to some faint scratches on one of the floor tiles. “Armored feet caused this. The guards take this route often.”

She looked from Silas to Sandelar. Like an impatient child, the elf was shifting his weight from one foot to the other. No matter what he said, that dust he had snorted had done something to him. She had seen enough dream dust addicts to know what craving looked like.

“Alright,” she said. “Let’s move on.”

They advanced through the corridor, and the only thing remarkable about it was how unremarkable it was. Around every corner stretched another corridor just like the last, and soon, other very similar corridors started bisecting it. Were it not for Sandelar’s crystal, it might have proved quite the labyrinth. Even so, Silas kept to his habitual approach to exploration and used a piece of chalk to mark the way at each intersection. The occasional iron door broke the monotony, but the crystal never guided them into one.

“I think I understand,” Silas said. “That was a vestibule between the catacombs and the tower’s basement. That’s where we are now.”

“Makes sense,” Sandelar said.

“So we need to go up the tower?” Frida asked.

“Maybe a floor or two at most,” the elf replied. “From the way the light inside the crystal bends, our goal doesn’t seem to be straight up.”

They kept moving, following Sandelar’s directions. The sameness of their surroundings grew unnerving; it was as if they were walking but staying in the same place. Finally, after turning a corner, they found a large iron door. Silas approached it but turned back just a few inches shy.

“I’m getting that feeling again,” he said.

“You’re jumping at shadows,” Frida said. “There’s no noise at all here. Even our shoeless footfalls are loud. We’d have known if someone was after us.”

“I have to concur,” Sandelar said. “Even if it is far from my area of expertise.”

Silas sighed and turned back to the door. “Well, this is interesting,” he said.

“What is?”

“Something special is behind here, no doubt. Look.” As usual, he crouched at eye level with the lock, but this time, he stood to the side before planting his hands on the door. Three sharp, finger-length spikes sprouted from around the lock. They would have pierced a less cautious sneak’s face and probably poked at least one eye out.

“Nasty,” Frida said. “Can you pick it?”

“No need. This is safer,” he said, holding up a leather band from which many keys hung. “Good thing at least one of us remembered to search the guards.”

“Monkey dung.” She hadn’t thought of that; when had she become such an amateur? “Why didn’t you use that on the previous door?”

Silas shrugged. “I was still frazzled after the fight. Picking the lock helped me cool off, is all.”

He found the right key on the third try, and the door swung open to reveal another staircase, one as wide as the corridor. They went up and emerged directly into a large room filled with books and, for lack of a better word, junk. Shelves filled with tomes lined the walls from the floor to a ceiling that was at least three men tall. Before them and scattered across the room stood iron tables littered with many apparatuses, vessels, and ornaments. Junk was perhaps an unkind way to put it, but the assortment of odds and ends definitively wasn’t treasure.

“Oh my,” Sandelar said. The elf’s almond-shaped eyes went wide, and he smiled like a kid who had just found the baker’s stash of cinnamon cookies.

“Is this the place?” Frida asked.

“Oh, no. No. We are looking for a ritual room. This is more like a private library or laboratory. But the sheer size and amount of tomes here…”

Silas whistled. “I’d say this single room rivals the Imperial Library, and that’s the largest repository of books on the continent.”

Frida approached the nearest table. Upon closer inspection, some things did look slightly valuable. There were three sets of small golden chimes, multifaceted crystal flasks that shone like diamonds, and a beautiful obsidian figurine shaped like a panther.

“Look at this. How beautiful,” Silas said. He had walked up to another table, one standing right next to a bookshelf. It was cleaner than the others, and he was gaping at an aquamarine carving of two horses with what looked like flaming manes. It was an intricate piece, and all the more impressive because it seemed to have been carved from a single gem. To think of the size of such a jewel in its raw shape…

“Best not touch anything,” Sandelar said. “There might be safeguards.”

“Right,” Frida said. “They wouldn’t have stopped at the door.”

“Exactly. I have good news, too.” He looked down at the crystal shining in his palm. “The lightning has turned straight as an arrow. The artifact is on this floor.”

Finally. She was sure it had only been a couple of hours since they started, but the lack of sleep weighed on her, and it felt like they had been wandering for days.

“Lead the way,” she said.

“With pleasure.”

The way led them to a wall. The laboratory had no exits.
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Frida stood back, looking at Sandelar pacing around while Silas examined the bare, yellowed stone wall.

“I can’t find any switches,” he said.

“So that’s it? We need to go back down and look for another way up through the labyrinth?” she asked. Sandelar groaned.

“Not necessarily.” Silas stepped back and waved around. “This room has shelves from floor to ceiling covering every inch of wall—except this small section. Why do you think that is?”

Frida bit her lip. They had to be halfway to sunrise by now. “You are starting to talk like Sandelar. Get to the point!”

“There’s something here. I might not see it, but I feel it. It makes sense. We just need to look around and figure it out.”

“Sandelar, do you have any magic that can help?” she asked the elf.

He shrugged. “I’d ordinarily be able to detect and dispel illusions, but I had to forgo preparing those spells to use the Mists.”

“So we do this the old-fashioned way,” Silas said. “Spread out, look under the tables, tug on the books you can reach to see if any offer resistance, feel for switches under the bottom lip of each shelf. Wall sconces, also… oh.”

Frida knew that oh. “You’ve figured something out.”

“This room. It’s fully lit, but there are no firestones or glowing flowers. Where does the light come from?”

The enigma seemed to jolt Sandelar out of his sour mood. “That’s an excellent question.” The elf looked up. “It feels like it’s coming from the ceiling, but the ceiling is just stone.”

“It’s brighter around the bare wall, too,” Silas said.

“You’re right.” Frida stepped up to the wall and placed her hand over a stone slab. It was solid and cool to the touch, and her touch did not affect the light at all. “Doesn’t seem to come from the stones.”

Silas leaned against one of the metal tables, his brow furrowed. Figuring out the dead ends was always Frida’s least favorite part of tomb raiding. Even when they were rivals, she always tried to let him do such legwork before she’d swoop in for the steal. He was good at it—the best. She, on the other hand, had to admit she wasn’t the best outlaw. But she was bloody good.

“What are you thinking, Silas?” Sandelar asked.

“I’m thinking… whoever built this room doesn’t want it to be dark.”

“That so?”

“You made magical light before. Can you make magical darkness?”

Sandelar shook his head. “Magic doesn’t work like that. I told you I need to study and prepare in advance, so…” He drifted off, and the look of someone who had just had an idea bloomed on his face. “No, perhaps… I have the light spell memorized. Maybe I can frame it differently… of course!”

“So you can do it?” Frida asked.

“I can try.”

“That will have to do.”

Sandelar made a simple gesture with his right hand and spoke in that odd, dual voice he used while casting. Tried as she might, Frida could not catch the words; they were like wisps of smoke, impossible to grasp. A shining ball of light appeared from thin air, hovering over the elf’s outstretched palm and incandescent like a miniature sun. He then made a cutting movement with his other hand, curling his fingers like a claw, and spoke another word. This one was stronger and fell like lightning, and she could almost make it out—RAE, or something of the sort. No sooner had he said it than the sphere became pitch black and its darkness expanded to encompass the entire room.

“I knew it!” Silas said. “The books are shining!”

Several spines shone on shelves all around them. Someone had marked the tomes. Frida reached out and pulled the closest one. It came off the shelf with no particular resistance. The whole volume shone in her hands like a strong lantern, the elven script carved into its leather binding shining even brighter than the leather itself, although its meaning was still alien to her. She tried flipping through its pages, but the book would not open. She checked for straps holding it closed, but there were none. “It’s as if someone glued the pages together.”

“It is the same with this one,” Sandelar said from across the room.

“Let’s gather all of them on a table,” Silas said.

Within a few moments, they had nine tomes side by side. Sandelar read each tome’s title out loud:

“The Chronicles of Ancient Shadows

Reveals: The Arcane Secrets

Their Legacy of Magic

To Bind the Elements: A Grimoire

Who Dares the Dark: A Cautionary Tale

Those Who Weave the Dream

Turn the Wheel of Stars

Back to the Roots: Herbal Enchantments

Void Whispers and Forgotten Lore”

“What are we supposed to do with them?” Frida asked. It was a stupid question, but tiredness was giving way to irritation.

“Perhaps we need to put them back in the correct places?” Sandelar said.

“How do we figure that out?” Silas asked. “Maybe we need you to bring back the light.”

“Easy enough.” Sandelar snapped his fingers and the room was bright again. The books became typical, non-glowing books. “We should start by checking the other books on the shelves and try to find a common theme.”

“You mean you should,” Frida said. “We can’t read elvish.”

Sandelar sighed. “Very well.”

“Wait,” Silas said, pointing at the corner of one book and then at each other in succession. “There’s something in the corner of each cover—a little glyph. What does it mean?”

“I hadn’t seen that. The glow must have been too strong,” Sandelar said. “It’s a numeral. There’s a different one in each book.”

“Are they sequential?” Silas asked.

“They are!” Sandelar began sorting them.

“Read the titles again!” Silas said.

“The Chronicles of Ancient Shadows

Void Whispers and Forgotten Lore

Reveals: The Arcane Secrets

To Bind the Elements: A Grimoire

Those Who Weave the Dream

Who Dares the Dark: A Cautionary Tale

Turn the Wheel of Stars

Their Legacy of Magic

Back to the Roots: Herbal Enchantments.”

“The void reveals… Again, read only the first word of each title.”

“The void reveals to those who turn their back!”

“Bah!” Frida said. “Gibberish.”

“Perhaps not,” Silas said. “Why don’t we try walking backward toward the wall?”

“Of all the stupid⁠—”

“He may be on to something,” Sandelar said. “There’s the whiff of magic about this place.”

“Fine. You go first.”

“If it knows when someone is looking at it, we should do it all at once,” Silas said. He positioned himself with his back to the wall. “Come on; indulge me.”

“Indulging you has only gotten me in mess after mess,” Frida said. Nonetheless, she didn’t have a better idea and tiredness threatened to overtake her for every moment they lingered. She took position beside him, and Sandelar mirrored her on Silas’s other side.

“All together now, three steps back.”

On the third step, Frida pushed her back against the wall and nearly fell backward—the wall was there no more. Regaining balance, she continued stepping back, and the archway leading to the library kept getting increasingly distant with each step.

“Incredible. It was an illusion all along, but it felt so solid to the touch!” Silas said. “Is it safe to turn around now? Or will it crush us?”

“Solid or not, an illusion is an illusion,” Sandelar said. “Once you unsee it, it’s gone.”

“So why haven’t you turned around?”

“I will. In a minute. I’m just… getting my bearings.”

“Right. We’ll all turn on three. One. Two… Three!”

When they turned, no wall closed over them. They stood in a giant corridor, much wider than the previous ones; it was long enough across to allow two score men to walk side by side. The ceiling stood as high up as the library’s. Frida squinted, trying to see where it ended, but it stretched too far. All she could see at the other end was a glowing green fog.

“We’re very close,” Sandelar said.

“Feels like it was a bit too easy,” Silas replied.

“I said close, not there.”

Frida’s hand went to rest on falchion pommels that weren’t there. She was fully armored, but with no weapon, she might as well be naked. “Time to make up the difference. I can’t wait to be out of this place.”

They set out toward the green fog.
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— Sandelar —

Sandelar’s head was pounding again. The Mists had taken much more out of him than expected. He could feel his remaining incantations slip away, the words and visualizations becoming ever more elusive, like dreams of a night past. The damned corridor stretched before them, unending. Was it another illusion?

The wall still bugged him. An illusion should not be so convincing that it felt solid to the touch. Yet it made sense within the broader framework of magical science. Archmage Zaffein had once described magic as the ability to see what isn’t there, and in so doing, will it into being. An illusion that is real as long as it is being looked at is perhaps the purest expression of magic. So why had he seen nothing like that before? How many more secrets were hidden in these towers?

“We’re getting closer to that fog,” Frida said. “Wish we had brought a bird.”

“What do you mean?”

It was Silas who replied. “Back when we tried to scale out of the valley, we were almost caught in a killing fog. We only stopped in time because the bird we brought along to warn us about rarefied air flew into it… and shriveled to death within moments.”

“I see.”

A few steps farther, they were close enough that tiny wisps of fog rolled in next to their feet. They had put their shoes back on after exiting the library; they were less concerned about making noise in such an open space. Sandelar crouched and touched the odd gas with the tip of his index finger. Feeling nothing, he dipped the finger and waved it. The green mist coiled around and trailed from it as he traced a pattern in the air.

“It feels pleasant. Like the morning breeze after rainfall.”

Silas went through the same motions. “You are right.”

“It might be just trying to lull you into a false sense of security,” Frida said.

“It’s not like we have any other choice,” Silas said. “We’ve come this far. Let’s go… with care.”

He stepped into the wall of fog and disappeared within. Frida was glaring.

“Are you well, Silas?” Sandelar called out.

“I feel great! Come on in!”

As soon as Sandelar stepped through the fog, it was as if a great weight was lifted off his shoulders. The smell of morning mist became even more pronounced, relaxing his muscles and clearing his mind. It felt like waking up from a good night’s sleep. Suddenly, he remembered the spells he had studied as if he had his tomes open before him. All the tiredness melted away from his legs and arms, and even the burns he had been carrying since their foray into the Dark Tribe’s caves stopped stinging.

He spied Silas’s silhouette and stepped closer. Only once they were a handspan apart could he make out the scholar’s features amidst the thick fog. He looked as refreshed as Sandelar felt. He smelled nice, too. Sandelar could see why Frida was possessive. Despite his hirsute nature and slightly round features, Silas had a rugged handsomeness to him. Was he as soft as he looked?

“This is nice,” Frida said, joining them. She, too, huddled next to them. “But I can’t see more than a foot ahead. The simplest trap could end us—really, a hole in the floor will do.”

“Let’s hold hands and advance one step at a time,” Silas said. “Be ready to support each other’s weight. Sandelar, might I borrow your staff?”

“Of course. Here.”

Silas grabbed the staff by one end and used it to tap the floor several feet ahead. “Should do. Let’s start by finding the wall to our right; whatever happens, we can always follow it back to where we came from.”

It was a sound idea, so they turned right and walked along the fog. And walked. And walked some more.

“The corridor should not be this wide,” Frida said.

Sandelar agreed. “No, it should not. We should turn again and exit the fog in the direction we entered. Once we are out, we can find the wall.”

They took another right, but although they had gone only a few feet deep from where they had first entered the fog, now they walked for several minutes without leaving it.

“Did it grow to fill more of the tunnel?” Silas asked.

“You know it didn’t,” Frida said. “It’s another friggin’ spell. Like in the forest. I hate this place.”

“I fear she’s right,” Sandelar said. “An enchantment has us trapped.”

“Can you break it?” Silas asked.

“I wouldn’t know where to begin.”

“Use your crystal!” Frida said.

Of course. The crystal. Sandelar had forgotten about it after concluding that their goal awaited at the end of the corridor. Now, it could be their salvation.

He fished it from his pocket and⁠—

“No… it is useless.” The lightning was bouncing madly inside the crystal, jumping from wall to wall, seemingly at random. They were too close for the crystal to focus. Or perhaps… “This fog is not a trap. It is part of the spell. That’s why the crystal is like this. We have arrived at our destination. The source of the fog is what we seek.”

“That still doesn’t help us know where to go,” Frida said.

“There must be a way!” Silas said. “You say this comes from the artifact powering the spell. What if we find out the direction from which the fog is coming?”

“How will we do that if we can’t see more than a few feet ahead?”

“When you can’t see, listen. When you can’t listen, feel,” Silas replied. “Let’s be quiet and see if we can hear or feel anything unusual.”

He was making sense. Sandelar closed his eyes and tried to listen for the gentle sound of fog rolling in. He had often fancied he could hear such when bathing in the glowwells. Perhaps he could try to feel on which side of his body the humidity caught on his skin. But he felt nothing of the sort. He closed his eyes harder, hard enough that spots of color and light sprouted in the darkness within. They were reminiscent of the Astral Plane from which he had cast the Mists.

“Of course!” he said out loud.

Frida’s voice came from Silas’s other side. Even though she was close enough to touch, he couldn’t even glimpse her through the fog. “You know where to go?”

“Soon. I’ll use the duskveil dust to go into a trance again; that should allow me to see where the fog is coming from.”

“You didn’t look so good after last time.”

“But we don’t have a better idea,” Silas said.

“I’ll be fine.”

At least, he hoped he would be. He could not deny it: He looked forward to revisiting the Astral Plane. His first foray had been all too brief and filled with the concern of the limited time he had to cast the Mists.

Sandelar grabbed another pinch of the dust and sniffed it.

The world melted around him once again.
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The experience was like before, but the scenery was quite different. Sandelar’s astral form stood at the center of a gigantic crystal tunnel, feet sunk in a sea of grass of a green so green that there was no doubt this was the origin of the color, the mother shade from which all other greens sprang.

The crystalline threads were all around them, but they didn’t shape into a web as much as before. They connected his body to Frida’s and Silas’s, and strands sprouted from their backs and into the other end of the tunnel, but most of the threads navigated the span lengthwise. What was ahead was the origin of millions of threads; it affected every single living thing in the valley.

Sandelar narrowed his eyes. It was hard to see exactly what stood ahead because of the forest of threads, but it was undeniable that it was a thing of great power. Unlike everything else in the Astral Plane—barring the strange grass—it was not still. It pulsed with green energy, like a giant beating heart.

Sandelar pointed at it and willed his light spell into being. He needed neither gestures nor words; here, suffused in such magical power, the simple spell came as naturally as breathing, just as it did to the gods of old.

The light vanished into the faraway pulsing green energy and Sandelar allowed himself to relax and savor the tranquility and wonder of the Astral Plane until reality came rushing back in.
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Sandelar gripped Silas’s hand while someone—Frida, of course—steadied him from behind. Things went smoother than last time. There was no bile rushing up his throat, and his head was just buzzing, not ringing.

He squeezed his eyes shut to push the bright spots away, and when he opened them again, he was happy to see a glimmer of light shining far into the fog. Success. They had a beacon to guide them.

“Are you well?” Silas asked.

“I will be. Let’s move. This fog is weird. There’s no telling how it will affect my spell.”

Silas nodded. From behind came Frida’s warning. “Not too fast. We still can’t see what’s between us and your light. Let Silas keep tapping.”

Their pace was infuriatingly slow, but the silver lining was that whatever restorative properties the fog had were again at work. Sandelar recovered from his out-of-body experience much faster than before. Still, while the beacon was indubitably getting closer, it did so at a snail’s pace. When it finally seemed only a few yards away, the pull to break into a run and touch it was at its strongest, but Frida’s call to caution proved right. Silas tapped the floor several feet ahead, and there was no sound.

“There’s a hole. Let me go first. I’ll try to feel for it with the tip of my boot.” He did so, though neither Sandelar nor Frida let go of his arm. “I’ve found the lip. I need you to release me now; let me see if I can touch the staff to the bottom.”

Sandelar squinted, but he could see nothing. Even Silas almost disappeared from view just by crouching. Meanwhile, the magical light mocked them, marking the artifact as tantalizingly close yet unreachable.

“It’s deeper than your staff is tall. I don’t fancy our chances.”

“So what’s the plan?” Frida asked.

“We follow the lip. Go around.”

Sandelar ground his teeth. They were so close. He could feel the power of whatever was inside the light. “Let’s do that,” he said.

The minutes they spent circling the pit were torture, but they finally reached a solid path leading straight to the light. Within it, a shadow took shape. It was two arm lengths’ long and thicker at the lower end.

Frida took a step forward, shielding her eyes. “Is it… a sword?”

The power. Sandelar’s hair was on end. Now that it was close, it felt impossible that he had not noticed it before. The artifact exuded raw magical power.

He reached out and grabbed it by the hilt.

There was a flash, and a whirlwind enveloped them. It lasted only a moment, less than a blink of an eye, but the artifact sucked all the fog into itself.

Sandelar was left holding a sword in the middle of a bridge, surrounded by a pitch-black abyss on either side. Beyond the pit, a large arena stretched in every direction, with several tunnels leading away from its periphery.

The sword was a thing of wild beauty, a weapon of a kind he had never seen before. It had nothing to do with the blades crafted by the expert smiths of Quel’Aiqua. It had the roughness of wrought iron, yet the metal was dark green and much lighter than it seemed. The cross guard was shaped like a pair of webbed wings, with a bright topaz the size of two thumbs embedded at its center. The stone glowed with effervescent magical energy. Above the guard, the blade began with a diamond shape, holding a smaller, emerald green diamond at its core, and then became thinner as it grew in length, culminating in a triangular tip. It was a double-edged blade, and each edge looked as sharp as Sandelar had ever seen.

A horrible, guttural voice boomed then, shaking the bridge under their feet. Sandelar had never heard such words before, but they sent a chill down his spine. He turned just in time to see Silas’s shadow grow in volume.

“By the… Silas, watch out!”

The warning was insufficient. The man-sized shadow smacked Silas on the side, throwing the scholar off the bridge. Sandelar reached within for a spell, but the sheer ferocity of the attack caught him off guard. Before he could focus on something to do, the shadow melted before him, dropping to the floor in large, pear-sized drops of a substance that looked like tar and revealing the dark elf within—the sorcerer they had spared back in the tunnels. The creature’s twisted face was a well of contempt, and it barred its teeth at him in a hiss.

“Help me!”

Sandelar took his eyes off the sorcerer momentarily, looking at Silas hanging from the ledge, and that’s all it took. He heard the crackle of lightning and knew he was too late, even before the spell washed over him, searing his skin and threatening to melt his eyeballs and burst his eardrums. His heart beat so fast and strong, it felt about to explode; his tongue was burning, and all he could think about was keeping it in the back of his mouth, away from his chattering teeth, lest he sever it. His body went numb and the stone floor rushed in. He barely registered the sword clanging uselessly at his side.

Through tear-filled eyes, he watched the cackling sorcerer approach. The fiend had his hands outstretched, lighting arcing from its fingers and sending fresh waves of pain crashing over Sandelar’s body.

There was a scream. No, not a scream—a battle cry!

Frida rushed between him and his foe, and she was wielding the sword! The weapon attracted the lighting, but instead of conducting it into Frida’s armor and body, the blue energy cracked and dissipated over the blade.

The dark elf sorcerer said something in its demonic tongue and redoubled its assault. Thicker, brighter lighting zapped from its fingers and in their direction, but again, Frida swung the sword, collecting the energy. The blade grew in her hands! It was not merely dissipating the energy—it was absorbing it.

The redheaded warrior yelled and charged, swinging the sword overhead. The sorcerer tried once more to smite her with his lighting spell, but the energy he aimed at her chest simply curved in the air to miss her and strike the sword, as if attracted by the blade.

Frida cleaved down, striking him between the neck and shoulder. The blade cut through the dark elf’s body as if it were canvas; it sliced clean through its chest and torso and came out just above its hip. The sorcerer didn’t even have time to scream. His two bloody halves never hit the floor; an emerald flame consumed them before that, and even the dust faded into thin air.

Sandelar pushed himself up while Frida bent over to help Silas. He nearly fell face-first into the floor again, but after steadying his trembling arms, he placed his knees under him and sat. His two companions went to him.

“Sandelar!” Silas said. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry! I never knew… I felt… dammit! I should have looked more closely.”

“Don’t be daft!” Frida said. “Who in the darkest depths of the abyss could have guessed he was hiding inside your bloody shadow? No one, that’s who!”

“Are you burned? We still have some of Gelbin’s ointment...”

“No. I’m… I’m well…” Sandelar doubled over and coughed. A metallic taste suffused his mouth, and a shower of blood soaked his robe just over his lap. His vision swam before him and a sharp pain racked his chest.

No, he thought. Not now. I was so close. I can’t… die.

“He doesn’t look good!” Silas said.

Frida shook her head. “He’s dying.”

“The… fog,” Sandelar said. He wanted to say more, but he could not. The words, they were not coming. He needed to explain…

“The fog! It had healing properties!” Silas said.

Yes! Yes! Leave it to the scholar to figure it out. Sandelar tried to tell them he was on the right track, but the words wouldn’t come.

“But it was sucked into the…”

Both humans looked at the sword. It glowed in Frida’s hands with the absorbed power of its latest kill. Sandelar clenched his teeth and nodded. Then, with an effort that sent fresh ripples of pain through his whole body, he opened a trembling hand and stretched in the blade’s direction.

“N… no!” Frida recoiled. At that moment, a pit opened in Sandelar’s stomach. She would let him die. He could see it in her eyes.

“Frida!” Silas said, placing a hand over her armguard. “What’s into you?”

“This sword… Silas, it is the answer! I know it now—my throne, I can get it back! It is clearer to me the longer I hold it!”

“Give him the sword, please. If he dies, we have no one to help us exit the valley. You’ll never be able to recover any throne while we’re stuck here!”

The swordswoman’s glazed-over look faded from her eyes. She shook her head, her red hair covering her armored shoulders. “No, you… You are right. Of course.” She shoved the sword’s pommel into Sandelar’s grasping hand. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what took over me.”

Sandelar barely registered the words. He took the sword and hugged it against his chest. The same refreshing energy that had washed over him when they had entered the fog poured into his body. It wafted through him as if he was breathing through his entire skin, not just his mouth and nose. His heart quieted and stopped hurting. He rose, his eyes glued to the blade in his hands. It had gone back to its standard size and inert look.

“Incredible,” he whispered. There remains no doubt in my mind—this sword is the enchantment’s power source. This is the artifact we came here to find!”

“Are you feeling alright?” Silas asked.

“Are you feeling… yourself?” Frida said.

Sandelar looked from the sword to his companions, and back to the weapon. He inverted his grip on it and slid it into his belt, hooking the guard into the leather.

“I feel whole and refreshed, and that is all.”

“G-good.” Frida stuttered and hugged herself. “I… was not myself.”

“It’s… fine.” Sandelar shook his head. “Were it not for you, I would be dead. I think you fell victim to another of the blade’s enchantments, likely one set to spring on the first person who swung it—which I shamefully didn’t do, even though I held it first. Don’t take it too hard.”

Frida nodded. “I won’t.”

“Well… we did it!” Silas raised his fist in triumph. “We have the artifact. Success!”

No sooner had he said it than a roar shook the room. It was like nothing Sandelar had ever heard; it was like a hundred lions roaring in unison. All three lost their balance and fell to their knees, and the bridge kept shaking.

“What in the bloody abyss was that?” Frida said.

“Never mind that! Let’s get away from this bridge!” Silas said, rising and taking her hand. They picked Sandelar up, one grabbing each arm, and he matched their stride on shaky legs. The bridge crumbled behind them and another infernal roar followed as soon as they stepped off its end. Even then, the ground still shook.

There was a massive crash to their left. From the corner of his eye, Sandelar glimpsed a claw grasping at the pit’s edge, dark as night and larger than he was tall.

“Run!” That was all he could say as he darted for the nearest tunnel.
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THE ESCAPE


— Frida —

Frida’s heart was pounding so much while she ran, it threatened to burst out of her rib cage. That was before the next roar hit her, almost knocking her off her feet. This was no mere sound; it had mass and power.

Against her better judgment, she glanced back to see how Silas and Sandelar fared.

It was a mistake.

Just by looking at the creature, she was frozen in place. It was so massive that it had to crawl through the large tunnel, and although solid—its man-sized claws scraping and screeching against the millennia-old stones left no doubt about that—it looked made from shadow. Pure black it was, from the scaled arms, thick as a great oak’s trunk, to the bat-like wings trailing behind its triangular, horned head. The horns were large and gnarled, while its fangs were like many swords lining the inside of the beast’s upper and lower lips. Yet every feature, every bony protuberance, every deadly fang, existed only in shades of black. The only splashes of color were in its eyes, eyes that burned with emerald fire.

Never had she seen anything like this, but she knew what it was. She was no scholar like Silas or naturalist like Gelbin, but didn’t need to be. The creature that chased them was a creature of legend, a being of a kind that no living man or woman had ever seen, yet one that persisted in the stories they told their children by the fire. It was a being whose likeness adorned many a shield and banner, many tapestries and crowns.

“Dragon…” she said, although she was not sure if the sound had actually come out or if she had only heard it in her mind. She looked down at her hands, legs, and feet. They trembled. She could not move. She could not control her own body.

“Snap out of it!” Silas said. He slammed into her, slowing down only slightly while hoisting her over his shoulder. Ordinarily, he would have hurt himself, lifting a fully armored woman. The otherworldly lightness of the elven armor made the impossible possible.

Sandelar came right behind; the mage huffed and puffed, running straight at them. She tried to warn him not to turn back, but again, she could not find her voice. She was trying hard not to look again at the beast behind the elf, but its flaming, emerald eyes commanded her to gaze into them.

Sandelar overtook them. Carrying her was slowing Silas down. She had to pull herself together. If she didn’t, they’d be eaten alive, or worse.

Frida roared, defying the dragon’s grasp upon her, and then clamped her teeth over the tip of her tongue. Pain flared up her head and her eyes watered.

It worked. Frida looked away from the beast to the floor, dripping a trail of her own blood. She opened and closed her hands. She was free.

“Let me down. I can run. I can run!” she said, shaking herself off Silas. She hit the ground running, and Silas jogged beside her.

“You good?” he asked.

“Yes. Thank you!”

“Thank me by not dying!”

“Deal.”

Another roar nearly threw them off their feet, but hope was close at hand. Several yards ahead stood an archway, and the same wall-to-wall bookshelves they had seen in the laboratory stood beyond.

Either they had been lucky enough to, in their haste, run through the same tunnel that they had come from, or, more likely, there were several such rooms within the towers. Whatever the case, only one thing mattered: They were nearly out of the tunnel!

Sandelar was waiting for them near a shelf, panting, his hands on his knees. He was looking straight at them—and at the dragon behind—but seemed to be himself. How was he not terrified?

Of course, she thought. If the room holds the same enchantment, he is looking at a wall. A wall that only exists from that side.

“Are you there?” Sandelar looked distressed. “By the Ancestors, answer me!”

They could not. They were saving every breath for the only thing that mattered—outrunning the beast. Its claws thundered as they hit the floor, causing tremors under Frida’s feet and announcing its closing in.

Another roar. This one was close enough that it made her head hurt, her eardrums threatening to explode.

“Finally!” Sandelar said the moment they crossed the archway only they could see, not quite relieved but at least looking less desperate. “Come! Silas, open the damn door!”

The elf disappeared, and it took Frida a moment to understand that there was a set of descending steps, like before. Of course—the bastard wasn’t worried about them! It was Silas who still had the keys!

They jumped several steps at a time, Silas nearly bumping into Sandelar but slamming against the iron door instead and promptly beginning to fit a key.

There was a crash from above and a hurricane of wooden splinters and torn papyri rushed down the stairs. Frida cursed and raised her arms to protect her face from the debris. There was a roar and another crash and the walls shook around them, raising a cloud of dust as the stone blocks ground against each other.

“It’s going to bury us alive!” Sandelar said.

“You have the sword! Do something!” Frida said.

“What am I supposed to do? Got up there and hit it?”

“No! It’ll crush you like a bug the moment you poke your head out!”

“Then what⁠—”

A man-sized claw reached out from the top of the stairs and crushed the last few steps behind them, tearing through the stone. It then screeched as it pulled back, severing the stairs in two.

Both Frida and Sandelar squeezed into the edges near the door. The elf was white as marble, and Frida guessed she looked the same.

“Got it!” Silas turned a large key in the lock. The door opened and they stumbled down the stairs behind it.

“Close the damn door!” Frida shouted.

“Why? The monster will not fit!”

Frida opened her mouth to argue but then stopped herself. He was not wrong. Yet, just knowing about the monster’s presence was enough to make her skin crawl.

“The labyrinth is next,” Silas said. “How will we know the way back?”

“Didn’t you mark the walls?” Frida asked.

“Sure I did, but I don’t think we are entering it from the same place.”

She groaned. “Sandelar?”

The elven mage just shook his head.

“Great,” Frida said. “I guess we do this the hard way. Come. Always follow the wall to your right. The faster we move, the sooner we’ll be out.”

They walked about ten feet before the ceiling collapsed over the door behind them, sealing the monster and the library.
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They rushed through the narrow corridors. The tremors were getting increasingly frequent and pieces of the ceiling kept falling onto the path. There was no doubt in Frida’s mind: If they didn’t get out soon, the tower would fall on their heads and bury them alive. One look at her companion’s faces confirmed that they shared her opinion. Yet the tunnels were unending and they crossed nothing resembling an exit.

“There’s someone in that direction!” Silas said.

It was true. Even amid the rumbling stone and the piercing echoes of the dragon’s roar, the shuffling of armor and the clatter of armored feet on stone tiles came from somewhere ahead.

They rounded the next corner just in time to glimpse an elven guard exiting through a side passage.

“There!” Frida said.

“What if they see us?” Silas asked.

“Never mind that! I’d rather get tried than buried alive,” Sandelar replied.

They ran to the passage and crossed the threshold to find that the guards were already gone, but it didn’t matter. They were in a vestibule similar to the one where they had encountered the first two elves. Several of the pillars holding up the ceiling had given way, and entire sections of the expansive room were filled with rubble, a thin cloud of dust hanging in the air.

“Please don’t be buried. Please don’t be buried!” Silas said, rushing to the edge of the gap splitting the room. “Come quick! The door is open!”

Another massive roar and the ground rose under their feet. Frida cursed and steadied herself on a nearby pillar, then reached out and caught Sandelar by the arm, saving the mage from smashing headfirst into the floor. Silas went flying over the edge. A cloud of dust and debris hit her back and she knew the passage had just collapsed behind them.

“Silas!” she called, tripping halfway to the gap and scrambling on all fours the rest of the distance. She sighed when she saw him smile and raise his hand in a wave, even if he did so while lying sprawled on his back on the lower floor.

“Quick! Drag Sandelar over!”

“I’m here.” Sandelar stumbled forward. The elf coughed and spat dust, then recomposed himself and reached the stairs.

Frida bounded down three steps at a time and helped Silas up while Sandelar made his way to them. They ducked through the door just before another tremor shook the entire room. The dull light of the glowing white flowers greeted them on the other side. Even while the building collapsed around them, the ethereal light cast by the flowers had a soothing effect. It didn’t make Frida feel safe, but it helped her breathe a bit more easily. Or perhaps that was the relative absence of dust from crumbling masonry.

“Which way now?” Silas asked.

“Run forward and shout for help! We’re back where we should be,” Sandelar said. The elf had clasped his cloak tighter, hiding the sword almost completely. “If someone still has not escaped, they should be able to help us.”

“Right. Run and scream. Good plan,” Silas said. “Help us! We’re stuck here!” he screamed, moving along the corridor. Sandelar followed him.

Frida ran after them, but she kept quiet. The two of them would be enough.

“What are you doing here?” an elven monk asked, surging behind a corner. Dirt caked his light green hair and bark-brown face. His long acolyte’s robes were torn at the knees, making it easy to guess he had fallen at least once. His eyes widened when he looked at Frida. Too late, she realized she and Silas had forgotten to cowl themselves. “What manner of creatures… this is your doing!”

“It certainly is not!” Sandelar stepped forward, waving imperiously. “These are my servants, homunculi animated by my magic, to see to my needs while visiting my ancestors. We got lost in the confusion. Brother, help us escape!”

The older elf looked a bit thrown back, and although he shot another suspicious glance in Frida’s direction, he nodded at Sandelar. “Of course, Master Mage… Only, I seem to have twisted my ankle…”

Sandelar snapped his fingers. “Frida! Carry the man.”

“The abyss I—” Frida swallowed the rest of the words and groaned. “Yes, Master Mage,” she nodded, keeping her face down so the monk wouldn’t catch her grimace. The elf grunted when she slung him over her shoulder none too gently. “Which way?”

They spent the next few minutes navigating the tombs, heading steadily down. Moving deeper underground while a giant beast was trashing the towers did not make Frida happy, but at least the tremors seemed weaker and less frequent now.

Finally, the elf directed them to a rising staircase, and they emerged into the warm dawn. The temple’s outer stairs, filled with confused-looking elves, stretched in front of them. Most of the elves wore regular clothes, but some were in monkish habits, and a fair chunk of them were fully armored. They were close to the entrance; some minutes should be enough to reach the lizard and the rest of their supplies.

Frida put the acolyte down. “There you go.”

“Thank you for your guidance.” Sandelar dismissed the older elf by tipping his head slightly. “Let’s move,” he told her and Silas, not waiting for the monk’s reply. They rushed together past the confused crowd, eyeing the trembling towers as the buildings shook off pieces of ornamentation and looser slabs of stone.

“Shouldn’t we warn them?” Silas asked while they climbed down the last flight of steps.

“Too risky! There will be too many questions!” Sandelar said.

“But—”

“Listen to the elf!” Frida said. “It’s his people. If he wants to be a bastard to them, who are we to do better?”

If her words offended Sandelar, he didn’t show it. He just kept going, and they soon arrived at the dirt road flanked by the twin pillars marking the start of the temple’s grounds.

There was a loud boom that put to shame the biggest thunderclap Frida had ever heard over a decade of navigating storms, and it became dark.

They turned back to see the temple’s tallest tower erupting in a shower of dust and debris, and the dragon’s massive dark shape spreading its wings high above, blotting out the sun.

It turned its horned head to gaze upon the terrified masses and swooped down.
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It was chaos.

The elves were panicking. Most ran away, but a fair amount stood paralyzed as the dragon swooped in. The beast snapped up two at once in its open mouth. Bone crunched as it closed its jaws, cutting short the terrified wailing of its victims.

Frida had stopped looking then, too afraid of being caught in the beast’s hypnotic gaze a second time. She ran to catch up with Sandelar, who had gained a fair bit of yards between them.

There was a flash of green and a chorus of agonized screaming. A heat wave hit so suddenly and with such strength that Frida veered right mid-turn. When she dared to glance to the left, the macabre sight of skeletons dancing inside a wall of green flames greeted her. The flames blackened the very dirt in the ground, and only another of the dragon’s unholy screeches made the firewall waver.

Frida ran with renewed energy, taking a left into the woods and finally arriving in the clearing where the riding lizard waited. The scaled beast was as terrified as one would expect, and Sandelar fought to calm it down and get it to accept a renewed load.

“We don’t have the time for pleasantries,” she said. “Get it to heel!”

“I’m not trying to be pleasant!”

A roar shook the trees, proving too much for the beast. It twisted its head ferociously, sending Sandelar tumbling and splashing into the brook that fed the pond. The lizard bucked up and down, shaking off a couple of the bags hooked onto its saddle, and bolted away.

“Piss and vinegar!” Frida shouted. “We need to run.”

“From that?” Silas said, pointing up at the sky. The dragon made from shadow flapped its wings and spat emerald flame with abandon. In the tunnels, Frida had not realized the creature’s full breadth. Its spread wings cast a shadow upon them that was all but indistinguishable from nightfall.

“Sticking around isn’t any better! Why… did you piss yourself?”

“What? No!” Silas made a surprised face and looked down at his leather pants, which were dripping wet. “What? I don’t understand.”

He shook off his backpack and fished the aquamarine horse statue from within. It was melting like fresh snow in the midday sun, except it exuded water at a speed and volume that seemed impossible.

“You stole that!” Sandelar said, waddling out of the water, covered in mud.

“I did not steal it! It’s for research. I was going to give it back.”

“What’s happening to it?” Frida asked.

Bubbles surged forth along with the water, concentrating on the horses’ hooves. They made an effervescent noise.

“It’s… it’s pulling me!” Silas said. He fumbled with the figurine and dropped it, but it bounced oddly off the mud and fell into the pond.

A geyser shot up to the sky, a minute maelstrom of water, bubbles, and foam. The sound that came with it was unmistakably the whine of a horse, but it was also somewhat gurgly, as if the horse was underwater. The geyser shook, stretched, and then exploded, pushing foam in every direction. Frida shielded her face, and when she looked again, two horses stood by the pond.

They were not like any horses she had ever seen. For one thing, they were large, larger than bulls; that would have been impressive by itself, but it paled compared to their legs—because there were six of them! Each horse had six legs. Their hooves, while still, were enveloped in the foam of a stormy sea, not that of a small pond. Their manes looked like seaweed, their skin shone with a crystalline, aquamarine hue, and their eyes were lidless, black pools.

The horses approached Silas; the first one nudged him with its snout.

“I think they want us to ride them!”

“Works for me!” Frida crouched by the violently discarded bags and scrambled to gather the scattered contents. “Some luck, finally! Our weapons are here.” She fished the belt holding her sheathed elven falchions, buckled it around her waist, and then picked up the leather scabbard containing Silas’s dagger. He was already sitting atop one of the water horses when she approached to hand him the weapon.

“It’s surprisingly comfortable for a mount with no saddle.”

“There’s no way to pack our gear,” Sandelar said, climbing atop the other mount. “We’ll have to do with only what we can carry on our backs.”

“As long as we get out of here!” Frida said, taking Silas’s hand. Even with Silas’s backpack between them, there was still more than enough room for her to sit comfortably on the horse’s back.

Sandelar looked puzzled. “There are no reins. How do we make them move?”

The dragon roared again, and now the screech shook the trees to the point that foliage fell over them. The force of the sound made waves on the pond’s surface.

“It’s coming right for us!” Silas shouted.

Frida looked up, her eyes locked with the dragon’s once again. Their emerald flames bore into her, sending a fresh chill down her spine.

Vessel, she thought, even though she did not understand why.

The horses screamed and reared, and it was all she could do to hold on to Silas’s backpack and try not to fall. The forest became a blur and water splashed all around them. She shook her head and blinked to clear the haze, and only when she looked back again did she understand what was happening.

The pond was already far away, and the forest sped by as they traveled atop the foam of a wave too big to have been shaped by such a small brook, a wave moving faster than anything she had ever experienced. In a few heartbeats, the dragon crashed over the pond, tearing up the surrounding forest, but by then, the horses were already moving.

Much faster than Frida expected, the dragon became a shadowy blot in the distance.

It roared impotently after them, and although the roar was coming from too far away to have the same chilling effect as before, she couldn’t help but feel it held the promise of pursuit.


IV

ON WINGS OF SHADOW


We do not know much about dragons, although most scholars presume they were nothing but myth. Think about it: if these gigantic, flying, fire-breathing lizards had really existed, would not someone have found their fossilized remains? A mere claw or fang? Nay. Of the elves, at least, we have a couple of ruined cities. Of the dwarves, the Girmun nobility claims to have their likenesses carved in burial sites, although they let no foreigner inspect such hallowed ground. But of dragons, there is nothing! Are we to expect that these supposedly godlike, most powerful of creatures just up and vanished one day, leaving no trace?

— FINNIUS RUFUS, IMPERIAL SCHOLAR, “ON THE AGE OF MYTH”


20

WHEN ELVES GO TO WAR


— Sandelar —

The wind blew past Sandelar’s face with the speed of a gale. He couldn’t believe that it was he who was moving. The brook widened into a small river, and the magical water horses slid through it faster than anything he had ever experienced. This must be what it felt like to cut through the air as a bird.

He braced against his horse’s foamy mane as they turned, touching the sword he had hooked into his belt for the umpteenth time. Every other fear and worry paled compared to losing the artifact they had worked so hard to acquire.

The horses never left the brook, nor did they slow down, regardless of how shallow or deep, broad or narrow it became. No matter how much water their hooves touched, they seemed to multiply it into a wave that carried them forth. This was as powerful a magical artifact as he had ever seen, one fully attuned to the element of water. Had it been just happenstance that made Silas pick it out of so many others in the laboratory, or did the human have some deeper intuition that drew him to powerful magic?

That was a question for some other time. He needed to plan, to think about the path forward. They had lost most of their camping supplies. The horses carried them much faster than their previous mounts, likely saving them several days of travel, but it was doubtful that the magical beasts would take them past the brook’s terminus. They would certainly not reach the western woods, where the humans claimed the portal was.

Perhaps they should head back to Quel’Aiqua for supplies. People would be concerned about the released dragon. As long as he hid the sword well, no one should take notice.

The earth rumbled. He could not feel it, mounted as he was, but he could see the trees shaking wildly and hear the deep groan of earth and stone shifting. It was a marker of a larger geological upheaval, not crumbling architecture as they had felt while fleeing the temple.

“Hang on!” he shouted to the humans riding the horse beside him. “Something is happening!”

“That’s the stupidest… there’s always something happening!” the woman said.

“I don’t care for your⁠—”

The ground cracked ahead and a massive, jagged wall of stone burst forth from the fissure, bisecting the brook and, for the briefest moment, making the water flow upward. The horses followed.

In one heartbeat, Sandelar was looking up at the blue sky; in the next, down at the crowns of the approaching copses. The water horses shrieked as they plummeted, melting into water that streamed between his fingers.

They crashed into the forest. By luck, or in a last-ditch attempt to protect their riders, the horses landed on their feet before fully melting into a wave that carried Sandelar and his companions over a few yards, depositing them atop thorn-filled bushes.

Sandelar cursed, tumbling through the thorny shrubs that tore at him. He raised his arms to shield his face, fearing a thorn would blind him, until he finally rolled to a stop after tumbling through what must have been half the forest. He rose with a groan that died halfway through.

War was happening before him.

His countrymen clashed with the Dark Tribe amidst a field of tumbled trees and jagged earth. Spells sizzled through the air, weaving streaks of fire and lightning, darkness and ice. Dark elf war-mages hit their staves on the ground, and waves of rock surged up, just like the one that had disrupted the water horses’ travel. These fell over screaming contingents of Quel’Aiqua rangers, burying them alive.

For their part, the rangers riposted with volley after volley of arrows, enchanted projectiles that whistled through the air like cicadas and found their marks in whatever parts their opponents’ bony armor left exposed. Dark elf corpses were strewn about the field by the dozen, but it seemed to matter not to their tribesmen and women, who, armed with spears or wielding swords in both hands, stepped over the bodies to engage the rangers in a bloody melee.

“Sandelar! Snap out of it! Let’s go,” Frida said.

“But… but…” He had never imagined… did Gelbin succeed? Did he warn the rangers about the invasion? Or had he failed and this was the result?

“Listen to me!” The swordswoman turned him around and shook him by the arms. Her bottom lip was cut and there was a purple swelling above her right eye. Her landing had been rougher than his. Even though she was smaller than him in both height and build, her grip was like steel. “Don’t be getting any ideas. Leave war to the warriors. You’re no fighter. That, I’ve seen enough to know.”

“My people⁠—”

“These are not your people. These are your people’s warriors, and they are doing their job. Don’t get distracted, or you’ll die.”

“We still need to keep moving west,” Silas said. The scholar seemed to have gotten away with only a few thorn-induced cuts and scratches. “Right through the battlefield.”

“Not for a thousand bloody silvers,” Frida said. “We go around.”

“Around what? Look.” Silas pointed to the northern end of the field, where the forest was denser. Smoke and sparks were flying. “There’s a fire brewing on that side, and that’s our side. You want to take your chances sneaking through the woods on the dark elf side?” He pointed south next. In the distance, several clusters of lizard-mounted rangers fought against yet more dark elves. The dark ones had mounts, too: hideous, hairy creatures that, for lack of a better term, could be called giant moles. “It seems the wood elves are pushing them. We’re behind the main battle line, so this path is as safe as we’ll find.”

“Still, you want to traverse a battlefield? That’s your better option? No! We’ll pull back into the woods and wait for the fighting to stop.”

“With that thing… that dragon chasing us?”

“You have no way of knowing it is chasing us!”

“Oh, come on! So it was a coincidence that it showed up as soon as we got the sword and then tore the temple to pieces trying to get out.”

“Enough!” Sandelar shouted. His head was throbbing, his brain threatening to burst out of his skull through his eyeholes. “It’s… not our fault. We’ll make it right.”

“You’re talking nonsense!” Frida looked at him with pure contempt and sneered, but she seemed to relent when turning to Silas. “Fine. What’s the play?”

Again, Silas pointed to several areas of the field. “That stone outcropping is suitable cover. We might move there without being noticed if we’re fast. Then there’s those smoldering ruins of trees—we can crawl under if need be. I can see tall shrubbery beyond. It won’t be comfortable, but it’s far from suicide. Going around is more likely to get us killed.”

Sandelar had never seen a strategist at work in battle, but the way the scholar’s eyes gleamed as he planned their moves made him think this might be what one looked like.

Frida groaned. “Fine. Sandelar, stay out of trouble! I don’t care who we come across; if they leave us alone, we leave them too. No heroics!”

This was too much. Sandelar had gotten into fights as a youth and had read about battles, but he had never actually been in one. Silas said the actual fighting was far to the south? But the earth was still blowing up before him, victim to the dark ones’ cruel magic, and blades still shone with reflected sunlight as stray combatants clashed over the splintered terrain.

There was a boom and a stray spell tore a scar in the earth just north of them, upending a series of trees and raising a cloud of dirt that swept over them with the fury of a gale.

“Now!” Silas said. “Let’s move!”

Before Sandelar could react, the scholar grabbed his arm and pulled him through the battlefield. Sandelar promptly inhaled a lungful of dirt, which beget a coughing fit, but he fought against the tears that threatened to blind him and kept moving. They stumbled through unrecognizable ground; this was not the warm, slightly humid soil he was used to treading in his walks through the woods. This land had been burned and exploded by clashing magical energies, trod upon by soldier and beast, and then scorched some more for good measure.

The prospect of war had mortified Gelbin. Now he knew why.

Something crashed into his back and made him trip. He turned around on the ground, raising his staff to defend himself. It was a wall of stone. Silas had pushed him into the cover he had pointed out moments ago. The scholar shook his head, pulled Sandelar back up, pushed him against the wall again, and nodded in the opposite direction. Several silhouettes passed them by just a few yards away. Sandelar held his breath; even though the noise of the fighting was loud, the fear of being found was too great. When Silas looked back to where the soldiers had come from and nodded, he gasped for air.

“Is this normal for you?” Sandelar asked.

“Normal? No,” the scholar said. “Not with spells flying about and the land cracking and heaving under my feet. Worst I’ve ever experienced was a catapult stone landing ten feet away.”

“Enough talk,” Frida said. “We’re clear. Move to that trench.”

“Keep a low profile,” Silas said, moving forward in a hunch.

Sandelar tried to imitate him, and they both made their way to an area where the earth had been fully upturned, forming a trench between two long piles of rock, dirt, and roots. Frida came right behind them, and when a cry made Sandelar turn back to see if she was well, he caught only the flash of steel amidst the cloud of dirt and her silhouette as she moved her falchions with lightning speed and cut down an attacker. A pit opened in his stomach when he realized it was probably one of his people who had jumped the swordswoman.

“Sandelar,” Silas whispered once Frida joined them, crouching against a wall of upturned earth. “The dirt is settling. Do you have any spell that can hide us while we make for the trees?”

Sandelar shook his head. “Memorizing the Mists has kept me from most of my spells. The best I can do is hinder pursuers for a while.”

“What about the sword?” Frida asked.

“What about it?” Sandelar inched back. Did she want the blade? Would she try to take it? He would not⁠—

“Can you use it?”

“Oh. I… suppose.”

Frida rolled her eyes, then spat on the ground. “Either stick the pointy end in the other guy or swing it like a club. It’s big enough that it should do some damage.”

“I guess we have no choice,” Silas said. “We’ll move—carefully—to those trees.” He pointed to a pile of fallen great oaks. Large clumps of soil still hung onto their roots, as if giant hands had ripped them out of the earth. Red and black scars smoldered along some trunks, but there were no signs of fire.

“Looks clear,” Frida said. “Let’s go!”

Sandelar ran alongside, clutching the sword’s hilt under his cloak. He dared not draw it, for it would certainly slow him down.

Whatever had caused their uprooting, the trees had fallen all bunched up. Combined with the uneven terrain, that had created a shelter much like an upturned bird’s nest. Silas was the first to duck under. “Elves here!” the scholar shouted.

Which elves? Sandelar thought, but it obviously made no difference to Frida, who charged in, blades forward. He cursed and followed her.

Daylight streamed in a hundred shafts split by branch and bramble, barely illuminating the interior of the accidental shelter, yet even such dim lighting was enough to see that their opponents were members of the Dark Tribe. Frida faced two black-skinned warriors, crossing swords with one while using the weapon in her off hand to keep the other at bay. Silas was engaged in a battle against a petite dark elven woman with weapons such as Sandelar had never seen: blades strapped to her wrists. The pair tumbled and rolled on the floor, the scholar keeping her sharp weapons at bay by holding onto her arms yet seemingly unable to pin her for any useful length of time.

With no time to think, Sandelar took the easiest mark. He screamed and held the emerald sword over his head, then plunged it into the back of the dark elf woman right as she was on top of Silas. There was resistance as the tip of the blade bit through her leather armor, then less so once it reached the flesh underneath. The woman let out a shrill, high-pitched scream, and he fought the impulse to let go of the weapon, to back away. Instead, he leaned into it, using his weight to drive the sword farther in.

Silas rolled out from under his victim, who gave out and pitched Sandelar forward, making him let go of the sword. He landed right beside the dying woman. Her dark eyes reflected a wisp of daylight as she looked at him. She went still.

Grunts, groans, and yells echoed around him, but they came from far away, like in a dream. The same was true for the sound of steel meeting steel and the gurgling noises of the dying. Was he safe? Did his allies succeed? Or were they dead, and he was next? He knew he should rise, rise and fight for his safety, but he could not tear his eyes away from the dead woman—the woman he had killed with his own hands.

Was this the price of power?

“Sandelar? Sandelar!” Silas pulled the woman’s corpse away and kneeled in front of him, breaking the spell. “Are you hurt?”

“I am not.”

Sandelar closed his eyes and let out a long breath. His hands were shaking. His hands…the sword!

He scrambled up and looked around—there, next to the corpse—and grasped the emerald blade. He turned it in his hands. Thank the ancestors! It was unharmed. It was also… unblooded?

Gripping the sword made everything better. All he needed was to have something in his hands to soothe his nerves. He looked again at the woman’s body and felt only the slightest tinge of guilt. Blood pooled around the wound on her back and the ground underneath. There was nothing to do about it—this was, after all, war. One less dark elf was one less foe to potentially hurt his people.

“The first time is always hard,” Silas said.

“I’m well, thank you,” he replied. “We should move.”

“A natural, huh?” Frida said, and it irritated him more than it should. She did not seem to notice it and crouched to wipe her falchions on the unsoiled part of her victim’s clothes. “They’re real tough to kill, I’ll give them that. I’d be in trouble if Silas hadn’t joined when he did. We were unlucky they had the same idea as us, but let’s work doubly hard to avoid them from now on.”

Silas had moved to the other end of their hiding place and was peeking outside. “It looks like a downward slope from here on out, and then thick forest. There are no soldiers, too.”

“So we run,” Frida said. She sheathed her blades. “You good with that, Sandelar?”

“Yes.”

“You should put that down, or hook it again on your belt,” Frida said, gesturing at the sword.

“Of course.” Sandelar didn’t mean it. It felt good to hold the sword. It made everything make more sense and made him feel safer, calmer, and more collected. But Frida was right. It would be pretty stupid to run down a slopping hill with a sword in hand, with no foes in sight. He again used the wing-shaped cross guard to secure the weapon to his belt. “I’m fine. Let’s go.”

They sprinted down the hill, half-running, half-sliding over the green grass with the sun warming their backs. The distance they had to cover was long, and it took them several minutes of effort to make the stretch. They only stopped once they reached the treeline. Silas, as usual, dove straight in, but Frida, ever the cautious one, turned to look behind them. She hissed, and her reaction compelled Sandelar to turn as well.

Up the slope they had just come from stood two albino elves, looking down upon them. The sun was up high enough for Sandelar to make out their features, even if one had her jaw thoroughly bandaged.

Chief Justice Mirthas and Lady Thalia were on to them.
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WRATH OF THE WHITE WITCH


— Frida —

The sun didn’t stay up for long. The sky darkened and it started pouring soon after they crossed the treeline into the denser part of the woods. Thunder shook the leaves, though there was little wind for a storm. The rain, however, was relentless. It soaked through the gaps in Frida’s armor and weighed her down. Silas fared little better.

Sandelar’s oiled cloak kept him dry for a while, but after some time, the rain fell with such intensity that the very forest floor flooded. The elf cursed as the water soaked his boots and robe.

“This storm is unnatural!” Frida said. She felt stupid immediately. Nothing about this damned valley had been natural.

“Thalia’s doing,” the elf said, his long ears bent and sagging under the storm’s onslaught. “Water is the element that she specializes in. Remember the golem we faced at her estate.”

“How come other elves can summon monsters and shoot lightning from their fingertips and the best you can do is make people trip and forget things?”

Sandelar made a face, and Frida couldn’t help but smile. It was a marked improvement from his usual uptight self.

“I’m a theorist! My goal is to advance the science of magic, not perform parlor tricks!”

“This ‘parlor trick’ is slowing us down something fierce.”

“It’s just water. Can’t kill us.”

“Those might,” Silas said, pointing to the woods ahead.

Three silver serpents floated above the water, slithering through the air and leaving a trail of white mist in their wake. Their bodies were long and sinuous, their fangs sharp, and their eyes black, cold, and shining with malice.

“These are not animals. They are conjurations, like the golem at Thalia’s estate,” Sandelar said. “Be care⁠—”

The serpents darted toward them with a hiss. Silas yelled and fell into the water on his back, while Sandelar sidestepped behind a tree and intoned a spell. Frida had no time to see how either fared. The third beast was already upon her.

She struck down with her falchions in a cross-slash, but the serpent dove into the water. Her leg went numb from the cold and her foe pulled her under. She tried hitting the beast coiled around her leg but could see nothing past the rushing water filled with soil and leaves. Crushing pressure on her lower back followed, and her stomach went numb. The creature was wrapping itself around her body, both freezing her and crushing her to death. The air in Frida’s lungs pounded against the inside of her chest, burning and screaming for release. Then the icy feeling reached her face, and even past her fading vision, she could see the frost-covered fangs in the maw open wide before her.

Frida clenched her teeth, keeping whatever air she could inside, and let go of her swords. She reached into the gaping mouth, pushing her thumbs against its corners and her index fingers into the beady black eyes. The beast squeezed harder, trying to crush the life out of her, but Frida redoubled her efforts; the snake snapped its jaws shut, but its fangs could not penetrate the elven gauntlets.

It was the cold that got her. The elven armor offered no protection against it; just touching the serpent burned Frida’s skin, and her hands were going numb.

Letting go of the last lungful of air, Frida screamed into the water and squeezed harder, pushing her unfeeling fingers fully into the creature’s eyeholes.

The serpent’s body, completely wrapped around her, first stiffened—and then grew slack. Frida twisted underwater, trying to get rid of the weight still clinging to her. Even after so many years of sailing, never was she so happy to feel solid dirt under her boots. She pushed against the muddy forest floor and broke through the water’s surface with a gasp.

“You!”

Frida had barely registered the scream before a torrent of water hit her face with the strength of a well-thrown punch. She spun around but grasped a nearby tree trunk for support and did not fall back into the rushing water.

Before her, past six feet of pouring rain, the albino priestess Thalia stood within a man-sized waterspout, her arms extended outward and her silver hair twisting and swirling above her head. She wore the lightest of armors—perhaps it was not even armor but a ceremonial dress—made of silvery scales that shone with wetness. The linens half-wrapping her jaw muffled the priestess’s voice, but the poison shone through the garbled speech.

“Need no spell-wordsh to drownsh you!” Thalia said, waving an arm around. An appendage shot from the waterspout like a whip and Frida ducked just in time for it to rip a chunk of wood from the tree instead of tearing through her forehead. The move almost made her lose her footing, as all the water was being sucked toward Thalia’s watery construct, threatening to drag her along with it.

Of course, Frida thought. That’s it!

Thalia raised her arm for another strike and an even bigger appendage formed, one as large as a tree trunk.

“No, you don’t!” Silas shouted from behind. Frida didn’t dare turn to look at him, but she saw the dagger flying through the rain, cutting a path through the watery veil. The violence with which the storm poured meant Silas had to overcompensate a lot, and the blade merely grazed Thalia’s hand, but that was enough. The witch yelped and her watery arm dissipated.

Frida dove headfirst into the stream, pushing with her legs, adding to the force that pulled her into Thalia’s waterspout. When she felt the current pull her up, she pushed against the muddy soil underneath and surged into the waterspout from the bottom, slamming her armored shoulder hard into Thalia’s groin.

The waterspout broke down, splashing into the surrounding waters, and even the rain ceased in a heartbeat. But Frida wasn’t done.

She grabbed Thalia by the hair and slammed her face-first into a nearby trunk. Then, with the rain gone, she spotted a bit of muddy ground rising over the flood and dragged the priestess there.
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Frida pushed Thalia into the ground and kicked her in the stomach, eliciting a new groan as the elf curled into the fetal position.

“Stay back!” she said, hearing Silas and Sandelar slosh through the water behind her. Thalia scrambled, squeezing her back against a tree. “I’m done with you! Sandelar can just say the dark elves cut you up!”

She still had her dagger, and she pushed its tip to the elf’s throat, drawing blood. She was hurting. Her fingers were still half-numb, her leg burned, and she was sure she would lose a lot of skin to the frost. It was high time the witch felt some pain.

The long-eared albino squealed, then shot Silas a glance.

“Don’t let her hurt me! I carry your seed!” she pleaded.

“Bullshit!” Frida yelled.

“What?” Silas said.

“It’s true!” the witch cried.

“You laid with this witch?” Frida wanted to run Thalia through here and now. Her sword hand was shaking, and she hated herself for it.

Silas sputtered, words tumbling out of his mouth like marbles. “I… I might have. I was drunk, and it was all a blur, but…”

Then she remembered. Thalia’s words as she ate a piece of Silas’s flesh came back to her in a flash. Those of you who have lain with the beast get the first choice of cut.

“It’s only been a few days,” Frida said. You cannot know this!”

“Master Mage!” Thalia said, her tear-filled eyes never leaving the blade. “Please! Tell them!”

Sandelar sighed. “She is a priestess of Vaeloria, one of the first ancestors, the one we look up to for blessings of fertility and guidance in childbirth. She would know. While she may be a spoiled brat of a noble, I don’t think she would make this up to save her skin.”

“I don’t care!” Frida screamed. “Why should I? For years, I was a slave to brigands and cutthroats! How many babies do you think I buried?! How many stillborns do you think I had beaten out of me?! This bitch dies here!”

She raised her dagger and, with a strike⁠—

“No!” Silas threw himself between Thalia and her.

“Move away! Do you think she cares about you just because you knocked her up? By bleeding Lohander, she tried to eat you! She’ll eat your kid, too, I bet!”

Silas stepped forward, but she did not give him any more space. They stood face to face, the warmth of his breath reaching her.

“It is not about that, Frida. Not only that.”

“What is it about, then?”

“It’s about you. This is not who you are.”

The bastard! The absolute, bloody son of a pustule-filled whore! How dare he…

Frida took a step back. He means it, too, she thought. Silas had always been shit at lying. His eyes always gave him away.

“I’ve killed men for less. I am… was… the Pirate-Queen of the Circle Sea!”

“Now I know why you became that. But even before I knew it, I saw you act with honor. You did not take slaves. You spared women and children. You do not execute foes who are down—just like you refused to kill the dark elf sorcerer back in the caves.”

“And we all saw how well that worked out! Stand aside.”

Silas closed his eyes and nodded. Then he did just that.

Frida raised her dagger and slammed the butt of the handle into the unbandaged side of Thalia’s jaw, to a sickening crunch. The priestess lost consciousness before she could so much as yelp.

“Erase her memory, Sandelar,” she said. “Scramble her brain good.”

Sandelar nodded. “We must hurry. Mirthas will come on her heels, and he will not be coming alone. Even if we beat his justiciars, I could not cast the Mists over so many people.”

“And I’m unarmed, to boot,” she said. The flood had subsided almost as quickly as it had started, but it did not matter. It would take a stroke of incredible luck for her to find her falchions. Silas’s weapon was also lost for good.

Silas approached her. “Frida, I⁠—”

“Shut it. I did what I wanted to do. That’s it.”

He nodded, and they stood together, watching Sandelar as he entered another trance.
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FOR EACH TWIG SNAPPED UNDERFOOT


— Sandelar—

What a mess, Sandelar thought. Even though their plan had succeeded—he was trying not to think too much about the shadow dragon they had unleashed upon his people—they had made enemies of two major nobles. Thalia would probably not be a problem, not after he had cast the Mists… but Mirthas was a different matter. The chief justice was not coming after them alone. They had made a powerful enemy, and he did not know why.

“Why is that chalk-skinned bastard coming after us?” Frida asked, as if reading his thoughts. They had been walking for several hours but were still ankle-deep in mud. This had been the first time the woman had spoken since her fight with Thalia.

Sandelar wished he had a better answer for her.

“I think he just hates humans.”

“Why would he?” Silas asked.

“Who knows? He is one of the few left who remembers the Magic Wars. The orcs and dwarves were the driving forces behind that war, but perhaps humans slighted him somehow.”

“Do you think he knows we took the sword?” Silas asked.

“I don’t see how he would.” Both humans looked sheepishly at him after that, and he cursed himself for a fool for taking so long to get the hint. “No. Gelbin wouldn’t. He’s my best friend. He would never tell.”

“He seemed very annoyed,” Silas said.

Gelbin had been as mad as Sandelar had ever seen him; that much was true. In addition, he was not an easy person to infuriate. If he had revealed their plans, then Sandelar’s life was over. He could never set foot in Quel’Aiqua. Unless…

Unless he succeeded, of course. If he truly harnessed the civilization-defining power of the Arcane, they would need to accept him back. To do otherwise would be madness.

Dusk was approaching when they heard the first signs of pursuit. Mirthas’s justiciars, less used to the woods than the rangers and more heavily armored, made plenty of splashing and sloshing noises.

Sandelar exchanged glances with Silas and Frida. The scholar signaled for silence and pointed at a large hollow at the base of a nearby oak. Sandelar hesitated at first, but seeing that Frida moved there immediately, he caved in and followed.

“Think they can hear us?” Frida whispered.

“With the noise they are making? Even with their big ears—no offense, Sandelar—we would need to be careless.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Sandelar said. “Your whispering is very audible to me.”

“In my experience, the better someone hears, the more distracting noises become.”

“Could we just stay here until they leave?” Frida asked. The warrior looked drained from the fight with Thalia. Now that the bloodlust had abated, she didn’t seem eager for combat.

“It’s tempting but too dangerous,” Sandelar replied. The forest here was dense, and the trails were very narrow. They had spent most of the previous hour moving in a single file. There was the possibility that the justiciars would never find the small hollow where they hid, but he did not want to bet on it. These might be no rangers, but they were experts at hunting lawbreakers in the city. “Don’t underestimate Mirthas’s men. There is a reason crime is almost nonexistent in Quel’Aiqua, and that reason is the sharpness of the chief justice’s blade.”

“In that case, it’s settled,” Silas said. “Our course is obvious.”

Sandelar leaned against the inside of the trunk and crossed his arms. He was itching all over, the wounds and burns he had collected over the preceding days were acting up, and his feet were wet. He was, in short, in no mood for riddles. “Do explain.”

“You have spells prepared in addition to the Mists, right? Please tell me what they are, even if they feel useless in battle. I need to know because I’m trying to come up with a plan.”

“A plan for what?”

“To ambush Mirthas and his guards, of course.”
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The humans were insane, and what was worse, their insanity was contagious. Why else, Sandelar thought, would I be sitting in a treetop over thirty feet off the ground, waiting to ambush one of my people’s highest-ranking nobility and his guards?

He was even trusting Silas’s intuition about their numbers. The human was half-deaf by his people’s standards, yet somehow, Sandelar was to believe he knew, from how the sound carried, that they were four soldiers on foot plus one mounted.

The rider was Mirthas; that much was certain.

Crazy as the plan was, he had gone along anyway. The idea of sitting still, as Frida had suggested, seemed less risky on the surface, but a powerful intuition pushed against it. Mirthas would not have entered the forest without a way to flush them out of hiding. That was what the chief justice expected them to do: either flee or hide. Silas’s plan was unexpected, which could be the edge they needed.

Sandelar exhaled and pushed the anxious thoughts away by concentrating on the framework for Maltius’s Mists of Memory. When he first cast the spell in the Temple, it made him sick and exhausted, but it had felt familiar and comfortable when using it on Thalia. His body and mind were getting used to the interplanar experience. Still, he only had enough components to cast it two more times, so Silas and Frida would have to knock out at least three of their five pursuers without them seeing him. He needed to cast the Mists on Mirthas no matter what—he could not have the chief justice holding a grudge.

Assuming Gelbin did not betray me. The mere thought left a nasty taste in his mouth. He had not been the best friend as of late, but Gelbin surely wouldn’t go that far. Would he?

“Over here, you pointy-eared freaks!”

Silas’s taunt was the signal. Below, on a narrow trail on a descending slope, he waved his arms at the party that had just emerged from the trees: four foot soldiers and a rider, all clad in gold-leaf armor. The human’s hearing was not so bad, after all.

“Come and see how humans fight, if you dare! We’re going to kick your elvish asses!”

To Mirthas’ credit, he didn’t lose his composure. Sandelar couldn’t hear the chief justice’s orders, but his soldiers began the pursuit orderly, one pair running ahead, the other moving behind, a breath slower. Mirthas himself closed the rear atop his lizard, grasping a nasty-looking spear with a tip of jagged jade while looking from side to side, watching for signs of ambush.

Sandelar began casting the one spell he had left that wasn’t the Mists. As Archmage Ettrian Zaffein had said, the casting of it came easily, although the gestures were clunky.

Perched atop the tree, he extended both hands outward and diagonally up, fingers splayed, then moved them in circles as if waxing a curved bowl. He then brought his hands together over his stomach and pushed them outward to the sides to draw a semicircle as far around his waist as possible. He returned his hands to the same spot and joined his palms together, drawing another semicircle vertically. All the while, he tapped into the conjoined powers of Water, Fire, and Earth.

Water, he drew from his soaked clothes and the humidity still hanging in the air from Thalia’s failed attack. Earth was easier; he could draw directly from the tree and the surrounding forest, which had sprung from it. For Fire, he had to reach within, into his memories of the flame and the connection he felt to his great ancestors; through them, he could access the fiery abyss.

Through water, stone became sand; through fire, sand became glass. Through Sandelar, that which existed in different places and times came together.

So he finished casting Gwethen’s Glass Globe and was encased in an invulnerable crystal sphere. He fell from the tree and onto the trail below, arms and legs spread out, his hands and feet pushing against the barrier.

The sphere hit the wet soil with a splash, bounced a few feet into the air, and then rolled down the sloping trail. There was very little Sandelar could see; everything was a swirling blur of greens and browns. But he could feel the sphere picking up speed as it rolled down the trail, as well as the rustling and snapping of twigs and brambles on the way.

More transgressions for the chief justice to weaponize against him should they fail.

Then, there was a bump, a high-pitched whine, and a cry of surprise; he had hit Mirthas’s lizard. Good. But that was not the main goal.

He kept picking up speed, and there were panicked cries from… somewhere. Left, right, up, and down were shifting constantly. He felt a greater bump; several cries accompanied it, and he could swear he saw at least a couple of tumbling, gold leaf armored figures from the corner of his eye.

The sphere finally crashed against a tree and the spell ran its course, dumping Sandelar unceremoniously face-first in the mud. He raised his head and spit the foul-tasting soil, but the entire world was spinning. He turned and lay on his back.

The tree copses were spinning, and so were the dusky clouds beyond, orange as they caught the last rays of the setting sun.

Thumps, grunts, and groans sounded from nearby. “Mine are down,” Frida said. “Same!” Silas replied.

“I will end you, filthy beasts!”

The roar snapped Sandelar out of his daze.

He rolled back onto his belly and rose in time to see Mirthas’s lizard leap from the trail and land right before Frida, who kneeled by an unconscious guard. The swordswoman raised her arms to shield her face, but the lizard whipped its tail and hit her in her midsection, knocking her against a nearby tree.

“Get away from her!” Silas cried, charging in with a rock in hand. He threw the rock at Mirthas, who spun his spear and deflected the projectile. The albino gritted his teeth and jabbed with his weapon’s jagged edge.

Silas was nimble and sidestepped the attack, then charged the chief justice bare-handed. Mirthas simply shifted his grip on the spear and struck out with the shaft, whacking the scholar squarely in the forehead. Silas crumbled to the ground.

“Useless,” the albino said. He turned his lizard to face Sandelar and twisted his nose in contempt. “We will break all their bones, for they do not have enough in their bodies to account for every transgression. But you, a traitor—I will tie you to my mount and drag you all the way up the Great Tree. We will see what is left to judge after that.”

Sandelar wanted to say something, but he found no words. He could barely stand. Perhaps… yes! He would try to enter a trance and cast the Mists—more likely than not, Mirthas would strike him down before he succeeded, but it was better than doing nothing.

He was reaching into his pocket when an emerald shield swished through the air and slammed Mirthas on the side of his head. The albino gaped for a second, watching the blood gush onto his pale hands, then slumped in his saddle.

The lizard made to bolt, but a whistle stopped him. Gelbin emerged from behind a tree, where he had stood fully camouflaged, wearing his old ranger armor.

Sandelar shuffled to meet him on shaky legs.

“Gelbin! By the Ancestors, I did not expect… thank you. Thank you, my friend!”

They shook hands, and Gelbin smiled. Sandelar had missed that easygoing smile, and the weight that had been lifted—the weight of the suspicion of Gelbin’s betrayal—was a greater relief than he imagined. As he realized that, guilt reared its ugly head.

“I’m sorry, Gelbin. I’ve been a fool. A greedy fool.”

“It’s all right,” Gelbin said. “Everything is all right. I got to Quel’Aiqua on time, on my own. The rangers mobilized quickly. The fighting was gruesome, but the Dark Tribe didn’t reach any civilian settlements. It’s not over, but we’re winning.”

“How did you know?”

“I was looking to pick off stragglers who might sneak away to Quel’Aiqua during the chaos of battle, and that’s when I saw Thalia and Mirthas heading away from the battlefield. I trailed them, and when Thalia moved ahead, I could hear them talking about you.”

Sandelar exhaled. For all his knowledge, studies, and mastery of magic, it was still plain dumb luck that had saved him in the end.

“Come on,” Gelbin said. “You still have the Mists, right? Let me bandage this old fool’s head so he doesn’t bleed to death. You check how the humans are doing.”

Gelbin approached the chief justice’s lizard with care and began undoing the straps holding the unconscious noble to the saddle.

Sandelar nodded and went to rouse Frida.
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THE PRICE OF FREEDOM


— Frida —

Back where it all began, Frida thought as they crossed the treeline to find the lake’s sandy shores. Silas’s magical water horses had taken them more than halfway across the valley before they tripped into the elven war zone. They had covered several days’ worth of travel in a few hours.

Then Gelbin had shown up with two lizard mounts and they rode through the night; that was enough to make it to the enchanted forest that had vexed Frida so much. The ex-ranger guided them through it as if they were strolling in his backyard.

The morning was giving its last gasps when they reached the lake, the high sun reflecting upon it and turning its waters gold.

It would have been a beautiful view, were it not for the fact that Frida’s whole body felt like a pack of stampeding horses had run her over.

“This is it.” She pointed to an area of the sky above what was more or less the lake’s center. “That’s where the whirlpool opened and dropped me. Mind the water, though. There’s something down there.”

“I remember it, too,” Silas said, rubbing the bluish bump on his forehead where Mirthas had struck him. He winced and withdrew his hand.

“What do you think?” Gelbin asked Sandelar. The mage fished a small, purple-glassed monocle from one of the pockets strapped to his belt and raised it over his right eye.

“There is definitively something here. A hidden, locked portal, is my best guess.” Sandelar looked haggard, with large, dark bags under his eyes. “Give me a few minutes to understand the nature of the spell and how it relates to the artifact.” He produced the long, diamond-shaped sword with the emerald center. His lizard hissed and shook, but Gelbin quieted it with a pat.

“He doesn’t like that sword. Best you dismount to do your work.”

Only then did Frida notice that Silas had already dismounted and offered her his hand. “You, too. Get down. Let’s rest a bit,” he said.

She accepted his help and they sat on the sandy beach, looking alternately at the peaceful golden lake and Sandelar while he made his preparations. The elven mage stuck the magical blade into the sand at the water’s edge and retreated a few paces. He began drawing runes on the ground.

“If this portal thing is in the space above the lake, how will you reach it?” Gelbin asked.

“It sucked me inside when I came,” Frida said. “I dunno; I suppose it could be strong enough to suck us up?”

“Won’t it take the water in as well?” Gelbin asked.

“If getting wet again is the price I pay to get back home, I’m not complaining.”

Silas chuckled. “You are going to complain no matter what.”

Frida tried to give him the evil eye, but even the muscles in her face were sore and she wasn’t sure if she succeeded.

“I think I have it!” Sandelar said. “I’ve tethered the sword to the enchantment. Now, to reverse it…” The elf clapped in front of his chest, but his hands were inverted, with one thumb pointing out, the other pointing to his chest, and the remaining fingers resting over the other’s palm, near the wrist. Again, he spoke, in that ominous voice, words she could not grasp. GRAM… something… RAEL.

The sky darkened and a spark of green flame fizzled above the lake, like the fireworks she had seen alchemists launch at the most lavish festivals. There was a shimmer, and then a green vortex tore through the sky. Droplets of water started rising from the lake, like soapy bubbles at a luxury bathhouse.

She sprang up from her sitting position so fast, her feet left the ground for a moment. “That’s it!” You’ve done it! Sandelar, you beautiful pointy-eared freak—you’ve done it!”

Silas was up and bouncing from one foot to the other, shouting like a stranded man who had just seen a ship turn his way. “Incredible! We’re going home!”

Sandelar’s smile shone through his tiredness; he, too, was excited.

Gelbin grinned and bent in a mock bow. “Well done, Master Mage.”

The sky darkened further, and a horrible screech cut through the air. It made waves rise on the tranquil lake and hit them on the shore, and Frida’s ears hurt as if someone had driven a hot nail inside. Half dazed, she looked up to the terrible noise’s origin, already knowing what she would see but needing to do so anyway.

The gigantic beast made from shadow spread its wings—each the span of a galleon’s main sail—covering the land in darkness. The dragon had found them.

Its green eyes flared like shining jade, and a burning glow gathered inside its open maw, as if it were preparing to swallow a small emerald sun. Frida traced the path from its eyes to its target.

“Sandelar! Run!” she screamed. Her body moved of her own accord. She ran at the gaping elf and tackled him, hoisting him over her shoulder without stopping. There was another screech and the world, previously dark, was lit up by a strong green light. A wave of heat crashed over her with enough force that she lost her footing. She and Sandelar fell and rolled in the sand. They scrambled up immediately, looking back at where the elf had stood with the sword.

A cloud of steam had risen over that part of the shore, but even then, the sword’s light cut through it like an emerald lighthouse. The heat had transformed the surrounding sand into scorched glass, almost reaching them.

“The sword has absorbed the blast! It doesn’t only store magical energy—it feeds on it too!” Sandelar said.

“What in the abyss does that mean?”

“It means the spell⁠—”

The sound of a thunderclap cut him off, a boom that pushed a whirlwind of sand away from the sword and reversed the direction of the waves rising in the lake. Suddenly, the green vortex doubled in size and began sucking the lake into itself in a waterspout.

“This is our chance!” Silas shouted from the other end of the beach. “Let’s dive in and let it carry us through!”

“Go, go, go!” Frida shouted back.

Silas nodded and dove into the lake, where the backward-rushing waters pulled him immediately into the vortex. Frida ran to the shore, hearing Sandelar’s steps right behind her.

The shadow dragon did the unthinkable.

Somehow, it swooped down and perched upon the swirling green vortex as if the portal were a solid object, its shadowy claws grasping the edges of the magical construct’s circumference. Again, its jade eyes flared and a ball of green energy gathered between its open jaws. This time, he faced Frida and Sandelar straight on.

“By the Ancestors,” Gelbin yelled, reaching the sword at the same time as them. He raised his lightweight, broad glass shield, still stained with Mirthas’s blood. “What do we do?”

“I don’t know,” Sandelar said.

Frida looked at the dragon and then back at the elves. Silas was gone—he had escaped. By the flaming abyss, she would not stay behind. There had to be a way…

Her eyes rested on the glowing emerald sword.

Of course.

The gathering ball of emerald fire was now so blinding, she could barely make out the vortex or the dragon.

“Give me that!” she said, pulling Gelbin’s shield from his grasp. She ran with it to the water, ripping the emerald sword out of the ground and throwing the shield so it slid on the wet sand. She jumped on top of it and rode it into the rushing waters.

“No! You can’t take the sword!” Sandelar shouted. But it was too late. Even though she could hear the elf splashing after her, she was being carried by the waves, sucked in by the tremendous force of the vortex. He would never catch up to her.

Shifting her weight to maintain her balance on the shield as it slid through the water, she held the sword in both hands. The waterspout entering the vortex pulled her toward the fire-breathing dragon at a blinding speed. She should have been terrified, but the moment she touched the sword, the terror had vanished. Holding the weapon made her feel invincible.

The beast roared and spat a torrent of emerald fire in her direction. She raised the sword and the flames parted before her, then twisted around and were sucked into the blade. The sword grew to twice its original size and was now awash in green flame.

“You’re done, you ugly bastard!” she said, riding the shield up the waterspout and jumping off it, swinging the blade at the roaring dragon’s snout.

Her blow connected and the dragon let out a skull-splitting whine. Frida’s vision blurred and she hit the water. Her world became awash in swirling green.
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— Sandelar —

Sandelar woke up coughing and spitting water. The floor was… wrong. It was made of dead wood, and even though it was underneath an inch-thick layer of water, it still felt rough and dry.

“You came with us!”

Someone pulled him up by the shoulders. Silas. The scholar was utterly soaked but wore a beaming smile.

What did he mean, ‘You came…’

“The sword!” Sandelar said. Frida had taken the sword into the vortex. He needed the sword; he needed to take it back!

“Don’t worry. I have it.”

Sandelar turned around to see the swordswoman cradling the sword like a baby, looking at the diamond-shaped emerald blade like one enraptured by the most delicious lover.

They were in an alien room, a cramped construct of bolted-together pieces of dead wood, with ugly furniture that was all right angles and an oppressively low ceiling. Was this the sort of hellish place humans inhabited?

“Give it back,” he said, stepping toward Frida. “I need that sword. My people will die if it remains outside the valley for too long. They need it to power the enchantment!”

“No,” she said, taking a battle stance with the sword in both hands.

“What in the abyss, Frida?” Silas said. “The elves need that sword.”

“No. Don’t you see, Silas? This sword is the key! I just defeated a freaking dragon with it! It will let me retake my throne, recover my kingdom… my birthright! I will not let go of it!”

“It is not yours to use for your selfish purposes!” Sandelar said.

“What? You were the one that wanted to use it to come here. You got what you wanted. Go pursue your Arcane… or better yet.” Frida still held the sword poised to strike, but with only one hand. The other, she extended. “Join me. You saw the same dream, the one where I sit on the d’Armand throne. It is with us that you will discover how to use the Arcane. The sword will make it possible—my kingdom, and your magic.”

She was right. The dream had shown him that. But was that the future, or just the underground creature playing with their wishes? It did not matter. The Arcane was meant to help his people, to bring them back to greatness. What she was proposing would sacrifice them.

“Were you not listening? Your world does not have what my people need to survive. They will die if I don’t bring the sword back! Nothing matters more.”

The swordswoman shook her head, the water dripping from her flaming hair onto his people’s armor. “Then you give me no choice.”

“Frida, no!” Silas said, stepping between them.

Something behind her moved. A book. It opened; its pages began turning at incredible speed, as if blown on by a gale.

“What?” Frida said, looking over her shoulder.

A gout of green flame sprang from the book, pushing her into Silas; they both stumbled into the middle of the room and fell on the floor. Behind them, the flame turned into a green vortex that covered the entire wall from floor to ceiling, and a massive clawed hand made from pure shadow emerged from within.

The book! Sandelar thought. The book is the way. It is the portal!

He sprang forth and kicked Frida in the chin. She groaned and stumbled aside, releasing the blade. He bent down and picked it up. Power surged through him, and he knew what she meant. The blade still held the magical power it had absorbed from the dragonfire. The sensation was incredible. If only he had more spells ready⁠—

A roar came through the portal, its force so great, it hit him like a punch and made him stumble back, slamming into the wall. Furniture and windows shattered all around. The wall behind the book crumbled, but he could see nothing outside, for the portal expanded to encompass everything.

The dragon emerged from within the green vortex, and its horned head and unfolding shadowy wings smashed through the roof. Wooden debris rained down, one hitting Sandelar on the shoulder and driving him back to the floor.

The shadow dragon craned its neck up and let out another earth-shattering roar, then pushed itself into the sky, where it once again spread its wings and blotted out the sun. Between the haze of pain and falling wood and water, Sandelar glimpsed the hefty tome pierced by the tip of one giant claw.

“No!” he screamed. “Do not take it!”

The dragon roared again, beat its massive wings twice, and flew away.

The floor collapsed under Sandelar’s legs and he tumbled down into the darkness.
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Sandelar groaned and shook his head. Panic seized him for a moment—the sword? Where was the sword?—before it registered that he was still grasping the blade. Then the smell hit him.

He was on his fours in the foulest-smelling water he had ever encountered. Screams from above drew his attention; whatever building they had been in had caved into an underground complex. Wooden wreckage twisted and groaned overhead, hanging over dark, mossy stone pillars that glistened with the reflected light of the sun they had been denied for Ancestors knew how long. Was he in a cellar? A mausoleum? He did not know, but the denizens above were panicking. Likely, the dragon’s appearance had caused plenty of collateral damage.

He needed to get out, to escape this foul hole and get his bearings. To pursue the dragon and get a hold of the book.

He waded through the debris-filled water for only half a dozen yards before he found them—the humans.

Dust covered Silas and Frida. They were unconscious but breathing.

This is all her fault, Sandelar thought. Rage seized him then and he raised the emerald sword over his head. It was warm and hummed in its hands. This is… all… Frida lay motionless, Silas sprawled atop her. My fault.

Sandelar screamed and slashed down. The water splashed as the blade hit it.

He couldn’t do it. But he could also not let them be. Frida’s eyes just minutes before… they would chase him. She would not give up on the sword.

Sandelar reached into his coat pockets and fished out the small waterproof skin containing the rest of the duskveil powder. He brought it to his nose and inhaled.

The astral plane was different. It was grayer, more oppressive. The surrounding crystals were dull, and the threads connecting him to his companions were duller still. This was what a world drained of magic looked like. There was only one intense flame here: the one he held.

The sword had come with his spirit form and had taken the shape of a torch with a large green flame as tall as a man. It made him feel like no magical feat was out of reach.

He looked at Frida and Silas again, at the astral projection of their bodies and the threads binding them to one another and himself. He could not sever the threads of both, not cleanly, not in a single trance… and yet…

Rage took over him a second time, but now he raised the sword and swung true. With a broad slash, he severed all threads between Silas, Frida, and himself.
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— Frida —

Frida woke with a crippling headache, and the soreness in her midsection hinted at a broken rib or two. That she was both soaked in gutter water and nearly naked did little to improve her mood.

Silas groaned at her side; he was coming to. She looked around.

“Emperor’s tits… what happened here?”

It looked like a few buildings and a sizable chunk of the street had collapsed into the smuggler’s tunnels underneath Duskport’s less affluent quarters. Plenty of screams came from above, but the two of them seemed to be the only people down there. Had it been… an earthquake?

“Frida… what happened here?” Silas asked, holding his head in both hands.

“That’s what I was wondering. You… the last thing I remember was opening a book and finding you in a forest, and then—argh!”

It was as if someone had taken a smith’s hammer to her skull. The memories were foggy, dreamlike. There had been… some people… that looked like trees? The pain grew the more she thought about it, and she let it go.

“I remember something like that. I was… stuck inside a magical book? And then—ugh.” Silas made a face, blanched, and retched into the water.

“Whatever. We need to get out of here before one of the nearby buildings topples on top of us. Piss and vinegar, I’m in my undergarments and soaked filthy… give me your armor!”

“What?” Silas said, still pale as a ghost. “I suppose… sure. Hey, hey… I don’t remember you having your arm tattooed!”

Frida looked at the inside of her right arm. There were words there, words she had never seen before. Who had…

To sit atop the d’Armand throne, my family avenged, and Silas by my side.
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— Sandelar —

Sandelar tightened the hood of his cloak as he crested the hill, his back to the human city and the sun sinking into the sea beyond.

He breathed a little more easily now that he was out of that mess of rough stone slabs and crudely mashed-together dead wood, and facing a vast span of green rolling hills, broken by the odd tree rising to greet the night’s veil on the horizon.

But not too easily. There was a weight to this world, something that pressed down on him far more heavily than the armor he carried on his back, the armor he could not let Frida keep, lest it make the swordswoman question its origins. Despite the sword having enabled him to sever both humans’ threads in a single trance, the spell had been far from perfect.

This outside world drained him. Archmage Ettrian had been right. Elessia was not a livable environment for his kind—not yet. His mission became even more crucial.

He touched the sword hidden beneath his cloak. There was a comfort there, small as it was. The blade had sustained his people in their exile. It would sustain him on his travels to right the wrong he had wrought.

Sandelar walked down the sloping hill, the grass crushing soundlessly under his feet. He still did not know where he was going; he was in a strange land, so he needed to observe and learn.

How long did his people have? He did not know that, either. Their valley was rich in magic; perhaps they had a few years, perhaps half a decade—a blink of an eye for a people who measured their lifespan in centuries.

Would it be time enough to hunt a dragon?


EPILOGUE


They say it is the ambition of great men and women that moves civilization forward. They say that because we don’t hear from the civilizations that were wiped out by such people’s folly.


— MASTER MAGE VALERIAN BLACKSWAN, “THE BLACK BOOK OF APHORISMS”


FIVE YEARS LATER

— Silas —

Silas Magnus’s horse plodded through the thick fog enveloping the Riverlands’ coast. There was something otherworldly about it.

When he was younger, such thoughts would have made him chuckle, but magic was no longer a laughing matter. Not after how much the world had changed over the past half-decade. Not after the fall of the northern City-States to the ice sorceress’s champion. Not after an eclipse that had lasted for a fortnight and brought madness and bloodlust to an entire neighboring country.

Civil war raged in the Holy Kingdom of Lohander, and now the elves had come. The cold, otherworldly beings of myth pillaged the empire’s coast and turned whoever they caught into dry, lifeless husks.

Silas still did not know what had happened years ago when he was trapped inside the magical book. Everything came in fragments during dreams; if he tried to recall more, his reward was excruciating pain. The same was true for Frida.

As reports of the terrible pointy-eared men and women came in, matching the legends of the elves of old, his restless nights took a turn for the worse. He knew something about these strange people, something crucial—and he needed help remembering.

His horse whinnied as the fog parted ever so slightly, enough to let them see a tall, abandoned lighthouse at the edge of a jagged cliff. There, he would get his answers.

In the tower of the dark sorceress Memphala.
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NEXT BOOK

Sandelar meets Frida and Silas once again as the trio joins Elessia’s foremost monster hunter in THE HUNT FOR THE SHADOW DRAGON

EARLY 2025
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MORE LEGENDS OF ELESSIA
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While you wait for Frida’s next adventure, immerse yourself in THE DAUGHTER OF THE ICE, the book that has introduced thousands of readers to the lands of Elessia.

Amazon US: https://l.elessia.net/doti-us

Amazon UK: https://l.elessia.net/doti-uk
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FREE BOOK: THE ROSE AND THE KNIGHT
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Subscribe to the Legends of Elessia Newsletter to get several short stories about set in Elessia’s past… and future.

https://books.luisfalcaomagalhaes.com/free-epic-fantasy-book


MORE LEGENDS OF ELESSIA BOOKS


THE AGE OF REKINDLING

The Daughter of The Ice

The Champion of The Ice

The Assassin of The Ice

The Shadow of The Ice (Coming Winter 2024)

THE SHADOWS OVER GARM TRILOGY

A Silvery Moon

Mask of The Eternal Moon

A Sundered Moon

LOST ELVEN KINGDOMS

Sword of The Elves

STANDALONE NOVELLAS & SHORT STORY COLLECTIONS

Blades of The Ice

Flight of The Necromancer

The Rose and The Knight


READER! ELESSIA CALLS FOR YOUR AID!


WILL YOU TAKE UP THE MANTLE AND BECOME A CHAMPION OF ELESSIA?

Before you leave…

My goal with this book was to take you on a thrilling journey filled with magic, adventure, and unexpected twists. My mission as an author is to entertain you and to make you forget the everyday world for a while.

If I have succeeded in that, I would be deeply grateful if you could take a few moments to leave a review on the platform you purchased the book from. Your review is incredibly valuable to me as an independent author, and it helps more readers discover and enjoy my book.

Reviews are the lifeblood of indie authors like myself. They help our books get noticed by new readers, they allow us to build a community of loyal fans, and they give us the feedback we need to improve our craft.

So if you enjoyed Sword of The Elves and would like to see more books like it, please leave a review. It doesn't have to be long or detailed; just a few words saying what you liked about the book would be greatly appreciated. If a few words are too much, then even a simple star rating will do.

Thank you for reading and for your support!


ABOUT THE AUTHOR


My name is Luis, and I’m the black sheep of the family.

Born the scion of a household of magistrates and physicians, I was groomed from a young age to meet those expectations. I threw the chain of office away and became a bard instead.

I’ve since traveled the breadth of my homeland, picking up tales here and there. I’ve dined with aldermen and drank firewater with vagabonds; I’ve sung moonlit serenades to hussies and taken the daughters of wealthy merchants to grand balls. I’ve joined secret orders, learning their lore and passphrases; I’ve locked arms with tree-huggers and danced with them under the full moon.

But two things sing to my soul like nothing else. One, the roll of the dice, be it on the wood of the tabletop or within the shards of magical glass that are everywhere in our society. Two, the tales of daring, of heroism and valor, of wickedness and deceit, to be found among the dusty tomes of the world’s libraries.

To contribute to those, I have made my life’s work.

Stay a while, and listen…
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