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ⱷ
Fe’rein
  
  
  
  
There was a grand crystallized window along the port side of the vessel––the Harbinger. It afforded a view that overlooked Terra, as the blue planet had been called for the past thousand years. The sun cast a glare over its edges. Had one known what the world had looked like millennia previous, they would have seen the changes. The dark coloration of the seas, the murky, bruised clouds that covered a good portion of the land––save for the hundreds of square miles just beneath Culouth, the world above as it was called by those below. 
A figure stood abreast the window; the one-piece jumpsuit was dark black, matching his short-cropped hair. The tight spikes were flushed forward. Hands clasped behind his back, he wore the expression of a military man.
His furrowed brows formed a sinister line over his cold brown eyes; the solitude that encompassed him reflected in his frozen glare. The corridor around him was bathed in shadow. The only light came from the glow of the planet below and faded illuminators that lined far off into the distance. 
He was called Marion. Once he had been a respected member of the House of Te’huen, a warrior sect of Culouth that had waged wars against man and rim worlds alike. 
He broke from Culouth, a clear distinction being made between those who chose to align themselves with Intelligence: fiber optic enhancements and regenerative replacements and those who opposed these technological interventions.
The clicking of footfalls resonated in the dismal chambers. 
Marion did not bother to turn. 
His dark eyes watched the slow rotation of Terra. His cheek muscles flexed. “So Kyien would not come himself I see,” Marion spoke with an air of confidence. 
Deeper down the hall the lights flickered. 
The running lights dimmed and then exploded in a shower of clear sparks. Black boots walked over the carpet of glass as each one shattered in turn. The face was shadowed over; only the stark white pants and the dark boots emerged from the darkness that seemed to surround the being. 
“To see you?” responded the shadow man. 
Marion lowered his head. 
Eyes closed, his hands were still firmly placed behind his back. “A peace must be reached. Even your master must understand this….”
The man snorted indignantly. 
He still hid in the shadows. His eyes were now illuminated crimson. Billowing energy flowed freely from his face. “There can be no peace. There will be no peace.”
“Why then did you bother to come here?”
The shadow man paced outside of viewing range, ignoring the question and posing another. “How many refugees are here with you?”
Marion’s surprise showed visibly in the cock of his head, looking back toward the shadowed figure. The twin clouds of energy shone like two animal eyes in the night. “What?”
“How many of your tainted kind walk this hollow home?” 
“What is the meaning of this?”
The man emerged from the darkness, his features apparent for the first time. His bald head was tan. A jagged scar ran diagonally across his face, carving a ridge over his eye, nose, and ending just below his lip. A light brown beard covered his chin. 
His brown eyes were tainted. 
Crimson clouded where white should have been. 
He wore a gray suit, fitted around his waist and flared out loosely over his thighs and legs. Marion inhaled sharply upon seeing the man move into the light. 
His features darkened, outlining the set of his strong jaw. “He who kills his own kind,” whispered Marion. His words were like a hiss, a curse at the man who stood before him. 
“I have no kind.”
“You have tainted the power of Terra, used its energy for the Intelligence. You were once a man, a human not unlike us,” reasoned Marion, his voice wavering. 
“How many are here with you?” pressed the warrior with a level, unrelenting glare. A sweep of his hand dismissed Marion’s words. 
“I am alone,” responded Marion. 
The shadow warrior turned his head and looked toward the corridor wall. His face curled into a cruel grin. Turning back to Marion, the shadow warrior clucked his tongue against his cheek. “You lie,” he spoke with a hint of sarcasm and wagged his finger as if he were doing so to a sullen child. 
“No,” called Marion, but it was too late. 
The shadowed warrior raised his arm to the wall, flattening his hands against it. They shimmered with the same energy that consumed his eyes. The wall began to swell from the heat radiating out from his hands, the center brighter than the rings that flowed around it. Marion moved forward to intervene, but in the eyes of the shadow warrior he might as well have been standing completely still. 
He had lowered his shoulder to bull rush into the dark warrior. 
The denizen of shadow proved too quick, his foot flew out with true aim. He caught Marion along his kneecap, disintegrating the bone with inhuman efficiency and power. 
“Damn you,” Marion snarled as he fell to the floor. 
He grasped at the empty pocket of flesh riddled with shards of bone. His cold glance fell on the shadow warrior. His eyes welled with tears from pain and shock. 
The shadow warrior did not even acknowledge the man’s pain. 
“Why do you slaughter your own kind like cattle?” 
The being looked down, but did not respond. 
The wall melted away like a viscous liquid and pooled on the ground, solidifying into a gnarled mass of steel beneath the makeshift entrance. The shadowed man stepped through, his stride broad and the scowl carved across his features sunk in seriousness.
Startled screams erupted throughout the room. 
Azure energy waves swirled with amber and complete darkness. He reached out with his left hand and traced it vertically. A spherical energy field formed around him. The energy blasts rebounded over the sphere, scorching the walls with burn trails as the crimson energy flowed outward from within the warrior, consuming him like a surreal flame. 
He walked, searing the floor beneath him. 
His eyes lacked the human quality they had previously. 
The splatters of energy slammed into the sphere, melting like snow on a hot engine. The warrior grimaced outwardly as he sliced his hand through the air, energy ripping like a disc running horizontally across the room. Horrendous screams echoed against the darkened, blood-soaked walls. 
“Why do you oppose what is meant to be?”
“Because they have chosen to be free,” muttered Marion as he struggled across the hole that the shadowed figure had created. A sigh escaped his lips as his arms struggled to carry his heavy, useless body. “You are a….”
The shadowed man’s eyes settled on Marion’s fallen figure. 
His dark eyes seared into the man. 
Sweat beaded at Marion’s forehead. The sheer heat from his energy choked Marion, forcing him to gasp as the oxygen thinned around the fallen Resistance warrior. 
“I am what, lower being?” mocked the dark eyes. 
Marion gasped for words. 
Clawing at his throat and then his chest, he rolled over onto his back––his mouth opening and closing like a beached fish struggling for its last breaths. The shadow being spun and with him went the current of dead air. A sputter of air emerged from Marion’s open mouth and then his lungs took in a fresh taste. 
A blade collapsed against the sphere. 
Energy trickled like flakes. 
The shadow figure lashed his arm out. 
The blade collided with his outstretched forearm, shattering the reinforced steel. The face of the assailant came into view as the shadow warrior’s gloved hand wrapped around her throat.
Her blond hair fell over her shoulders. The tousled curls hung back from her face as he lifted her into the air. The veins in her throat bulged as she struggled to swallow. “Bastard,” she spoke, her words labored as she tried to breathe. 
“You are only a child,” croaked the shadowed warrior, looking at the woman’s features with a snarl. Her blond hair was draped over smooth, tan features. 
Intense blue eyes stared at him.
He shook his head, mental pictures flashing across his vision.
He saw images of a young woman. 
Her short hair faded to white. 
Dark eyes stared back at him. 
He pulled back, releasing his grip upon the woman.
She fell from his grasp. 
“Run, child,” groaned Marion, a defeated look in his eyes. 
She remained crouched, staring up at the shadowed creature. 
As she backed away using her hands to propel her retreat, the being’s energy dissipated. He lowered himself to the ground, the sphere fading, receding back into his body. 
“We have to get out of here,” spoke Marion, desperately trying to move from the rubble. His hands clawed at the surface of the metal. 
The girl backed away from the shadowed man. Her hands supported her as she backpedaled and then slipping, she tried to regain her balance.
She fell flat on her back. 
Grimacing, she brought her hands to her face. 
A dark liquid covered them. 
She wiped them against each other and turned her hands into the half-light from the adjoining room. A thought ricocheted hollowly in her mind: blood. 
She looked around in a panic. 
There were bodies scattered all over the floor, blood smeared across the metallic walls. A wail started deep in her throat, a thin whining sound that was trapped in her chest. 
“So much blood,” she cried, crawling up the walls. 
She slipped with each step, the screeching sound escaping her lips. Placing her hands on her face, she let loose a primal scream. Its volume opened the shadowed man’s eyes––irises still consumed in fire. The sphere reopened once more, a devilish fire accompanying it. The heated gale knocked Marion back into the corridor and the girl against the wall, holding her there by an invisible force. 
“You are not her,” he spoke. 
His eyes were black now, like polished obsidian stones. 
“What?” she queried through tight lips. 
“You look like her, but it cannot be,” he continued, his presence unfolding around her. 
Marion watched the exchange with a bewildered look. The dark warrior spoke casually, as if he were in tavern and not on a battlefield. “There is still time to end this madness, you don’t have to slaughter us like animals,” spoke Marion.
The shadowed figure looked at the man. 
Disdain was plastered across his features. 
Her overhead strike caught him across the skull. 
She struck again, the steel bar gripped tightly in her hands, a cold snarl carved across her beautiful features. The shadow whirled on her, his face hidden in the crimson aura that consumed him. 
He stared down at her, and then rose into the air menacingly.
“You are a brave girl, but that is not enough.” 
He grasped the free end of the pipe and lifted it, taking with it the girl’s diminutive figure. She kicked her legs out in a useless gesture, striking him across the chest.      
“You wish to make this a game?’ he mocked, cocking his head.
 Reaching out with an unreal quickness, he grabbed her throat with his free hand and then threw her into the adjoining corridor. Her body collided with the opaque window that overlooked the world below. 
A whimper escaped her lips as she rolled onto her back. 
“By all means, run.”
“Don’t do this,” whispered Marion. 
His voice wavered. 
Glassy eyes watched the hungry, predatory look in the shadow’s eyes. The warrior turned, looking down at Marion and lifted his foot. He did not pause as he smashed down on the base of Marion’s overturned neck. 
A crack echoed in the dismal chambers. 
His eyes glazed over; death had claimed him. 
“This must be done,” replied the shadow to the corpse. 
Looking down into the dead gaze of Marion, he sighed. 
Not one of regret, but of annoyance.
The girl had a good lead on him. 
Her boots clicked as she charged through the corridor. 
Her breath came out in practiced lengths. 
The muscles of her legs pulsed with adrenaline as she glanced back, seeing only that the darkness of the corridor chased her. She breathed out as she slowed, her arms flailing at her sides as she ran. 
The shadow warrior stood before her, his dark red eyes the only visible feature. As she backpedaled, he followed her. She looked down, seeing that each step he took seared the metallic walkway. 
Burn marks stretched far off into the distance.
“Why?” Her words had a pleading tone. “This can’t be the power of the Believer.”
The shadow angered visibly.
The curl of his tight-lipped grin lessened and disappeared. 
His face was like charcoal, the deep inset regions of the sun marred in extreme heat. “What could you know of the power of the Believer, the burden that it carries?”
“I know that you were not meant to have it, your dark heart.”
The shadow was upon her, a flash accompanying his sudden forward motion. He lifted her by the throat, holding her against the glass, high above his own body. 
Tears streamed down her face. 
Eyes held strong, but her lips quivered beneath his gaze. 
“I will show you a dark heart,” he sneered.
He pulled her body back easily, as if she weighed nothing at all, and then flung her forward. His unnatural strength, coupled with her body mass, was sufficient to shatter the opaque window. A powerful sucking sound permeated the corridor as both of them were pulled out into space.
She shuddered in the cold abyss. 
Her mouth gasped for only a moment; the lifeless scream trapped in her throat faded. The blood drained from her face as he let her free––her body floating weightlessly in the expanse of space. 
The fire engulfed him completely, though it lacked the licking branches it had in an oxygenated environment. His eyes were buried beneath the dark power that claimed him. 
He watched the girl drift away. 
“Ryan.” 
A voice whispered in space. 
It was a woman’s voice, powerful and clear. 
He shook his head defiantly, beating his fists against the side of his head. His human features appeared as the fire died away, leaving his listless eyes to stare off into space. 
“I am no longer that man,” he screamed, his arms tucked close as he spoke the words. As he extended his arms over his head in a powerful motion, a wave of energy resonated from his body. The force of the power surged across the stars and disintegrated the space station.
He pulled his arms close to his body again. 
The energy reached the limits of its power. And then as quickly as it had come, it returned to the shadowed warrior who had once been known as Ryan, son of Evan, but now as Fe’rein, the half-man assassin of Culouth. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
From space Culouth seemed as if it were trapped beneath the clouds. This might lead a casual observer to believe that perhaps it was a dark, dreary place where the inhabitants walked in the gloom. But if one descended upon Culouth and entered the outer dome, they would find that they had been sadly mistaken. The dome darkened as the day cycle passed into night and then produced synthetic light to simulate dawn and the accompanying day. 
The temperature within the dome was controlled to respond to the individual needs of the citizens. Their homes were regulated according to their desired temperature, despite the season or weather outside of the dome. However, the temperature in the open areas of the walkways was set to a comfortable sixty-eight degrees. A temperature at which those who wished to cover up may and those who wished otherwise could possess their desire as well. 
The House of Di’letirich, a conglomeration of several pastel buildings whose peak reached far toward the outer dome, was a prominent structure within Culouth. Each was emblazoned with the House’s crest; two jagged lines intersecting the center of three warped, overlapping circles, all of which were encased in a crimson sphere. 
The main building was a broad thirty-seven-floor structure more than seven stories larger than the rest of the compound. There was no space between each building; the pastel stones flowed into one another in an ornate pattern that eventually created a line of division with the adjoining compound and with each successive one until the residential area flowed into the centralized city. In total, the city’s base spanned approximately nineteen square miles. Millions of humanoids walked the streets each day as if there were nothing below at all: no Fallen, no tundra. 
Atop the main building, the tierea––as it was called by the Culouth Commonwealth––extended out from the side of the building. Lattice covered the three sides that overlooked the expanse of Culouth, the metallic walkways and synthetic life that erupted all over the city.
A slight wind, an artificial breeze, blew across the approaching dusk that had been created for the citizens. Alone on the tierea stood a youth; his shoulder-length hair was free from constraint, whipping around his head. 
His blue eyes watched the horizon. 
Hands gripping the railing, the muscles of his forearms were pronounced. His body was covered in a black tunic and matching black trousers; form-fitting shoes gripped his feet as he shifted his body weight from one leg to another. 
A shadow emerged from behind him. 
The damp, matted black fur covered the exposed portions of his mammoth frame. Tan armor was stretched across his chest and legs; boots as dark as his fur were strapped to his feet. Each hand was concealed beneath russet gloves; a white sphere marked the center of each glove. 
It was the emblem of Culouth.
He was called an Umordoc by those below, a feared and hated creature that promoted dread and panic. Yet as he approached the youth, he made no malevolent movements. Instead he stood waiting, massive arms folded across his chest. 
“E’Malkai sien.” 
His voice was guttural and baritone. 
E’Malkai turned slowly, regarding the creature without the hesitation or fear that those below would have shown. His blue eyes and tight lips were impassive. “You need not be formal, Elcites. I am not royalty.” 
The title sien was a formal term for the lord of a Commerce house, ilsen for the lady of the House. These formal designations were reserved only for those of influence in Culouth, and only used by those of lower rank. 
“You are lord of the House of Di’letirich. Noble warriors have descended from this very residence, and you are kin to the mion, the protector of Culouth. You are his blood nephew. You above all others warrant the title, E’Malkai sien.” Elcites hesitated as he added the formal title, staring with his listless black eyes. He met the unfavorable glare that E’Malkai brandished. 
“Would you wish me to call you servant so as to honor your position as well?” replied E’Malkai with disgust. 
“It would be an honor to be called Servant of the House of Di’letirich; to be included in the circle of the great protector, Fe’rein, the mion of Culouth.” Elcites stood at full height. The words were lost on the faithful giant, his tone that of a royal emissary addressing a fine court. 
“You miss my meaning, Elcites.”       
“Your meaning is not lost on me, E’Malkai sien.” 
Umordoc were not capable of facial expression to the degree that humans were, but it seemed to E’Malkai that Elcites attempted to smile. The broad setline of his jaw slackened, the muscles relaxing slightly. 
E’Malkai sighed. 
He pushed from the railing as the false sun set. Synthetic darkness claimed the air; though outside it could be as bright as an early morning. “Is my mother in the common room? Has she returned from the Deliberations?”
“Leane ilsen has asked you to join her in the common room. That is my purpose here,” responded Elcites, his dark features unreadable. 
“Is she well?” 
E’Malkai turned completely, facing Elcites. 
Concern crept into his tailored features. 
“All is well, my sien. She only wishes to discuss with you the events of the passing moons and your place as delegate from this House.”      
“I begin to wonder sometimes whether I am meant to be here. I look out into this created horizon, and there is a longing for me there. I know that I am not from here, not born of Culouth. I have heard the whispers, the rumors of my humanity. That I have not yet embraced the ways of Culouth: the merging with machines that marks the inhabitants of the nation.”
Elcites shook his head, an angry sigh emanating from his lips. “No one speaks ill of you, E’Malkai sien. You are blood to a god, to the protector.”
“There is no need, Elcites, I know what they say and I harbor no ill will. I am an oddity here,” replied E’Malkai. 
Elcites struggled with the boy’s words. 
“As you wish, my sien. Your mother waits for us.”
E’Malkai nodded, sweeping his hand forward. 
Elcites understood and marched, his arms falling to his sides. 
The coils of his muscles were like hydraulics. 
Elcites, guardian of E’Malkai, pushed his way through the opening back into the main building. A dark fabric was draped over the entrance, three stripes of equal thickness running the length. 
Past the fabric it opened into a large area. 
An ornate carpet stretched from corner to corner, a tapestry woven in silk covered the imitation wooden flooring. Their coupled footfalls echoed. The darkened room hung in a silence unbecoming of a city so vast and expansive. 
There was a door on the far end of the whitewashed walls, the thin metallic opening blending into the surrounding structure. The colors distorted as the panel alongside the door activated; the shimmering waves of white melted back into the silvery metalloids. 
They passed through it.
The adjoining corridor was lined with plate-glass windows, the length of which Elcites could have made in several steps had he not wished to stay only a few steps ahead of E’Malkai. The windows looked out upon Culouth, the bustling skies crammed with cargo vessels and personal transportation vehicles. The soundproof glass hindered the noise levels of the open air. 
“Why is there so much activity today, Elcites?”
The giant did not break stride, his eyes directed forward. “There is much talk of the space station. It disappeared from radars all over the collective. There is talk that the Resistance is preparing a strike.”
“A strike,” spoke E’Malkai, trying to stand alongside Elcites.
If Elcites disliked him at his side, he did not show it. 
Instead he slowed further, his stride looking strangely stunted. “Yes, your mother attended the meeting to confirm this information. It is a reasonable course of logic to believe that she wishes to see you about it; as well as the involvement of the mion, your uncle.”
“My uncle played a role in this?” E’Malkai stood in front of Elcites, blocking him from continuing forward. 
Elcites never dreamed of becoming impatient with the boy. “I cannot be certain, my sien,” replied the guardian with a simple shrug.
E’Malkai looked at Elcites, and a realization dawned on him. He had always thought of him as someone of equivalent intelligence. Although he was perhaps not of equal status, the youth regarded him as an equal in all categories imaginable. 
From the literature that E’Malkai had searched through, Umordoc were considered diminutive in intelligence. Their abilities were considered minimal at best, such that more often than not they were seen as incapable of carrying out the most basic tasks. 
“I understand. I pressured you for information that you could not have possibly known,” replied E’Malkai, feeling warmth toward Elcites that he had not before considered so carefully. 
“You are not at fault, my sien, though we must hasten to the common room. Your mother seemed rather insistent,” conceded Elcites with a nod. 
“Of course.” 
Elcites turned as if unfazed by their conversation and moved toward the end of the hall. The doorway slid aside as they approached. The adjacent corridor was darker than the open face of the intermediate walkway.
The narrow room they found themselves in had dark black walls. Elcites moved out ahead of E’Malkai, placing his hands on them. There were identical panels on each wall, the silvery reflection a contrast to the dark bristles of the Umordoc’s mane.
“Guardian Elcites of the House of Di’letirich. Proceed.” A hollow, masculine voice emanated from the centralized panel just above the arch of the closed-off metallic door.  
E’Malkai remained back as the hiss accompanied the door moving aside, revealing the inner chambers of the common room. The far wall was composed entirely of glass. The clearness surreal, as if there were no barrier whatsoever.
“Come forward, E’Malkai sien. There is much to speak about.” He nodded at Elcites as he moved aside, allowing E’Malkai to pass into the serene common room. A classical melody played throughout the room. The temperature was regulated down to less than the sixty-eight-degree norm. A flash of gooseflesh spread over the exposed skin of his forearms. 
The room was enormous.
Each pane of glass on the walls to the right and left was sectional, broken down into individual parts that were framed in cold, brass linings. A weave of runic symbols traced a path and told stories of the joining of men and the Intelligence, though it was widely whispered that much of the truth was hidden. 
At the center of the room was a circle of ornate chairs. The plush recliners were identical in shape and size, though the occupants were different in every possible way save the cybernetic enhancements that marred their exposed flesh.  
Three people were sitting in the chairs and one man stood at the far side of the room. His disheveled brown robes dusted the floor, as if they were not fitted properly. The sash hung open as he watched E’Malkai and Elcites enter; his face possessed the drunken stare that those below knew all too well.
Two men sat next to Leane. 
Her dark hair was short, cut close to the jaw. A white streak ran down both sides. Her radiant eyes had dimmed and her face aged, though only slightly. Of the two men, one had a dark, black topknot. His brown eyes stared at the approaching duo. The faded green tunic hid the warrior beneath. The other man was a portly, far more fashionable gentleman who wore tight-fitting purple robes. The tunic underneath was bleached white, accenting the vibrant color of his fabrics. 
“E’Malkai and Guardian Elcites, you have joined us at last,” spoke the lithe man, his topknot tight even as he shook his head. His face curved into a thin smile, but even this seemed like a great task. Olive skin was marred with tiny puckered scars from a violent past. He bowed his head as the words were finished and kept his head there until E’Malkai stepped forward, past his guardian. 
“You honor me with your presence, Yioren sien, Master of the House of Di’huere,” replied E’Malkai with a polite bow. 
“We have been waiting for some time, son.” Leane addressed E’Malkai with her driest scolding tone. The stark glare she fixed him with was enough to cause him to waver a bit, lowering his eyes and stepping back into the shadow of Elcites. 
“Pardon my tardiness.”
The robust man cleared his throat, drawing everyone’s attention. His brown eyes were clear, and his face was covered by a light, scraggly beard. The man’s breathing was a hoarse mockery. As he gripped the armrest of the chair, the evidence of his allegiance to Culouth was visible. Thin metallic lines of enhancements crawled along his skin, a spider web of artificial veins. 
“E’Malkai, you are a delegate to the House of Di’letirich. And yet it is your mother, the honorable Leane ilsen, who accompanies us in our talks, most important talks at that.”
E’Malkai bowed again, this time much lower than he had initially. He did so to hide from their eyes for a moment. He frowned. The necessity for such formalities was an annoyance more than anything else. “Once again, I humbly ask for forgiveness for my error. I shall endeavor to be present as I should, Councilman Augustine.”
The Councilman dismissed his reply with a wave of his metallic hand and continued. “It is of no true concern. You are yet a child.”
Leane’s eyes had not moved from Elcites since he had entered with E’Malkai. As the youth turned to look at his mother, he saw the unrelenting gaze and was shaken by the severity of it. “Mother, is something the matter?”
“What?” she mumbled. 
Elcites finally met her gaze after realizing that she had been staring at him so intently. “Do you no longer require my presence, E’Malkai sien?” queried the guardian. 
E’Malkai recognized his mother’s distaste for Umordoc and nodded at Elcites. “It would be best if you waited outside, Elcites, at least until I am done here,” he whispered, leaning in close to his friend. 
Elcites turned without another word and marched back through the way they had entered, disappearing beneath the shadowed arch without a sound. E’Malkai watched his guardian go with a degree of sadness. 
He felt a certain comfort around his friend. 
His mother’s look of disdain lingered still, erasing his moment of reflection. The scene was obvious to the others, but it seemed that only Councilman Augustine was verbose enough to comment. 
“Leane ilsen, it seems that your distrust of the Umordoc who serve us is as powerful as ever.” The councilman smirked, but it was wiped away as Leane turned to him.
Leane flashed Augustine a dark gaze and he shrunk back slightly, though not completely. “I harbor no such ill will. My thoughts were merely elsewhere.”
Yioren ignored their exchange, his attention on E’Malkai as he continued. “E’Malkai, do you know why you have been called here?”
“Matters of the Commerce are all that I can speculate,” replied E’Malkai, aware that he was the only one standing except for the drunken figure across the way: the thinning man known to him as Fredrick. A man who had been with his father and Fe’rein––his true name was very rarely used, reserved only for when Leane mentioned him with disgust––as they journeyed from the cold lands of the north.
E’Malkai’s attention was drawn to him even as Yioren continued. “It is a matter of all Houses, I am afraid. Your uncle, the mion, has dealt a pivotal blow to the Resistance and there is talk of retaliation, that an attack will be launched. You and your mother, Leane ilsen, are presumed targets because of your connection to the mighty Fe’rein.” Yioren had a formal manner about his speaking. His tone was even and never accusatory, but often informative. 
“The Harbinger?” queried E’Malkai without thought. The talk of his uncle brought back what Elcites had mentioned earlier. The startled glances of the others gave E’Malkai his answer. 
“Word travels fast it would appear,” spoke Augustine with disgust. His face mimicked his words; his chin was sweaty beneath the rolls of fatty tissue and hair––superfluous and grotesque. 
Yioren ignored the councilman’s words and nodded gravely, noticing his averted gaze. “Yes, E’Malkai sien, it would appear that the space station is no more, but we wished to contain information of its destruction; though it seems that has proven rather difficult.”
“There was much talk all over the town. The airways are packed with PTVs as well as commercial vehicles. It was a reasonable train of logic, revered Yioren, and I meant no disrespect for the haste of my question.”
“Have there been any visitors today, perhaps men you did not recognize?” pressured Leane. Her once graceful features hardened to granite stone; her voice commanded respect as well as a quick and decisive answer. 
E’Malkai shook his head. 
“That is good. This threat is a most dire one. The traitors of the Resistance wish to strike us at the heart of our defenses, to destroy our mion, our protector,” spoke Yioren. His inflection tightened as he spoke Fe’rein’s formal title. 
“Ryan is no protector, an assassin perhaps, but a hero he will never be,” called out Fredrick. He stumbled forward, pushing off the support of the glass wall that had held him up. “He will never be the man that Seth was. Tell him, Leane, tell him what a coward that boy is.”
A collective gasp passed over both the seasoned features of Yioren as well as Augustine. The much larger man brought his hand to his face in surprise, stifling a verbal response.
Leane rose from her seat with a startling quickness. She was upon the inebriated Fredrick with three long steps, her hand slapping him before he could utter another word. The sting drew a rueful look from the childish Fredrick. 
“You will never speak of Ry––Fe’rein like that,” snarled Leane; her true words almost revealed. She recovered and drew back. Her hands disappeared into the folds of her layered dress once more. The darkened shawl around her shoulders made it so only her face and hair were visible. 
“But you hate him.” 
The slap came again, this time with renewed force. Fredrick’s eyes were glassy as a flush faded over his cheeks. He looked at Leane with wide eyes.
Leane watched him with a hawk-like gaze. Her sharp eyes dared him to speak again. “You will do well to remember your words here, Fredrick. Your opinions would be best kept to yourself.” Her breathing slowed as she fought to regain her calm.  
Fredrick looked from E’Malkai to the others, and then bowed awkwardly. His arms were plastered along his sides, his voice wavering as he spoke. “Pardon my drunkenness, Leane ilsen. I knew not what I spoke. Please allow me to retire to my personal residence.”
Leane nodded as Fredrick passed. He flashed a beleaguered grimace to each individual who he passed and disappeared out the door. 
“Please ignore his comments. Councilman Augustine, Yioren sien, he speaks out of line.” Leane bowed to each in turn and then moved back slower than she had risen, sitting back into the chair with a delicate sigh. “He has taken to drinking. It affects his thoughts.”
“There are many who feel as he does, though they would never be as open as he had been. It would have been catastrophic if something like that were ever uttered at the Deliberations,” conceded Yioren with a concerned nod. 
“I am still in the dark as to why my appearance here was of such urgency,” spoke E’Malkai, breaking the uncomfortable silence that had fallen over those assembled. 
“Of course, we seem to have strayed from our original intention,” began Yioren, shifting in the chair, crossing his legs over one another. “Fe’rein has asked that you begin the trials of Tal’marath.”
The trials of Tal’marath were the sacred rites of the mion, in which a youth begins a journey to become ward to the Chosen. It was considered an incredible honor and had not been conducted for thousands of years. There had not been a mion in nearly as long, since the coming of the Intelligence and the breaking of men. 
“That is an honor that I had not expected to have bestowed upon me,” returned E’Malkai. His feet shifted from one to the other uncomfortably. His apprehension was not from being chosen, but instead from the possibility itself. 
“Do you not wish to undertake the trials?” queried the councilman with a slight arch of his eyebrow. 
He had his reservations about Fe’rein. 
The man frightened him. 
“It is not that at all. I am surprised by the suddenness of the request,” replied E’Malkai. 
“Then it is decided, E’Malkai sien. I will deliver the favorable news to the mion, and he shall be pleased to hear of your acceptance. With the growing number of Resistance fighters, Culouth needs strong warriors.”
Leane stood, moving away from the others. 
Wrapping an arm through the crook of E’Malkai’s arm, she left Yioren and Augustine to chat quietly. They stood from their chairs and moved toward the massive walls of glass that framed the room. 
“There is much confusion these days, my son,” began Leane, moving toward the adjoining hall. They passed beneath the arch, the metallic entrance still propped open.
Once in the main hall, Elcites was at his side: his arms across his chest, jaw set, his black eyes staring out into nothingness. Leane’s eyes moved to Elcites, a look of distaste spreading over her features as she looked at the giant. “Elcites.”
“Leane ilsen, have I conducted myself inappropriately?” The guardian’s tone was somber, though not from emotion, but instead from the depth of his voice. 
Leane shirked away from the guardian, moving to the other side of E’Malkai. “No, there is nothing the matter. I am just feeling a little under the weather, Guardian Elcites.”
“Are you in need of an herbalist?” There was urgency in the guardian’s voice, and he stooped in concern. Even though he did so, he was still more than a head taller than E’Malkai, and the youth was considered rather tall by Culouth standards. 
“No, Elcites, she is just uncomfortable. There is no need for any medicines,” replied E’Malkai, patting Elcites on the back. The guardian’s back straightened to his full height once more, falling in step behind mother and son. 
“Fredrick’s words were conjecture.”
“I know that, mother. He was drunk. I do not harbor anger toward him. Fe’rein is a monster in many ways. He lacks the compassion with which you imbue him when you speak about the past. It pangs me that he no longer speaks of my father.” 
There was somberness in E’Malkai’s voice. 
His mother stopped him, grabbing him by the shoulders and holding him firm. “Never speak like this openly.” Leane turned to Elcites, the giant quiet as he followed behind. “To anyone.”
“Elcites is in my confidence. I speak to him at length, for I am unable to do so with anyone else. They have marked me as different because I have not altered my body as others have.”
“These are troubled times,” she warned. 
“I have heard people say that for some time now and the meaning does not grow any clearer. What danger threatens me?” 
E’Malkai sighed. 
She gripped his shoulders tighter, drawing his eyes to hers. “Do not talk openly of these things. Culouth has a delicate social structure. The politics here can end lives, destroy dreams and joy.”
E’Malkai looked at the urgent look on his mother’s face and hesitated, biting back his acerbic wit. He held his words. “I will be careful.”
Leane nodded once more, somberly, and released her hold on E’Malkai. She moved down the hall. Disappearing through an adjacent room and then out of sight, she left Elcites and E’Malkai standing alone. The silence was a strange comfort to them both. 
 



  
ⱷ
Fe’rein
  
  
  
Fe’rein was an abysmal sight. Crimson and shadow energy cascaded around him as he descended from the skies of Culouth, death and blood materialized. He lowered himself through the atmosphere feet first, as if gravity really held some control over him. His dark black boots emerged as he set foot on the platform outside the Commerce Deliberation Hall. The powerful energy trail diminished like ash and fog; his features returned. His white suit was unfettered, as if he had done no more than take a leisurely walk down the street. 
The great balcony was a sight to behold. Golden railings ran the length of the three exterior sides. The interior wall was a tapestry of stained glass, ornate shapes and colors dancing across the crystalline surface. His feet clicked on the marble tiles. Strict arms were at his sides, as if restrained by some force. Hateful eyes directed forward, though a cruel smile crept onto his lips. As he approached the wall of tempered glass, a grand sound resonated in the open air. If Fe’rein had heard or cared at all, he chose not to show it outwardly so. 
“Fe’rein, you have returned unscathed,” called the voice.
Fe’rein regarded him with a critical eye. He did not bother to turn as he passed by the diminutive orderly whose name he had chosen not to remember. The orderly opened his mouth to say more, but Fe’rein had already continued on. The mion moved through the wall next to the metallic port. He remerged within the confines of the inner chambers of the highest echelons of the Deliberations, into the personal chambers of High Marshal Kyien.
The room was dark. An artificial tint made the room darker than it would have been otherwise. Despite the impressive floor space there was only one real piece of furniture: a steel desk at the far corner of the room. The base possessed no legs that were apparent from the front. Deep indentations were carved into it; each was accompanied by another and another, until they appeared as erratic scratches on the surface. 
“There is no need to degrade Jilen. He was merely greeting you as I had instructed.” The voice held power and influence––a tone of supreme confidence that was not readily found in such abundance, even in the overzealous confines of Culouth.
The walls were darkened as well. Fe’rein could make out the outlines of the Umordoc guards set shoulder to shoulder the length of the entire room, more than twenty-five in all. None of them were as intelligent as Elcites, nor were any of them so affectionately named. 
They were designated by letters and numbers randomly assigned within their divisions. Each carried the metallic pikes that the lower beings told stories of them possessing. Their eyes had a haunting amber color to them, as wolves did when they hunted in the night. 
Fe’rein stopped as he approached the table, behind which sat the High Marshal. The man’s face was a sneer no matter what angle it was perceived from. His stature was not as his voice suggested. He was almost a head shorter than Fe’rein, a fact that was amplified by their current positions. 
“You were successful.”
Fe’rein cocked his head and bowed slightly. 
“Though sloppy. The entire collective already knows of your exploits as if it had been broadcast all over the frequencies.” The High Marshal rose from his chair, his hands gripped one another behind his back. His gray suit flared out in the arms and legs as Fe’rein’s did. “You were instructed to kill those aboard, not to obliterate the entire installation.”
The man’s face flushed. His cheek muscles flexed as if to personify his anger, while Fe’rein remained as he was, uncaring. His face was impassive as he watched the smaller man. 
“Have you nothing to say?” challenged Kyien.
“They decided what was necessary, not you.” 
“They?” queried Kyien, the arch of his eyebrow rising.
“The word of the tribunal supersedes your own. I did as instructed. No more, no less.”
Kyien turned, resuming his seat behind the desk. He folded his hands and propped his face atop his arms, watching Fe’rein with a scornful snarl. “They speak to you directly now?”
Fe’rein merely looked at the man. 
“Then you believe that you can perceive their will?” His words were feverish. But he kept his voice low, restrained. The High Marshal knew what would happen if the wrath of the mion were incited. 
“They would have wished any indication…” 
He was cut off as Kyien leapt up from his seat once more and approached Fe’rein with an unbridled speed. The smaller man raised his hand as if to strike. Words rolled from his lips before he had thought them through completely. “You are a fool of a human,” he roared. 
Fe’rein caught his arm. His hand glowed as he did so, the energy seeping out like bloodied smoke and wrapping around the High Marshal’s arm. He lifted the squat Kyien into the air. The grimace on the High Marshal’s face grew exponentially as Fe’rein’s grip began to burn through the suit. A stomach-turning smell of boiling flesh flooded over the room. 
“Damn you, Ryan.”
Fe’rein’s eyes exploded into energy, as did the rest of his body. The Umordoc began to move, a light twitch of their feet. Yet, it was far too slow to catch a Creator, the mion, unprepared. He extended his free arm out behind him, not bothering to look. An undulating pillar of liquid energy burst from his outstretched palm. Taking in three Umordoc with one blast, the energy incinerated them to ash as soon as the beam passed over them. 
“Stop it, Ryan,” struggled Kyien. But as he looked into Fe’rein’s eyes, he saw the anger, the hatred, and realized that he had used his human name. He grimaced then, mostly from the pain, but more so from his stupidity at angering a Creator. “Stop this, Fe’rein.”
The energy receded as quickly as it had come. Fe’rein let Kyien fall back to his feet. Twisting his arm, the bones and metal there clicked against one another. They made a cracking sound with each turn of his wrist. “You forget your place, Kyien. I serve the Intelligence, not you.”
Kyien pressed the burnt flesh that had been underneath the grasp of Fe’rein. Looking ruefully at the mion, he grimaced. “Forgive my impertinence, Fe’rein. I was not myself. I trust then that the Resistance forces in the space station are no more?”
Fe’rein nodded in agreement. 
His unwavering posture was strange after witnessing the power that resided at his fingertips, the awesome energy he commanded with nothing more than a thought. The orderly remained huddled inside the far balcony entrance. His wary eyes watched as the room returned to the more pleasant darkness that had been there before Fe’rein’s outburst. 
“Jilen,” spoke Kyien, regaining his former confidence when addressing the cowering man. He eyed Fe’rein, though the mion did not bother to return the gaze. 
Jilen pushed himself to his feet and approached, shuffling them at first. The stern look from Kyien quickened his step. He moved alongside the desk, bowing and not even looking in the general direction of Fe’rein. 
“Yes, Kyien sien. How may I serve you?”
“Would you please escort the good councilman in, we now require his presence. The mion has arrived.” Jilen bowed and scuttled past Fe’rein. Disappearing past the Umordoc, he moved into the darkness of the council chambers. 
“Why do we require the councilman? His words are useless, and neither truth nor action comes from them,” commented Fe’rein with a frown. 
“Because there is a council. The citizens of Culouth may be sheep, Fe’rein, but they still like to believe they have a say. That belief originates from their spokesman, Augustine.”
Fe’rein blew air through his lips in distaste. Folding his arms across his chest, he moved about the room for the first time without violence. He faded back into the darkness near the balcony entrance.
“I would ask a favor of you. Do not be harsh with the good councilman, he scares rather easily,” commented Kyien as cautiously as he could without sacrificing his pride. 
“So be it,” the mion replied with a dismissive wave of his hand. 
The opposite doors slid open and Jilen appeared, scuttling across the floor in hurried steps as he had before. This time Augustine remained no more than a few paces at his back, his robes dragging on the floor. His robust face beaded with sweat from the minimal exertion of walking.
Kyien stood, spreading his arms wide. A smile crossed his face as he took in the approaching figure of the councilman, but not before looking across the chambers to the pacing, faint figure of Fe’rein. “My good friend Augustine, how nice of you to join me––us here.”
“Kyien sien, it is good to see you as well,” he replied stiffly, still not yet aware of Fe’rein’s presence. Jilen disappeared and reappeared with a flat-backed chair. The plush cushion at its bottom was a dark purple, the yellow-clawed globes at its feet were engraved with runic symbols of ancient languages. “Will M’iordi sien be joining us as well?”
Janel M’iordi was another member of the council. His position dealt more with the war maneuvers of the Culouth state. He served as Secretary to the Intelligence, a rank set just below High Marshal Kyien. “He will be joining us shortly, but I wished to speak with you about the nephew of the mion, the one called E’Malkai sien.”
“Yes, young E’Malkai sien. He is well, even though the meeting was sullied by that bumbling fool Fredrick. The drunken one who blathers on; he said some things about Fe’rein.”
Fe’rein came out from the shadows in a flash. He was next to Augustine so quickly that the large man leapt from his seat as if a ghost or specter had accosted him. “What did Fredrick say?” rasped Fe’rein with interest. 
His wide eyes subsided. Augustine evened out the twisted ends of his robes, his sweaty hands drying against the fabrics. “Nothing of consequence, my mion.”
“Let me be the judge of that, Augustine,” replied Fe’rein. His tone assured the councilman that he held him in no respect, his title meaning nothing in his eyes. 
“Of course, Fe’rein sien,” stuttered Augustine, casting a worried glance at the calm features of Kyien. The High Marshal allowed himself a smile as he watched another of power quiver beneath the mion. “He said that you were not a hero, not like Seth, I believe is what he said. I do not know of any Culouth warrior by such a name.”
“Nor would you,” snapped Fe’rein, ending the man’s words with a thin hiss. 
“Your nephew has accepted the trials. He seemed dispirited by the human’s words,” added Augustine, his fat face frowning in contemplation. 
“Fredrick’s words,” mused Fe’rein, eyeing the reluctant councilman.
“A ward of a mion has not been chosen for a thousand years, perhaps a thousand’s thousand. Nor has there been a Creator for near as long,” spoke Kyien, sensing that Fe’rein’s already dark mood threatened to grow worse after hearing the councilman’s words. 
Jilen approached the table; his hunched shoulders slackened since Fe’rein had returned to the far shadows of the room. “Secretary M’iordi has arrived, my sien. He asks for an audience with you,” spoke Jilen, his head bowed, body lowered to one knee.     
“Show him in, Aide Jilen.”
“As you wish, Kyien sien.” 
Jilen disappeared as quickly as he had come. Silence descended upon the three of them. Fe’rein’s anger manifested as the dark energy billowed off him, lighting the shadow with the blood red of his power. 
“Is it true that the Harbinger has been destroyed?” queried Augustine, trying to break the tense silence that had wound itself around the three men.
Fe’rein did not look up, but instead fader deeper into his thoughts of E’Malkai and Fredrick. His cold eyes permeated the darkness, sending a shiver over the portly councilman as he averted his gaze back to Kyien. 
“It was indeed, though it was necessary in order to seal away any indication of the Resistance,” replied Kyien, choosing his words carefully. He felt the power that he wielded sapped by the mere presence of Fe’rein. He could feel that the mion had his eyes on him at all times, listening, seeking out those who were not worthy. “There is little left of them now. They hide in the streets and here among us, chameleons that they are.”
“They will not for long, High Marshal Kyien.” The voice came from the direction in which Jilen had exited. The shadow broke, and a man strode forth, sauntering. His lank frame was taller than Kyien’s. Although his waistline possessed much less girth than the High Marshal’s, he still had much wider shoulders.
M’iordi had stark white hair, as white as the garb Fe’rein wore. His eyes were blue globes, and his pale skin was freckled. He extended his hand across the desk to Kyien as he came in range, waving away Jilen who had brought a seat for the Secretary. 
“Kyien sien, you look well,” he offered. His accent was lighter than any of the others and then turning to Augustine, he bowed slightly. “Councilman Augustine, you look well-fed.”
They all laughed, even Augustine, though his faded the quickest. He watched the lank Secretary with a distasteful glare. Kyien leaned back into his chair and gestured to the shadow, his fingers twitching under the cold glare of Fe’rein. 
“You, of course, know Fe’rein.”
M’iordi bowed, interrupting Kyien. “My mion.”
“You look well, M’iordi,” returned Fe’rein, stepping out from the shadow. His thoughts lost for the moment. A twinge of a smile crossed his face, the canyon of his scar twisting as he did so. 
“Only through your graces, my mion.” 
M’iordi remained bowed as he spoke. 
Fe’rein stepped forward. He placed a gentle hand on him before he spoke again. “Call me Fe’rein. If the others see fit to do so, then so shall you,” replied Fe’rein as amiably as he could muster. 
“Of course, Fe’rein. There is talk that your victory was complete; that their base is no more and the day of their meddling will soon come to an end. Is this true, my mion?”
“Fe’rein has…” began Kyien. 
The dark demigod silenced him with a wave of his hand. The High Marshal bowed, although his contempt was not lost on the others. “Yes, there were some there, even Marion. I doubt that they were based there. It is my belief that the base was merely a diversion. It matters little, for it was necessary to make an example of their impertinence. The destruction of the space station was an unfortunate side effect––an effect that has seemed to create a rather heightened state of affairs here within the city.” 
Kyien looked on with surprise, Augustine as well. It was well known that Fe’rein rarely spoke at length, and to hear it in person was something of a memorable occasion. Many spoke of the trust between Fe’rein and M’iordi; a bond built on the distrust of the hierarchy of the Culouth Commerce.  
“A decoy in space to draw you away from the city? To what end?” queried M’iordi incredulously. His concern and surprise were not as heartfelt as they seemed, but the others went on whether they noticed or not. 
“There is a belief that they wish to strike Fe’rein’s own blood, to attack a blood relative of a Creator. How foolish. E’Malkai, sien of the House of Di’letirich, has been advised of a possible attack, yet he and Leane ilsen seemed rather unconcerned with it all,” replied Augustine, the jowls of his face swaying as he spoke. 
“Then the rumor that the young sien of the House of Di’letirich is to take on the trials of Tal’marath is true. What do we hope to accomplish from this?” continued M’iordi, pacing behind Fe’rein.            
“A ward of a mion is granted powers, so it is written. To have another powerful force aligned with us will be a great help as the Resistance continues to gather followers to its cause with each passing day,” explained Kyien. He laced his hands together and placed them on his chest, leaning back in his chair. 
“Do you believe this as well, Fe’rein?” queried M’iordi as he turned to the stoic mion. 
“There is certainly a possibility. There are those who doubted I would become what I am, yet here I stand. I believe that what was written possesses the same power now as it did then in the cradle of its birth,” replied Fe’rein, his arms crossed in front of his chest. 
“There are also those who say you do not deserve the gift that you have received,” spoke Augustine. His eyes glazed and he stared forward, his lips moving mechanically. 
Fe’rein was beside him with such deftness that neither M’iordi nor Kyien had the skill to follow. “What did you say, Augustine?” queried Fe’rein with a deepening scowl. 
“You do not deserve the power that you took,” echoed another’s voice through Augustine. The robust man was no longer himself. “Seth Armen, son of Evan, was to inherit the mantle of the Believer, not Ryan, son of Evan, desecrator of the power.”
M’iordi took a step back, gasping. He held his hand over his mouth in horror. Kyien rose from his seat, drawing a weapon from underneath his desk. The sidearm was twice as large as the High Marshal’s hand. He held it unsteadily as Augustine stood from his chair, throwing it aside and pointing a putrid finger at Fe’rein. 
“This is not over, another will see you fall.” Those were the last words as a blue light fell over Augustine. It consumed him, bathing him in unnatural energy and then dissipated in a flash of light. The heavy councilman dropped to the ground with a colossal thud, sprawling him out on his stomach. 
Fe’rein remained were he stood; his face showing as much surprise as he would allow himself. M’iordi and Kyien ran past him to the side of the fallen councilman, jostling him. He opened his eyelids and looked at them with a hazy, glassy stare. 
“What happened?” he asked as he wobbled, trying to get to his feet. He fell back to a sitting position with an uncomfortable groan. 
“Shaman,” whispered Fe’rein.
“Fe’rein, what was that?” spoke Kyien.  
“What is it that you remember, Augustine?” responded Fe’rein, not bothering to turn or answer the High Marshal’s question.      
Kyien’s eyes were aflame again, his passions getting the better part of him as he stormed toward Fe’rein. He paused, his shoulders shrugging as Fe’rein turned to face him. His cold stare reduced him to a child once more. 
“Answer my question, Augustine. Do not think, just speak what you remember. The words that still linger,” continued Fe’rein, standing over Kyien. His eyes swirled with liquid shadow and flame. 
Augustine shook his head. His hands trembled. “I––ah…”
“Speak, do not think,” commanded Fe’rein with considerable force behind his words. 
“Seth Armen of the Fallen. The true herald of the Believer,” replied Augustine with shame. He lowered his eyes away from Fe’rein, a whimper escaping his lips. 
“Fear not Augustine, I do not blame you. This was not your doing,” spoke Fe’rein with a sigh, as though a fantastic weight had been placed on him. “There is another at work here.”
“Are we in danger?” asked Kyien, placing his hands on his desk for support as he rounded it. “Will this voice come again?”
“I doubt that he would risk it again, but he came for me. He wished to speak to me and did so through Augustine,” returned Fe’rein with disgust plastered across his features.
He turned now, fading into the darkness, leaving the others to care for Augustine. His voice floated back over the shadow and his words froze their hearts. “If this being returns, it will be the end of Culouth and all those who serve the Intelligence.” 
 



  
ⱷ
The Shaman
  
  
  
Deep beneath the sands of the Desert of the Forgotten there was a cavern. This crevice was one of thousands upon thousands that burrowed deep below the surface of Terra. Within this place lay the domain of the entity known to the humans as the Shaman. 
His true name was Ti’ere’yuernen. 
An old word that meant, in as close a translation as was possible, the beginning without an end and the end that was born of the beginning in the tongue of those that claimed Terra when it was still covered in shadow, and the Light had not yet graced the surface. 
In the first of times, during the Last Age of the Shadow and the First Coming of the Light, the Believer had not yet come to walk the world. There were not yet humans, only the legions of the dark that reveled in every corner of Terra. 
Since the Coming of the Light there had been nine Creators, each held the power of the Believer and was imbued with the essence of creation. Yet, of those nine, only two had been successful in wielding the power for longer than a moment. One such being had been Malkai Armen, a child born of the tundra. He had no mother, no father, and no childhood. As a child he walked from the cold into the arms of the Fallen, as if it were providence. 
As he matured and aged, it was obvious that he was no more a mortal man than the tundra a beach. So he searched for the power of the earth, the energy harnessed from the very essence of the Light––the gift of Terra.  
This was long after the coming of the Intelligence and the creation of Culouth, though Malkai knew of neither. He used his power to seal away a home for the Fallen, create a sanctuary beneath the ice. 
And he did so, harnessing the power of the Believer for the length of five hundred and forty-seven days to the minute before it engulfed him. The energy was returned to the earth, and his life was taken with it. Two generations later, his grandson Ryan walked away with the very same power. It corrupted him as no other before him, and this taint allowed him to walk with the power of the shadow for the past seventeen years. 
An orb rested at the center of the cave. The iridescent flowing energies faded to black as the man who sat cross-legged before it opened his calm gray eyes. His eyelids fluttered as he breathed out. He pushed himself to his feet, throwing a damp fabric over the orb with a snap of his wrist. 
“Incorrigible human,” muttered the Shaman. 
As he stretched his arms out, the ornate beads on both wrists knocked against each other in a rhythmic pattern. There were walls of shimmering energy all around him. He walked through one, his voice carrying as he did.
His words were like a song. “You shall not long use the powers of the Believer in service of the shadow. There is another who will take your place, the true heir to the throne of the Light.”
He continued to mumble as the energy consumed him. His words were drowned out, leaving the cavern silent and empty. There was no one left to perceive the solitude of the keeper of the power of the Believer.  
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The House of Di’letirich had once been revered as a warrior covenant. Before Leane and E’Malkai, it had remained unoccupied for almost two centuries––not long by Culouth standards. On the tundra, it could have been the entire history of a people. The former residents stood fast in their beliefs that the teachings of the Intelligence were superior and that those below were truly lesser. 
There had been a floor entirely for the training of young warriors of the House of Di’letirich. Each room filled with training devices from the world over, yet E’Malkai walked past them with sadness. 
Even in all their glory, they had been an enemy of his father, of his mother, of even the revered Fe’rein. Yet, he was expected to train within these walls to serve the same empire. Elcites walked behind him. Despite his gargantuan size, he moved with a relative stealth that was unbecoming of all Umordoc except him. 
“This is a great honor, isn’t it?” queried E’Malkai as he ran his hands over the forgotten weapons and training implements that lay all about the room. 
“Indeed it is, E’Malkai sien. Made more so by the fact that––how did you say it earlier?”
“That I am without enhancement.” 
“Yes, for someone without enhancements, considered by others to be a lower being. But being kin to the mion certainly changes things,” finished Elcites with a shrug. 
“What is expected of me in these trials of Tal’marath?” Pulling one of the swords free of its eternal home, the steel was still as polished as it had once been.
“To use that weapon,” he began. Pointing at the blade E’Malkai held, Elcites then made a sweeping gesture toward all the others. “And many others as well. To control your mind, harness the energies that lay dormant within you.” 
E’Malkai laughed, gingerly wielding the blade as if it were weightless. He flicked the blade out like a reptilian tongue. Then he rolled the point around his back and down his arm, finally spinning the sword before adeptly placing the point on the ground. 
The smile remained. “You sound like my mother.”
“Leane ilsen is wise beyond her years. You are gifted, E’Malkai sien,” replied Elcites with a nod of his head. 
“Gifted,” whispered E’Malkai. 
His tone was laced with mockery. 
“I would like to apologize now, E’Malkai sien,” spoke Elcites as the outer door to the chamber echoed faintly. The hiss was like a serpent in the grass. 
Six men appeared. 
With their hands clasped behind their backs they filed into the room, each wearing the same gray garb. Their dark features were focused on E’Malkai, his grip tightening on the hilt of the blade. 
“What is this, Elcites?”  
He narrowed his eyes at the line of warriors.  
“One of many battles, E’Malkai sien. One of many,” replied Elcites with a sad shake of his head. He grasped the hilt of the blade and E’Malkai’s hand both, disarming his master without so much as the slightest resistance. “But this one will be without weapons.”
E’Malkai allowed himself to look at his guardian scornfully. He was met with the usual listless gaze. For a moment he thought he saw remorse there, but it could have just been an idle thought, wishful thinking.
The six men spread out, their hands rising slowly to a ready position. Some held their fists clenched, while the others held their palms facing out toward E’Malkai, passing them over one another in concentric waves, in fluid, yet precise, patterns. 
E’Malkai’s face darkened. 
His eyes flooded to an intense azure from the clear blue skies they had been seconds previous. He raised his hands slowly, deliberately holding them out from his body. The men circled around him, each moving in a different direction and changing up their movements. E’Malkai took one step at a time, back-stepping as they in-stepped. 
The first assault was not a single attack. Instead, two of them rushed forward, with one throwing a straight front kick squarely set on his chest and the other a spinning low kick. 
The low kick knocked him off his feet. 
As the second blow struck him in the chest, he felt his balance being displaced. He spun from the force, landing on his back with a startled grunt. E’Malkai raised his head, blood tracing across his lip. The fall had split the flesh of his dry, cracked lips. 
He wiped at it with a long draw of his tunic.
Then he pulled on the front of the tunic with both hands, tearing the buttons down the front. He ripped it off roughly, throwing it aside with a snap before flipping to his feet. 
“Lucky shot,” he grumbled. 
The white shirt he wore beneath the tunic was a thin, almost transparent, piece of fabric. The blood from his lip dripped on the bleached shirt, staining it. He stepped forward with his lead foot, covering a great distance. As soon as he placed it on the ground, he spun and drove his heel into the chest of the first warrior. The force of the strike startled his assailant and knocked him back. E’Malkai remained crouched, slamming his fist into one knee and then the other of the same warrior. A subtle crack resonated as the man fell back with a pained cry, grasping his knees and shouting. E’Malkai spun off his right foot and struck hard with his left heel into the warrior immediately to the right of the first. 
The impact knocked him off-balance. 
Carrying through with his attack, E’Malkai struck the warrior in the solar plexus hard with his left clenched fist. Bringing his right palm up against the man’s chin, he lifted him off the ground. Spinning his right leg high in an arc, he brought his heel down on the flailing man’s chest. The movement forced him to the ground with a satisfying sound. 
The remaining four tightened their circle, watching as E’Malkai looked down for a moment introspectively. They attacked like a pack of wolves; the first one nearly crawled on the ground supported by his hands, swinging his legs around himself in wide arcs. The second flashed his hands out to distract E’Malkai before unleashing a rapid burst of fist strikes. 
Just as the second assailant swung his fists, E’Malkai regained his focus and arched back to avoid each successive punch. The spiral-kicking man brought his feet close, but E’Malkai proved too quick flipping head over feet twice and landing a noticeable distance between himself and the warriors.
“This is ridiculous, Elcites. This proves nothing,” spoke E’Malkai breathlessly. He remained ready, but turned his attention to his guardian. 
His hesitancy proved foolish. 
Blood gushed as a fist struck him across the nose. He brought his hand up, wiping at his face. Looking down, he saw his hands covered in crimson. The blood ran from his hand onto the marble floors. 
“My blood….”
There was a crackle at first. 
A shock of electricity climbed the walls and moved across the floor. Exploding the illuminators in succession, the room was plunged into darkness. The four warriors slowed, startled by the sudden rush of energy that flowed over the room. 
In the half-light, E’Malkai glowed. 
A green and white hue surrounded him as he stepped forward. The light and the earth had woven into a discernible energy. The four watched the blood nephew of Fe’rein aflame as only his uncle had before been capable. Their eyes widened fearfully, arms immediately dropping to their sides in surprise. 
All save one. 
The assailant who maneuvered hand over hand across the floor seemed unimpressed. His face twisted into a sneer and he stepped forward purposefully. E’Malkai watched the man through his possessed eyes. The energy flowed off him in tangible waves; his hands clenched and then unclenched with anticipation.
“Yes, come….” 
His voice was a pale whisper of what it had been. Yet it echoed in the halls of the training room as if it were an amphitheater. His arm extended out. He cupped his hand and motioned with his fingers for the warrior to approach. The man looked at Elcites, the impassive face of the guardian nodded in acquiescence. 
The man echoed a war cry. 
It was meek compared to the humming of energy that permeated the air. He charged forward. Barreling toward E’Malkai, he pounced as he pushed off his back leg and extended out with his heel. 
E’Malkai shimmered as the man catapulted through the air. In a flash––not unlike the sudden charge of electricity that had gripped the room––E’Malkai teleported out of the way of the warrior’s lunge. He transported suddenly behind the man as he landed.  
E’Malkai tilted his head, a smile seeping across his face. His body flickered and he was in front of the man. Striking the man in the chest with his palm, the strength of the blow lifted him from the ground and sent him spiraling into the adjacent wall, shattering the ornate imitation plaster and denting the immaculate metal beneath. 
The other three cast bewildered looks toward the fallen heap that had been their brethren and then to the glowing figure of E’Malkai. The youth mocked them, motioning them forward with his hand. 
He rolled his eyes and sighed impatiently. 
Pacing back away from them, he turned his back. And then as quick as lightning itself, he was upon them. His body distorted as he struck one and then another. Each flailed from the energy behind the strike; their bodies lay massacred around the room, lifeless as they had met the floor once more.                     
Elcites intervened then––his mammoth frame interceded between E’Malkai and the others, grasping him by the shoulders. He held him there as E’Malkai writhed to get away until he met his guardian’s eyes. The energy faded as he did so, receding back from whence it came. Looking back at his guardian, his eyes welled with tears. 
His voice cracked.
“Be still, E’Malkai sien. Your tsang took hold of you,” soothed the giant, allowing E’Malkai to slump against the ground. His feet splayed beneath him and his head bowed heavily. 
“Tsang––it cannot––be,” struggled E’Malkai, breathing harder with each syllable. 
“You are blood to a mion. The life-force of a Creator runs through your veins. Is it so impossible that you can possess such a power?”
“Still, that is an incredible force to wield, even if only for a moment,” conceded E’Malkai, the strength in his voice returning slightly. 
The guardian nodded. He reached down and grasped the youth underneath his arms, pulling him up like a mother handling an infant. Elcites stood him on his feet, as wobbly as they appeared to be. E’Malkai sighed as he stumbled forward, leaning a hand against Elcites. His eyelids were heavy as he struggled to stay conscious.
“I think I’m going to sleep, Elcites.” 
“As you wish, my sien,” responded Elcites with an even tone. 
He reached out to grasp E’Malkai as his eyes closed and he fell forward into his guardian’s arms. Snores rose from him almost instantaneously. Elcites favored a tight smile at the simple image of the youth amidst the carnage of his ascension. 
  
*
  
Many hours had passed since E’Malkai’s collapse, and as he awoke, he flailed his arms. With his brow sweating, his eyes snapped open. He gripped tufts of his sheets, wearing only the sleeveless undershirt that he had previously. Bloodstains were evident, running a line down his chest. He brought a free hand to his nose as he remembered.
Looking from his bedside to the tinted windows, he could see that the air was bright outside. It meant that he had slept through the night, something he had not done in some time. 
He brushed the covers aside and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. The soreness in his thighs and then in his lower back as he arched, stretching, was immense. It was as if he had run several miles for the first time in his life. 
He sat there for a moment. Closing his eyes, he slowed his heart, regressing in his mind to the previous night. He saw only flashes of the battle followed by a feeling of complete power that permeated his memory. 
E’Malkai placed his feet on the ground. 
He felt a shiver go down his spine and reeled. His hands went to his head where his brow sweated, confusion setting over him. He pushed himself back on the bed, his back against the wall as the voice came.
The soothing tones echoed in each corner of the room. 
“E’Malkai, son of Seth, descendent of the line of Armen,” boomed the voice. E’Malkai looked around, eyes moving rapidly. “There is no need for fear,” spoke the voice again, as if it perceived his fear. 
E’Malkai stood on top of his bed now. Peering into the darkened room, he could not see the source of the voice. “Another day has set,” he whispered, his attention diverted for a second.    
“Many days shall set and rise before you have accepted your birthright,” echoed the voice, the volume coming from every corner of the room. 
“What is going on?” queried E’Malkai. He lowered himself so that he could hug his legs, looking out over them. 
“A dream.”
“Then why aren’t I flying or walking through walls, or something else equally fantastical?” challenged E’Malkai, feeling anger burning in his chest. 
“This dream is a portent. This dream is more real than the life you live,” spoke the voice. 
“Why are you here? Why do you trouble my sleep?”
“It is you who troubles your sleep, son of Armen.”
E’Malkai shook his head, closing his eyes. 
“Why would I dream in riddles?”
“I am the Shaman––Ti’ere’yuernen in the old tongue––and you possess a charge: a task that must be completed for the sake of the Light.”
“You speak of the trials of Tal’marath…”
Hissing sounds silenced E’Malkai. 
He strained to see, his eyes wide. 
“No, child, that task is one in the service of the shadow. The mion is a corrupted form of a Creator. Your charge is of far greater importance.”
“The mion is the patriarch of Culouth, its guider and protector from the enemies of justice,” replied E’Malkai, venom seeping into his words. As the words left his lips, he felt the need to take them back. He had his reservations about Fe’rein, as well as Culouth’s government, yet he felt compelled to defend it to another. 
“In time there will be no need for me to tell you the evils of their ways. But for now, be mindful of those around you. Their plotting will come to define who you are.”
E’Malkai sat up with a start, jumping up from what he was lying on. Swinging his head in either direction, he expected to hear the voice again. Looking down at the portable cot, he shrugged his shoulders and sat back upon the miniscule structure.
However, the soreness had not been a dream. 
“Just a dream.” 
He held his face in his hands as he whispered the words, his long hair matted against his neck and head. As he heard the gentle release of the entrance, he flicked his head back and rubbed at his eyes until he saw spots in front of them.
Elcites entered, only a few steps carrying him the distance to the youth’s bedside. “Are you feeling better, E’Malkai sien?” he rumbled, his voice like fog rolling over a river. 
E’Malkai hesitated, uncertain whether or not he should share his dream with his guardian. Both his mother, and now this mystery voice in his dreams, had told him to hold his tongue. “Yes, I feel rested. Whatever happened last night sapped me of everything I had.”
“Last night, my sien?” 
Elcites looked at E’Malkai pointedly. E’Malkai, noting his surprise, looked confused. “Yes, the training session that ended when I abruptly passed out.”      
Elcites cleared his throat, the sound like pressurized air escaping a vacuum. “That was two nights ago, my sien.”
“Two nights,” replied E’Malkai, looking down. 
“You have been sleeping for some time. Leane ilsen came by and I offered to wake you, but she felt it prudent to let you rest. Your success in the first stage of the trials of Tal’marath was twofold.”
E’Malkai was distracted. 
His response was dry as a result. 
“How so?”
“The emergence of your tsang is considered a rather advanced phase of being a ward. Though not that surprising given your lineage.”
“My lineage?” snapped E’Malkai. 
The voice from his dreams rang hollowly in his ears. 
“Blood to a mion, my sien. This lends well to the harnessing of the
tsang,” responded Elcites. The Umordoc warrior spoke the words as if they were common knowledge.
E’Malkai shifted uncomfortably on the cot, pulling at his clothes as he crossed his arms over his chest. “You said that my advancement was twofold, but you mentioned only the harnessing of tsang,” continued E’Malkai.
“Your skill was impressive as well. It is understood that the trials of Tal’marath are a progressive ordeal, yet you showed so much so early in the teachings. Your first day no less,” replied Elcites, shrugging his massive shoulders. 
E’Malkai nodded. His thoughts were preoccupied with the strange voice and whether it was a portent of things to come. The giant cleared his throat and shifted slightly, a monumental task for a being so large. 
“Leane ilsen has asked for your presence along the eastern vantage point. She wishes to speak to you at length of what comes next,” iterated Elcites, his baritone voice calming.  
“Has she now?” mocked E’Malkai, feeling the soreness of battle: the heaviness in his shoulders and neck. 
“Do you need to bathe, E’Malkai sien, to freshen up before seeing Leane ilsen?”
“Yes, I could use a bath.” E’Malkai stood, reaching his arms up toward the ceiling, rising onto his tiptoes. “My mind is rested, but my body aches as if I had run miles upon miles.”
“The emergence of the tsang is a trying process and to have it take you over so completely before the first ruen is unheard of, even in the ancient texts. By all accounts, you should have perished as the energy consumed you from the inside,” replied the giant, his unwavering figure moving for the first time. 
He moved deeper into the darkened room. Running his rough hands over the tinted window, the sunlight pushed through, bathing the room in its light. 
“Has anyone else been told of this?”  
Elcites paused for a moment, as if contemplating his words. “Should more people know, or do wish it to remain in confidence?”
“I would like it to be between us for now, Elcites,” responded E’Malkai. He felt physically worn from the conversation. 
“And Leane ilsen as well.” 
“Yes, of course,” replied E’Malkai. He paced away from the cot and ran his hands over the whitewashed walls of his dormitory. He stopped, his right hand against the doorframe, head bowed. 
The room on the other side of the open archway was the freshener. The marble tub at its center was large enough to hold Elcites with room to spare. The youth turned back to his guardian, his eyes lowered as he did so. Lifting them, he met Elcites’ gaze. “Wait downstairs for me at the entrance to the lower avenues. I wish to walk the streets today, Elcites.”
The guardian nodded and moved out of E’Malkai’s vision. E’Malkai climbed into the bath, turning the spigot for the warm water to drain in. Warmth flooded the room in fog and sweet-smelling oils. He pulled off his clothes and placed them neatly in a pile atop the table that stood adjacent to the tub.
He could feel the gentle touch of the caressing heat, the nurturing warmth that would soothe his weary muscles. He let his hand dance across the surface, feeling the heat on his fingertips. E’Malkai lowered himself into it, sitting in it fully. Leaning his head back, he allowed his eyes to close, accepting the warmth and the healing that it brought. 
  
*
  
An hour had passed before a clean, refreshed-looking E’Malkai bounded through the entrance to the avenues below the House of Di’letirich. Elcites had not moved, or at least had not appeared to have. His muscular, coiled arms were across his chest; his fists clenched and then loosened upon seeing E’Malkai. The youth’s long hair was pulled up into a top knot, the glistening strands still damp from his bath. 
There was a synthetic glow that crawled along the surface of the atmospheric dome. Gray masses flowed alongside giving the impression that there was a cloudy day upon them, but there was no chance of precipitation. 
“Are you ready now?” asked Elcites, unfolding his arms and allowing them to move loosely at his sides. 
E’Malkai nodded, feeling guilty for making his guardian wait so long. “Of course.”
The Avenue was large. 
More than three hundred feet across and enough space to allow several PTVs to traverse the traffic easily; however, gravity vehicles and the like were restricted to air space only. The ground avenues were reserved for the pedestrians of Culouth. Their mindless chatter and goings-on were no different than any other culture or regime at the height of its power: a blissful ignorance of the danger that lay around them. 
The men wore colorful robes, gold beneath bright blue hues as well as brilliant crimsons. Women were attired similarly, except that most of them wore tighter, cream-colored hooded robes. Very rarely did they don their hoods. 
“There is very little activity today, E’Malkai sien.”
They walked for hours, passing similar-looking people. There were few differences between each citizen save for weight and number of synthetic enhancements that they had opted for. Some looked younger as a result, more in tune.
The citizens of Culouth looked upon E’Malkai with reverence, despite his decision to eschew cybernetic enhancements. E’Malkai was frequently greeted with a wide-eyed, blank stare that arose from his natural beauty in addition to his place in their social structure––blood to the mion as Elcites was always fond of pointing out. Women would pause and ask if they could speak with him, and he would oblige, imparting a few words before they flushed despite their cybernetic heritage and then scampered on, despite their age. 
Men were no different. 
Some would linger as much as a man was able, and others would ask of the mighty battles that Fe’rein undertook for the safety of Culouth. E’Malkai had experienced it many times since his birth and dealt with each person with a degree of civility, answering their questions as simply and completely as he was able. 
The only aberration came as the Avenue dipped down into a lower district of Culouth, one that was referred to as the Secondary. 
A man burst from one of the faded alleyways. 
His coat was not an elegant robe like those worn in the upper regions; rather his clothing was grimy, filthy, and torn, dragging just above the ground. A heavy beard, dark and slick like his trench coat, framed his face. Although his hair was long like E’Malkai’s it was stringy, as if it had not been washed in some time.
The man looked back over his shoulder as he exploded from the shadow between the buildings and careened into E’Malkai, almost knocking him off his feet. Elcites placed a hand against his back, steadying him. 
The man hit the ground. 
Feet flailing, he sprawled as he slid over the Avenue. He looked up with a wild gaze, his hazel eyes glaring at E’Malkai. Pushing himself off the ground, his eyes never left the youth’s face. He stood no more than a few feet from him. “You are his blood,” he spoke with a hoarse rasp. 
E’Malkai tilted his head in confusion, not understanding the statement. “You mean Fe’rein?”
“Yes. He Who Kills His Own Kind,” spat the man.
E’Malkai had to place a hand back to restrain Elcites. The furry giant wished to reach across and end the man’s life no quicker than the words had escaped his mouth. “He is the protector of Culouth.”
The man cut him off. Taking only a step forward, he refrained as Elcites did the same. “He is the protector of the agenda of the Intelligence. His goal is to exterminate humanity from this world and any other.”
“E’Malkai sien, this man is mad. We do not have time to speak with him,” urged Elcites, stooping to look his master in the eyes. “Leane ilsen would not appreciate being left to wait.”
“You must hear the truth,” pleaded the man now. His approach changed from outright anger to urgency, drawing E’Malkai’s attention.
E’Malkai nodded, not looking at his guardian. 
“Let us hear what he has to say.”
Elcites sighed, a powerful act. His exhalation was like a small gale. Crossing his arms once more, he fixed the man with a steely glare. “Continue.”
The man was erratic now, energized as if he had been prodded with electricity. “I am called Stephen––Stephen, son of Gregory. That is how our ancestors spoke of our heritage, but now it is lost.” The man bowed his head in sadness and then lifted it again, continuing. “Fe’rein is not meant to be. His power was taken from the one who was meant to have it, his brother Seth, son of Evan.”
“My father,” whispered E’Malkai. 
The words were too low for Stephen to hear.
“The power of the Believer, of a Creator, is a singular one, one that is from Terra herself. This power grants the bearer the ability to reshape the land, to return it to what it was. The mion, as he is so reverently called here, is nothing more than the name for the assassin of Culouth. The word itself means bringer, and all that monster brings is death to humans, those who are left here in Culouth.” 
E’Malkai watched the man’s face darken. 
Muscles flexed angrily underneath. 
“Fe’rein, my uncle, seeks out the members of the Resistance, those who attack the innocents of Culouth and hinder our way of life,” reasoned E’Malkai. The anger that boiled in his veins was tempered by his own misgivings of Culouth, and of Fe’rein. 
The man cackled, his laugh sounding otherworldly. “That is what they want you to believe. No questions asked, taking in their every word as if it were gospel. Have you stopped and thought what makes us such a danger to Culouth?”
“You attack citizens,” replied E’Malkai, seeing now why Elcites had suggested they move on. The man was luring him into a debate of semantics, of the politics that shaped this world. 
“When has there been an attack? Think. Can you recall a time when you have seen a citizen attacked on the Avenue or anywhere else? Or a raid on the Commerce? These accusations are a falsehood.” The man was feverish now, swinging his hands wildly as he gestured to the Avenue and the buildings above.
E’Malkai shook his head, trying to block the words out. 
“I’m sorry, we can’t speak anymore.”
E’Malkai tried to move away, but Stephen grabbed his shoulder, trying to pull him back. In response, Elcites brought a massive paw down on the man, knocking him to the ground with little effort. The man looked up as they departed. 
  
*
                        
The eastern vantage point was one of the oldest and most distant points that one could ascend without actually leaving the confines of Culouth. It was rumored to have once been a port for interstellar travel, but it had been sealed up and replaced with an exhaust vent for the dome.
A lip extended out over the exhaust port, which overlooked the darkness as well as the rigid mountains below. However, from the altitude of Culouth, they seemed like nothing more than a series of bumps and lines on the ground. The lady of the House of Di’letirich was often seen sitting there for hours at a time, sometimes ignoring sleep and gazing down at the world below with deep sadness written upon her face. 
The Avenue ended abruptly, almost spilling into the eastern vantage point. The clean metallic walkways became dark black concrete. The oil from the machines of Culouth tainted what could be corroded, thus the need for such silver passes. E’Malkai was still absorbed by the words of Stephen. Even as he approached the vantage point, his head remained bowed, eyes searching for answers below him. 
Leane turned to look at her son and the guardian, sensing her son’s apprehension even from a distance. She had, as of late, been somber. “E’Malkai. Elcites.”
E’Malkai looked up from his stupor and saw the thin smile that crossed his mother’s face. He moved alongside her, allowing her to embrace him. Placing her head on his shoulder, she closed her eyes against the rising darkness of her emotions. 
“You seem troubled, my son. What is it that grips your mind so completely?” Leane’s voice, no matter how troubled or riddled it seemed, sang like a song. Hers was a sweet, clear symphony that put him at ease. 
“On the way here a man stumbled from the alleys in the Secondary onto the Avenue. He said many strange things.” E’Malkai furrowed his brow as he spoke. The memory of the man’s manic tirade rang in his ears. 
“What did he say?” Her interest was piqued now. 
“He…” began E’Malkai. 
Elcites’ voice caused him to stop. “The man’s words were madness. There is no need to speak of them.” 
Leane fixed him with an even glare. Even though the giant did not shrink beneath her gaze, there was an uneasiness that passed between them. “I will not have my son keep secrets from me, Umordoc,” she replied, venom swimming in her words.
E’Malkai opened his eyes in shock, as if he had been slapped. The vicious way that Leane addressed Elcites was horrifying. His guardian did not flinch, nor did he show any outward sign of emotion at her callous words. 
“Mom,” he whispered.
She silenced him with a stony glare. 
“Leane ilsen, I meant no disrespect. I merely wished to shield E’Malkai sien and yourself from speaking any words that would compromise either of you,” returned the giant, looking down at the surprised eyes of E’Malkai. 
Leane held Elcites’ gaze, but did not waver nor apologize. Instead, she moved her attention to E’Malkai. “So what was this madman’s name?”
E’Malkai was still stung by their exchange, but he continued. 
“He called himself Stephen, son of Gregory.” 
There was a twinkle in her eyes for a moment upon hearing the words. “He speaks in the old way, as they did in the Fallen. They describe their lineage rather than tell you their family name,” mused Leane, sighing as she sat back on a metallic outcropping of the vantage point. 
“He did become somber because he knew people no longer spoke as such,” replied E’Malkai.
“What did he say?” pressured Leane, ignoring the concerned look upon the Umordoc warrior’s face. “Fear not, these words will not travel beyond the three of us; that I can assure you.”
Elcites nodded as E’Malkai looked from him to his mother before speaking. “He spoke of Fe’rein and the power of the Believer. He said that our mion was a corrupted form of the essence of a Creator. He went on and on about how the agenda of both the Intelligence and Culouth is one of genocide.”
“He was a Resistance member. He must be to speak of Fe’rein like that, unless one wishes an excruciating death by his hands,” replied Leane, bowing her head. 
“Why would he say such things? Fredrick spoke the same words as well. What is it that I am not aware of, mother? What is being hidden from me?” E’Malkai was not prone to flights of distrust, especially when it concerned his mother. Yet he felt betrayed, as if something important was not being revealed to him. 
“Many things in this world are not what they seem; many things remain hidden in order to protect what exists. If certain truths were brought to light, then there would be utter chaos. There would be violence that has not been seen since the Umordoc wars,” answered Leane, looking at Elcites as she used the name of his kind. 
“Like my father.”
“He is among those truths that would surely cause more harm than good. I miss him at times and resent Ryan, Fe’rein, for what he has become,” conceded Leane. 
“Is it true then that he took the power from my father?” urged E’Malkai this time, moving as close to Leane as he could, making sure he had her attention. 
Leane did not answer right away. 
She remained in thought, wanting to carefully choose her words so that she would not bring about more pain than was necessary. “That is not known. Some choose to believe that what you ask is truth, while others believe otherwise.”
“My father.” E’Malkai looked down. 
His eyes were reduced to slivers. He held his hand out, his palm facing upwards. The air around him began to darken, a small shadow in the presence of light. Energy swirled around his hand like a miniature vortex; emerald and blinding white energies flowed into one another like a galaxy in the palm of his hand. He gritted his teeth, the muscles of his cheeks flexing. His eyes glazed over to white as the energy crawled up his arm like ground electricity. 
Release me. 
The energy spoke to him. The words resonated in his mind, as if it were a great vacuum in which entities roamed free. 
“No.” 
E’Malkai gritted his teeth, much to the dismay of both Elcites and Leane. Frightened and enthralled, both of their eyes watched as the energy crept over the youth. His white eyes were stained with veins of green, jutting stems of power that crawled across his skin. 
I will restore what must be.
The voice was strong. 
It took every ounce of power that E’Malkai could muster to silence the voice. Even after he pushed it as far from his thoughts as he could, the resonating laugh remained. The echo of the voice threatened him from within. 
E’Malkai fell to his knees, tears streaming down his face. The energy receded as quickly as it had come. Elcites held his arm, but the youth shook him off. He rubbed his eyes and then his temples furiously, trying to free himself from the voice that haunted him. 
“His tsang is powerful,” spoke Leane in wonderment to the concerned Umordoc guardian who was kneeling beside his charge. He watched with his obsidian eyes as the youth stood slowly, his legs still wobbly. 
“The voice,” he whispered. E’Malkai’s voice was raspy, as if he had not drunk water in sometime. His vision was hazy as he closed his eyes once more, trying to shield out the voice within. 
“What voice?” Leane’s voice was filled concern. 
“It is the power of the tsang. It speaks to the most powerful as if it were a separate entity. That is what is written in the trials of Tal’marath. But for him to have them so soon is beyond comprehension,” replied Elcites, rising with E’Malkai––his hand outstretched just in case the youth fell back again. “He is far more powerful than anyone could have ever imagined.”
“Indeed he is,” answered Leane, looking at Elcites. “I trust that this stays between us. No one else can know what is happening to E’Malkai.”      
The giant nodded. “But there is nothing the matter, Leane ilsen. All of this is part of becoming a ward to the mion, even as accelerated as it is.”
Leane’s eyes darkened, a shadow falling across them. 
“No, Elcites.” She struggled to use his name, for her hatred of the Umordoc ran deep. “What is happening here is not written in the scrolls of Culouth. A power grips E’Malkai, but it is not from the trials of Tal’marath. This is something that transcends this place.”
“I do not understand.” 
E’Malkai was the one to speak, even though his voice faltered as he did. “The words are from within; they are not mine. They are from the one called Ti’ere’yuernen in the old tongue, the Shaman by those of the tundra. All of those names are for the protector of the power of Terra, for the power of the Believer.”
The three exchanged glances. 
They knew that this information above all else was something that needed to be held in the strictest confidence, for uttering it would cause the world around them to unravel. 
 



  
ⱷ
Stephen, Son of Gregory
  
  
  
The room was plunged into darkness. This was the same darkness that had fallen across the dome as day shifted to night. The underground corridor was damp and as dank as a subterranean level could be at this altitude. A light hung from the center of the room over an old wooden table, the lines of its construction splintered and worn from use.
Papers were scattered across it. 
Jagged, crimson lines were superimposed by green circles and black dots. A man sat on the shadowed side of the table, his face hidden. Only his gloved hands were visible beneath the pale yellow glow of the artificial light. 
He cleared his throat but said nothing. 
The man opposite him was Stephen, who now appeared to have a steely resolve. “I contacted him as you had wished. He was curious, but hesitant. But I believe that my words shook his foundation a bit, though his guardian was quick to have him leave. It was as if he already knew.”
“That is a possibility,” whispered the man from the shadows.
“Are the words that you spoke to me the truth?” queried Stephen, placing his clenched fists on the table and leaning forward. 
The man sighed. “There is more truth in those words than I could ever begin to explain to you, Stephen. What that man, this mockery that calls himself Fe’rein, did to us is unimaginable. We had hope and it was diminished as quickly as it was realized.”
“What can be accomplished by placing the seed of doubt into the mind of this young one? Surely there is nothing a boy can do against the might of a Creator. They are called Dream Enders in the old texts for good reason. Their power is incredible, insurmountable.”
“I cannot dispute that; however, there is one who could match a Creator, a mion, for power. He is the one who harnesses Terra, the true carrier of the energies of the Believer.”
“Isn’t that the very essence of a Creator?” 
Stephen’s voice mirrored his confusion. 
“The true source of a Believer resides within the energies of Terra. The power that is drawn from every part of this planet must be done so without personal gain, selfless in the ultimate sense. This mion nonsense that the Commerce and the Intelligence have created is nothing more than a gross perversion of what is pure. The Shaman waits for the coming of the next one, of the final one.”
Stephen turned as the outer door opened with a defiant hiss. Footfalls approached the inner door that led into the room within which they conferred. The shadowed figure remained motionless as Stephen drew his weapon. The door slid open, and a similarly dressed man entered. His trench was the same dusty color as Stephen’s. He was much younger, his wide brown eyes like that of a doe. The man’s face was a tourniquet of emotion. His mouth twisted and his eyes were glassy, pooling with tears. He faced the man beneath the shadow, his lip trembling. 
“General Marion is dead, sir.” His words were shaky. 
“And the station? Harbinger?” questioned Stephen, returning his sidearm to his holster. The urgency in his voice drew the attention of the messenger. 
“Obliterated. Reduced to space dust, sir.” 
“By the Believer,” whispered Stephen, not realizing that he had uttered the ancient blessing of the tundra. 
“Everyone is dead, even the children,” replied the youth with disgust. His lips drew into a grimace as he continued. “There is talk on the streets that the mion…” He received a stale look from Stephen and then swallowed hard, realizing that the reverent use of Fe’rein’s title was a slap in the face to the Resistance. “That Fe’rein is going to personally hunt down each member of the Resistance hiding in Culouth.”
Stephen pounded his clenched fist against the table. He stared across at the seated, shadowed figure. “This is madness. We must depart from here. We are running for our lives in their maze. Better to make them come to us than be hunted in their realm.” The young messenger shifted uncomfortably. His boots clicked on the metallic floor and Stephen flashed an annoyed glance at him. “You are dismissed, soldier.”
“There is more.” He gulped as he said the words. Stephen returned his attention to the young soldier, taking him in with an angry glance. “He––Fe’rein is coming here. He killed several members along the Avenue during the night. One of the men told him of this place,” stuttered the shaken soldier.
“Never. The Intelligence must have extracted it from his memory,” denied Stephen vehemently, shaking his head to accent his denial. 
“He has been sighted no more than a few blocks away. I believe there is a possibility that he is already here.” 
The last word resonated as the lights flickered and then exploded in a shower of sparks. Stephen moved around the table, putting himself between the door and their leader. 
“Sir, he is here,” spoke Stephen as calmly as he could muster. From above the silence was broken by strangled screams approaching like a horrendous siren. “Go now. We will hold him off until you get some distance.”
The reply was the hollow echo of the escape hatch and then footfalls as they receded into the darkness. The youth looked at Stephen with a startled, horrified expression on his face. He swallowed hard, nodding his head. 
His hand trembled as he drew his sidearm. 
Stephen looked back.
Hesitating for a moment before he charged forward, Stephen grasped the handle of the door and flung it open. He looked out with a quick jerk; only the darkness stared back at him. He waved at the youth to move through. He did so with a scared nod, his lithe figure disappearing through the doorframe. 
Stephen lowered his head, ducking as he moved through after the soldier. He found himself in the adjoining corridor, leading them parallel to the room within which madness and pain walked. Looking over at the younger man, Stephen saw his brow sweating. The younger soldier gripped the weapon with so much force that Stephen was afraid to speak as it might cause him to set it off in a panic. 
Stephen opened the door with a resonating creak that woke the youthful soldier from his fear. The younger man dashed through without as much as a go-ahead from Stephen. Disappearing into the darkness of the narrow walls, he was met with yet another long corridor that led to an opening on the surface.
He could hear his heart thudding in his chest. The breath in his lungs stung as his legs pushed him forward, running through the darkness with reckless abandon. As they neared the surface, Stephen turned. He looked back over his shoulder. The corridor was in flames. He touched the wall, recoiling as it burnt his hand.
As he moved out of the corridor, he lowered himself and stopped. The younger soldier was standing there––rigid, unmoving. The synthetic dome showed wrinkles of crimson and pale yellow in the distance, the simulation of dawn upon them.  
“What are you doing?” he roared. 
But as he looked around, he saw why. They were perched below the eastern vantage point. The point just above them allowed a view of the impending sunrise. Below them was only darkness. The exhaust port of Culouth was an expansive, haunting pit of darkness. 
A warm, stale air resonated from it. 
“We’re dead,” the youth whispered.
His lips were pale, blood draining from his face in fear. Stephen moved to console him, but stopped as he felt the heat from the corridor. Crimson and darkness melted into one as Fe’rein breached the corridor, incinerating everything as he arrived. Stephen stepped beside the youth. Backing himself into the wall, his sidearm fell from his hand. 
“I would have wished for a better death than this,” Stephen spoke, not even looking at the other soldier. The words were lost on him as the younger soldier drew his other sidearm, one in each hand now. Determination was evident in the hard line of his jaw. The glassiness of his eyes was no longer fear, but instead hatred.
“I know that something better will come.” Those were the words the young warrior spoke as he walked into the corridor. Soon, the sounds of his weapon followed. Then his high-pitched screams filled the world as his life was taken. 
Stephen rose shakily. 
Reaching down, he drew a small sidearm from a holster at his calf. He took it into his hand and moved toward the edge of the exhaust port, looking over into the darkness. The corridor melted completely away as Fe’rein appeared. His body was consumed in swirling colors of blood and death. He looked at Stephen with the eyes of the damned. 
“This is the end.” 
Stephen backed away, the heat from Fe’rein forcing him to shield his eyes. The weapon fell from his hands and onto the ground, melting near Fe’rein’s feet. He peered over the edge once more as Fe’rein raised his hand. The vortex that formed at his fingertips was frightening, a burning, cindering mass that threatened to consume him in agony. 
“We all meet an end. You will soon,” mustered Stephen with a gasp as the heat consumed his oxygen, strangling him. Smoke tendrils erupted around Fe’rein and extended far out of view, filling Stephen’s vision completely.
The energy that leapt from Fe’rein’s hands would have consumed Stephen, if the man had not already jumped into the abyss below. Curls and wisps of flame pulled back from Fe’rein as he peered over the edge as Stephen had before. He heard nothing except the echo of the man falling. The mion shrugged. The man had met his end in one form or another. 
It mattered not to Fe’rein. 
  
*
  
Stephen stifled a cry of pain.
He held on to the ridge of the exhaust pit. The worn steel ledge was minuscule compared to the girth of the abyss. He could feel his singed flesh and grimaced. His face and body were hidden in the shadow. 
He knew he had to get to the son of Armen. 
Reaching up, he grabbed the edge and lifted his body up with a grunt. Finding a place for his feet, he looked up into the darkness. Somewhere up there was an exit, no matter how far he would have to climb. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai visited the same balcony each time he felt the need to be alone. The dawn had come and it would soon be midday, but to E’Malkai the lights made no difference. He was awake most nights and slept very little, usually when the artificial lights of Culouth shone their brightest. Leane and Elcites had pressured him to speak about what had happened on the Avenue, but he refused.
Culouth was both silent and a cornucopia of noise all at once. This characteristic was determined by whether or not a person chose to focus on the sounds of the city or to drown them out in thought.
The silence was quickly broken as Fe’rein descended from the skies. His trail grew faint and then receded before E’Malkai turned to look upon his uncle. Despite his typical, angst-ridden attitude, Fe’rein cracked a smile and opened his arms for his nephew to embrace him.
E’Malkai did so without hesitation. 
All of the words that had been spoken about his uncle dissolved as soon as he saw him. The scarred features could not displace the love that E’Malkai felt when he saw Fe’rein’s face. Voices tugged at his being, telling him otherwise. As they pushed apart, Fe’rein’s smile faded back to his trademark stoicism. 
“You are troubled. I sense that there are those speaking ill of me, that they fill your head with lies and deceit,” spoke Fe’rein. His voice was ever like a professor or a historian, each word in rhythm. 
“That’s not fair. Takes the fun out of saying anything,” mused E’Malkai, throwing a mock punch at his uncle. To which Fe’rein parried, even though he pretended it had come much faster than he could have anticipated. 
He knew that in the House of Di’letirich there was no need for him to play the part of mion. “Indeed, but you are troubled,” he replied, reinforcing his initial words. 
E’Malkai hesitated, averting his gaze for a moment. Fe’rein cocked an eyebrow. “There is much going on: with the trials of Tal’marath and the Resistance.”
Fe’rein let his apprehension slide and flashed a tight, grim smile. “There will always be battles to fight, E’Malkai, though hopefully not for you. May you live your whole life without ever having to take a life.”
“But I am training to be a ward––your ward. There will be a need for me to fight at your side.” Strangely, the talk made E’Malkai giddy despite the warnings that whispered in the back of his mind. 
Fe’rein smiled. “I had forgotten that you were to undertake them. You will make a great warrior, E’Malkai, your father would be proud.” His words tapered off and he lowered his head, growing silent. 
The youth and Fe’rein were the same height. E’Malkai bent in closer upon seeing the pained look on Fe’rein’s face. “I will do my father proud,” he whispered. 
Fe’rein’s head snapped back into place. The power he possessed crawled over his eyes. Red and black lines intermingled like horrific dead vines through his eyes before they dissipated as he met the youth’s gaze. 
“I imagine you will at that.”
E’Malkai jogged forward, staying alongside Fe’rein. The youth admired the wealth of power that his uncle walked with. E’Malkai thought that the others were mistaken, that his uncle was none of those terrible things. “Do you want to see my mother and Elcites? I am sure they would like to see you.” 
The line of Fe’rein’s grimace slackened at E’Malkai’s exuberance. He nodded and allowed himself to be led into the common room of the House of Di’letirich. The room had been tinted over for the day and the shades drawn all the way around it. Only an illuminated globe on the center table cast any light over the room. 
Leane and Elcites sat opposite each other. Silence had descended, but it appeared that they had been amidst a heated discussion only moments before. Elcites was the first to stand, bowing quickly and moving away from the comfortable seat across from Leane. 
“My mion,” he spoke as he bowed gracefully, more so than any other Umordoc was capable of. Even Fe’rein took note of that. His distaste for Umordoc was strong. 
“Guardian Elcites, I take care in knowing that you watch over my nephew with your life,” returned Fe’rein with a bow. He did not look directly at the Umordoc. Sitting down across from Leane, he crossed one leg over the other. He fixed her with a complacent glance as E’Malkai moved alongside Elcites.
“He just got here, mom. Found me out on the balcony.” 
His tone belied his maturity. 
“I see that. How are you, Fe’rein?” She refrained from using his formal title. Had there been another there, it could easily have been a rather tense and uncomfortable display. 
“Quite well. I see that the House of Di’letirich has served you well,” began Fe’rein, looking around the room with a twinge of a smile. “Appears that you are well taken care of, pampered even?” His eyebrow arched with noticeable mockery.
Leane sniffed angrily, crossing her arms over her chest. “Not nearly as well as a Creator whom a city bows before,” returned Leane with equal rancor. Her face was a thin line of dissatisfaction. The silence between them was nearly a tangible one. 
E’Malkai shirked away from the battle of furrowed brows. 
“I will not have this argument with you again, Leane. This will not bring back Seth, nor will it change what has happened,” snapped Fe’rein. 
“Nor will I sit here and pretend that your presence does not affect me. Or that you sitting there serves as a reminder that the only man that I have ever loved is gone forever and what stands in his place is his brother, a man who should revel in his memory, but instead hides and shrouds it from others so they may not know.”
Leane stood suddenly. Flashing another angry glare at Fe’rein, she stormed from the room. Fe’rein sighed, sitting deeper into the plush cushioning of the chair and lacing his fingers together on his knee.    
“Your mother and I have a past, one of which we should not speak,” remarked Fe’rein without looking at E’Malkai. His hard stare was set forward as he spoke. “Your father, Seth, was a great man by any standard, and a selfless one at that. She misses him very much. I am a reminder of that.”
E’Malkai moved around Fe’rein’s seat, taking up the one that Leane had just sat in. Bending forward, his hands on his knees, he had a curious glean in his eyes. “Will you tell me about my father?”
Fe’rein smiled despite himself.
He bowed his head. 
Memories washed over him, fading the smile quickly. It was replaced by the same tight lip that he presented always, bitterness or otherwise. “What would you like to know about him?”
“Anything. My mother never speaks of him. It is as if the mere thought of him is too much to bear, and she cannot bring herself to say another word,” replied E’Malkai as Elcites looked over with his even gaze, without sound. 
“He was not a tall man by any means, though strong. His muscles were long and taut. When he flexed, they bulged like this.” Fe’rein tightened his arm, showing the ball that formed there as an explanation and then continued. “He was brave in a way that I cannot explain. His flawless logic led countless missions into the upper regions of the tundra where no man had gone. Well, we had thought at the time that no one had journeyed that far. He was entrusted with the location of the Fallen amidst the snow drifts that covered the land, each looking like the others. Many a Culouth traveler has tried to find it. Entire legions have been lost out there in the cold.”
E’Malkai was captured by the story now.
Fe’rein continued. This uncharacteristic storytelling was driven only by the youth’s zeal for the past. “He left you when he was very young to take me south into the deserts to find a man. Anyways, he was a very solitary man. Although he rarely spoke of it, his mind was constantly on the horizon watching for another time to come, another age of men.”
E’Malkai’s eyes sparkled. “I wish I could have known him, could have talked to him just once.”
“Sometimes I wish he were here as well,” whispered Fe’rein.
“What was that, uncle?” 
The mion continued. “I was not much older than you when I accompanied your father on the treks north. I was but a headstrong boy and knew not how to mind my words yet.” Fe’rein shook his head and then added, “I was foolish.”
“Someday I wish to see the tundra, to walk where my father had.”
Fe’rein’s eyes leapt with fire at E’Malkai’s words, standing suddenly. He manipulated the shadow, making his lank figure seem much larger than it was. 
“There is nothing to see in the north, young E’Malkai. All that would greet you there would be the icy grip of death.” Fe’rein’s words were beset with an annoyance that crackled as he spoke. 
“Pardon my words, uncle. I meant no harm,” spoke E’Malkai softly. He was unsure exactly what it was that he had done wrong. Seeing the wrath of Fe’rein unfurled, he shrank back from the mion, his head bowed. 
“I take my leave of you both.”
By the time that E’Malkai had lifted his head, the words had been spoken. Fe’rein disappeared from the room, and the boy sat there contemplating his words. His guardian stood in the shadows behind him as he looked out the tinted windows into the city, wondering about the uncertain future and the distant tundra. 
 



  
ⱷ
Fe’rein
  
  
  
Fe’rein, bringer of death, flew over the skies of Culouth. His body disappeared into the daylight as he maneuvered past PTVs and other vehicles that navigated the sky lanes of the upper echelons of the city. Their honking horns diminished as flame and shadow erupted from his hand. His hands stretched out in front of him as he passed through the air as others walked across the ground. As the voices came, he almost dipped into an express lane. 
Bringer. 
Creator. 
Mion of Culouth, we summon thee.
He catapulted up out of the way of the oncoming vehicles and righted himself. Closing his eyes, they moved rapidly, searching the darkness to locate the voices. He separated the sounds of the real world and those of his mind as his brother had taught him in what seemed like a lifetime ago. Breathing deep the synthetic air of Culouth, he let it fill his lungs as he exhaled again. 
We three of the Intelligence summon you here, Fe’rein, shadow of the man called Ryan, son of Evan Armen.
Fe’rein stopped. 
There was no doubting the words. 
There was none other within the walls of Culouth that could have talked to him as this voice had. It was a childish voice, like a small girl. He felt the vibration in the air. In the darkness of his mind, he could see the clear tunnel of its energy drawing him toward the epicenter of Culouth. 
Fe’rein’s eyes snapped open. 
He allowed gravity to take hold. His body spun, his head facing the ground as he plummeted. Rolling from side to side to dodge the oncoming traffic, he righted himself as he fell in between the Life Crack, as it was commonly referred to by the citizens of Culouth, where the Avenue split in two. 
This was the staging point from which the scientists and engineers of old built the city. The core had not been breached by another living being in some time, yet this was where the supreme power of Culouth originated. 
Fe’rein corrected his descent and slowed as he fell into the darkness. The energy crawled out over his skin, slowly at first. As the shadow embraced him, specks of his crimson life-force radiated out, singeing the shadow. He fell for some time, his eyes searching for some sign, but nothing was revealed.  
After a time, he felt the ground impact him from below. His boots clicked on something solid and he allowed himself a sigh. Craning his neck, a light opened far from him, a brilliant white beacon that drew him forward. As he reached it, he saw the silhouette of an open archway. Walking through it, the warm air was replaced by the cool breeze of a fall day. 
The room was painted white. 
Pillars ran the length of the hall, beyond where Fe’rein could see. In the distance the corridor curved to the right. There was silence within the walls, yet there was noise in Fe’rein’s mind, subtle, shifting voices that whispered to him. He had heard them before, outside the space station and once many years ago. 
As he walked farther along, the walls were adorned with tapestries. They were not the feathery antiquities that some in Culouth collected, but instead pixilated, shining renditions of war and famine, great cataclysmic events cast as art.
As he continued forward the walls darkened, fading from a vibrant white to a silvery metallic sheen and finally to shadow. The farther he wandered down the path, the more it corroded; the more real it looked. 
He had spoken to the Intelligence on several occasions within the confines of High Marshal Kyien’s residence. Never, as far as he knew, had anyone been summoned to personally stand before the Intelligence. 
The smell of machinery was caustic. The stench from the churning components soon assaulted Fe’rein’s senses. Even though the air smelled foul, it did not affect him as it would a normal being; rather, it only altered his facial expression from his perpetual scowl to a grimace. 
There were three voices for three faces. 
Although they truly did not possess a corporeal form, they chose to present themselves as severed heads with cords attached to the back of their skulls. Similar cables held their heads upright. Hollow black eyes stared out, blinking occasionally and resettling the pixels. 
The volume of their voices was immense. Fe’rein shuddered as they began. “Mion to the people,” began the first, its voice like a young girl’s. 
“Fe’rein, bringer of darkness and despair to those who follow the old ways,” called the second. The masculine, grandfatherly tone was not as grating as the child’s. 
“Ryan Armen, son of Evan, descendant of Malkai, taker of the essence of the Believer,” finished the darkest voice of them all. Low and oppressive, it attacked Fe’rein’s mind. 
Fe’rein bowed. 
The thin line of his grimace grew at the use of his old name. “Gracious Tribunal, true lords of Culouth and divine Intelligence, what may I, your humble servant, do for you?” There was silence long enough for Fe’rein to stand again. 
“Your charge, the one which you betrayed your kind for…” began the child-like voice. Fe’rein shuddered at the use of your kind and the inflection the entity chose to place upon it. “…is almost at an end.”
“But is also at an impasse,” interjected the second voice. The voice reminded Fe’rein of Mihen, wintry historian of the Fallen. He would never speak such a name aloud, especially within the chambers of the Intelligence. 
“Another powerful being walks this world, one that, in time, will possess the essence of all that is life. This being will be your undoing,” finished the dark voice. In Fe’rein’s mind, he saw a vision of death. 
“I will seek out this being now, no matter where it chooses to hide,” roared Fe’rein in confidence. 
“Not it, but who?” mocked the child. 
They always spoke in turn. 
“Who?”
“Yes, the being that will rise against you is human,” conceded the second voice. 
“The Desert of the Forgotten is teeming with life again. The very winds seem to carry the name of the Shaman as if it were a mantra.”
Fe’rein restrained himself. 
His cheek muscles twitched.   
“He came for you.” 
The words of the child were in awe, reverence. 
There was a pause.
If it had been human, Fe’rein would have assumed that the Intelligence was thinking, weighing options. Instead it merely cycled through databases, feeling the rhythms of the entire city. “The Ti’ere’yuernen spoke through another,” spoke the second voice. 
“But he is no longer called that. While his form has always been pure energy, it has now taken a corporeal shape.”         
“Who is this man who will seek my destruction?” queried Fe’rein irritably.
“Your anger is understandable, Fe’rein, bringer of death, but his coming will be the undoing of Culouth as well. Surely you have felt the shift in the energies that he has caused?” questioned the child with more wisdom than a true human child would have been capable. 
“I wish to quell this insurrection before it becomes more than can be contained,” challenged Fe’rein. 
“The aberration will reveal itself in time, son of shadow, but until then be vigilant and wipe all the human vermin you can from this world. That is all you can do,” answered the second voice. 
“Go now, we have talked as much as we wish to,” concluded the final voice. His voice resonated as the tunnel faded to complete darkness. Fe’rein felt the grip of anger guide him out and back into the free air of Culouth. His seething hatred created a beacon in the artificial twilight. 
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Three days would pass before E’Malkai allowed Elcites to lead him into another training session for the trials of Tal’marath. Even then, it was done with reluctance. He did not wish to indulge in such endeavors because of his birthright. Elcites walked ahead of the youth; his body filled the narrow corridor of the stairwell. 
The metallic stairs rung with each step they took. 
“I enjoy the exertion, really I do, but why exactly are we climbing up? Isn’t the training room on the lower floor?” queried E’Malkai. He had to run in order to keep pace with his guardian. 
The grunt was part laughter, at least as much as Elcites could manage. “This session does not require the training room, my sien. Now that you mention it, that room is not going to be useable for some time after the last session.”
They rounded another flight of stairs. On one of the landing walls a small plaque indicated that they had reached the forty-fourth floor, leaving only a few more to go. They made the rest of them in silence. As they reached the apex of the stairwell, Elcites ran his hand over the archaic panel situated just to the left of the doorway. It uttered the mechanical equivalent of the word “clear” and opened into the overcast glare of the midmorning. 
“The roof, Elcites? What could we possibly do here?” E’Malkai moved past his friend, the door sliding closed behind the both of them. 
“Learn to fly of course, E’Malkai sien.” 
The youth turned to look at the guardian and saw the glimmer of the half-smile the Umordoc honor guard flashed. E’Malkai smiled, playfully punching Elcites. “Seriously though, what are we doing here?”
“A homing technique, one used by both the mion and his ward to center one’s energies and feel every heartbeat, every molecule of himself and all those around him. This can be used to separate enemies from allies, discern lies from truths,” explained Elcites as he pulled a gray cloth from a pack along his side and smoothed it over the ground. Turning back to E’Malkai, he gestured for him to sit. “Please make yourself comfortable, my sien.”
E’Malkai hesitated. 
Watching his guardian, he shrugged. He sat cross-legged on the gray fabric and laid his hands down, one on each knee. A great sigh echoed from his lips. “What now, oh mighty sage?”
The humor, as usual, was lost on the giant guardian. 
Elcites merely nodded, his voice carried on the winds atop the House of Di’letirich. “Very simple. Close your eyes; slow your breathing and listen to my voice, focus on my voice.”
“As you wish,” replied E’Malkai. He closed his eyes and slowed his breathing, feeling his heart slow; he felt the blood flow through his veins. 
“First, feel yourself, the muscles and organs of your body, feel the rhythm of your heart and the pressure as your lungs expel air. Then feel the blood travel through your veins, the inner pathways of your being.”
Colors flashed across E’Malkai’s vision, dark purples and reds. 
It was a swirling vortex that slowly dissolved into concrete imagery. E’Malkai’s head jerked as the images came. The cold tundra lay out before him, the birth of the Barren Maiden and the solemn symphony of the Fallen. 
“Feel the ground beneath you, the metal and the synthetic air around you. Separate what is from what was created.”
The tundra rolled out for miles and miles. 
Bleached ground harbored sadness as old as Terra herself. E’Malkai listened closely to the words of the winds. Voices all around him attacked his mind with empty accusations and tales of errors centuries past. They pleaded for his help. His heart raced. The slow rhythm was replaced by a steady thump; his throat became drier. 
Elcites noticed the subtle change. 
His voice lowered to the softest tone he could make. 
“There is no fear here, breathe easy.”
E’Malkai shook his head. 
The visions of the tundra blurred and then dissipated.
They were replaced by a view of Culouth from above; then falling with gravity, his viewpoint shifted downward, moving through the city as if he were a sightseer. His breathing slowed once more, the calm retuning.
Elcites seemed satisfied by this. 
Massive fists unclenched and his voice continued. “Feel each person as you pass them, learning their history and the history of their ancestors. See the buildings and walk back with them through the veil of time to their creation.”
The House of Di’letirich crawled into his vision. 
The zenith reached high into the created atmosphere of Culouth. His vision walked him along the sides of the building. The stone and metal walls felt aged, possessing an ancient wisdom. He saw the room where he had trained, the walls of the building dissolved as he walked through. 
The room was not barren as it was now, but adorned as it had been an age before, after the coming of ancient evil. Men stood in a line, a quarterstaff held in each of their hands. Their tunics tied at the waist by a black sash, the fabric of the garb was marked by a crest over the left breast. A phoenix, as the ancient lore had called it, its claws gripping a flaming emerald globe. 
“Learn the lore of this world, revel in its past, present, and future. View each as if it were passing before your eyes, years passing in seconds, centuries in minutes. Follow the path of the tsang, of the essence that has touched you.”
The men fought and then disappeared. 
The ages passed before E’Malkai’s eyes as if they truly lasted just seconds. He saw the men again, their light garb having been cast aside and replaced by armor. Leathery mantles covered their torso in addition to heavy leggings and pointed helmets that raised two rectangular edges high above their skulls. 
They drew swords, the blades of articulate design. The steel was iridescent, the thickness of the blade slight and the sheaths ornate. Memories pressed on: after the men fell, dark legions marched on the House, dark-clad warriors as large as doors––as large as Elcites. One turned toward E’Malkai’s viewpoint, the dark helmet that covered its broad features pulled away. E’Malkai gasped as he saw the cruel, twisted features of an Umordoc. The black, glossy hair was long down the beast’s back. 
“No.” 
The strangled reply resonated, echoed. 
“Pause time; rewind the images of an age lost.” There was urgency in the guardian’s voice. He saw the apprehension on E’Malkai’s face, the stress lines, and the pale draw of his lips. 
E’Malkai began to sweat. 
His brow beaded. 
He pulled the tunic over his head, exposing his naked torso to the even temperatures of the Culouth air. Gritting his teeth, the muscles of his face twitched. His fists clenched as he struggled to follow the instructions of the guardian. 
He watched as time slowed. The gait of the Umordoc soldier slowed to a normal pace as he watched the beast reach down. Grabbing one of the dead warriors of the House of Di’letirich, it lifted the man by his skull. 
It reached its free hand around to the back of the warrior. 
A sickening sound echoed in E’Malkai’s mind. It was the sound of torn flesh and splintered bone. The monster pulled its hand back; the man’s spine and skull rested in the beast’s grasp. It raised the macabre trophy above its head with a primal roar, wakening E’Malkai from his trance. 
His eyes snapped open. 
E’Malkai rose to his feet and shook his head furiously. Pulling on the damp ends of his hair, he glowered at Elcites. The Umordoc guardian watched E’Malkai with indifference. 
“That is enough,” whispered the youth.
“Did you witness anything?” The question was straightforward. The inflection spoke volumes about what Elcites already knew, as if he had seen what E’Malkai had seen. 
“Many things,” he began. Then scowling, he closed his eyes. Images of the beasts returned. “Horrifying things….”
“Do you wish to speak of them?” 
“There were many things I did not understand, places I have never seen.” 
 “Your power is vast, E’Malkai sien. The homing technique is one that takes months, sometimes years to refine. Yet the vigor with which you speak of what you saw reveals much about your advanced skill level.”
“Perhaps.”
There was distrust there now. 
The images of Umordoc that he saw were contrary to any that he had ever witnessed. Elcites had been nothing but kind; his ways were gentle, and some would even say cowed. But, the savagery he saw in the visions was enough to cast doubt on the nature of the Umordoc. 
“I wish to see my mother.”
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Leane
  
  
  
The common room received its name because in each of the Houses of Culouth, the walls, the furniture, every aspect of this room remained the same. Therefore it was common and familiar from one personal residence to another, an inviting prospect for others when they visited.
Leane sat in the plush, flat-backed chair in which she always took up residence. Her legs were tucked beneath her. A solemn look of defeat was spread across her features as she stared out the tinted windows at the false veneer of Culouth. 
The outer entry illuminated, the lights indicating a visitor. Leane turned slightly; only a sliver of her eyes watched as her son and his guardian appeared. Their figures slid into darkness as the illumination of the outer door faded. 
She was not a ward, nor was she a seer of any degree. But, she could feel the pain radiating off her son. Turning completely, she placed her bare feet upon the cold floor of the common room. 
“Is there something the matter?” Her voice had softened from the hard edge that it usually carried. E’Malkai paused. Turning back to Elcites, he ordered him out, another gesture that Leane found distressing. “You send away you guardian. There is something troubling you indeed.”
“Much.” The answer was brusque. 
“You have questions for me?” There was anonymity in her voice, as if she sensed that a game was upon them. One in which they would go around and around. 
“The tundra to the north…”
“The birthplace of the Fallen. The tribe to which your father and I were born, as well as Fe’rein, though he was a just a boy who we called Ryan then,” she replied, saying the name of the mion with noticeable hesitation.
“What is it about that place that calls me there?” 
He paced as he spoke. 
Leane rose and walked counter to him, a circle between them as if they were two combatants in an eternal struggle. “The Fallen is a return to what was. But it is not the birthplace of men as they believe. It was a sanctuary of sorts for those who ventured from the old Culouth in order to escape death.”
“It was not called Culouth.” The voices whispered to him; a word formed on his lips. “Mitior.”
If his uttering of the old name of the crystal city had surprised Leane, she did not show it. “That is the old word for this place, before the machines came. Before the thrall of the Intelligence wielded men as if they were tools and pawns for their games.”
“The Umordoc, they were not as they are now?” The question was laced with sadness. Elcites was not only E’Malkai’s guardian, but also his closest friend. 
“They were the shock troops for what came.” She hesitated, as if to say more, but shook her head. “There is much about those times that is lost, or perhaps hidden. We are meant not to know.”
E’Malkai wanted to pressure her more, to know what else had been hidden from him. He decided that in time answers would begin to reveal themselves. “Tell me about Ryan, my father’s brother.”
“You mean Fe’rein?” queried Leane. 
“No.” The tone was firm. “I know enough of the mion. I wish to know of the boy who followed my father, the one I would be proud to know.”
She sighed, looking down and then back up again. Her face seemed to age decades in a moment. Sitting back into a chair, she pulled her legs beneath her slender frame. “You wish to know of something dangerous, E’Malkai. To even speak his true name is a crime to which some would face death.”
E’Malkai’s features softened as he sat across from his mother. 
“I wish to know. It is necessary that I know. No more lies.”
“Ryan Armen was a boy no older than you when this history begins. There was much before it, but this is where we see how he became what he is today. They had left the Fallen to go to the north in order to retrieve parts for a machine that had been unearthed in the tunnels of the Fallen. They found a woman in an installation there––a woman named Summer––who as the Fates would have it, was an android. In the tongue of the Fallen they were referred to as demi. Half machine, half man.”
She cleared her throat before continuing. “Many strange things came to pass, wolves, and another demi that came to the Fallen. All of these things were merely a backdrop to our exile. Our lives were no longer worth anything to them, so we journeyed to the far south, to a place, that as far as we knew, was undiscovered. There we came upon the port of Duirin, which is a common place among those in Culouth. Here, we consider it as the gateway between the Upper and Lower Planes.”
Leane’s eyes were distant as she continued. “There we met another of the Fallen, a man called Dean, Seth and Ryan’s uncle. A man who we did not know still lived, but knew that he had journeyed south many years before Ryan’s birth. We found a home of sorts, though that, like many things, was short-lived. Seth found himself remitted to the Citadel for keeping Fredrick out of trouble, as he often did. This time it was Ryan who played the part of hero, or at least attempted to do so.”
She continued with emotion in her voice. “He brought Summer with him, risking the life of the only love that his young heart had even known. During a conflict with Culouth soldiers and wasteland mercenaries, he lost her. She was taken, and his hatred steadily grew until it consumed him. Seth returned to us, and together with his brother, he traveled south to a far desert that I have never seen. As far as I know, it does not exist. Seth never returned. Ryan became a man consumed with hatred and power, a combination that has shaped our lives here.” 
She placed her hands on her lap and looked down. Her eyes were glossy with tears, as they often were when she spoke of the past. “What the boy known as Ryan is now is something that Seth would shudder to look upon. How I wish he were here. Maybe then things would make sense. That is the history of the All-god of this wretched machine city, the being who shapes your fate and my own.” 
E’Malkai stared, his mouth opening and then shutting once more. He searched for the words. “Why did we come here? Why not stay below?”
“There was no place for us once Ryan returned as he is now. The power he wielded was one that needed a control. That control was the Intelligence here in Culouth. He was drawn here from the beginning.”
“Used?”
“Exactly.” She responded with a grim smile. 
“These trials, all of this is for naught. Then that madman’s words were true.”
She leaned forward with some urgency. “The one who came from the alleyway before you came to see me?”
“Yes, he spoke so oddly, telling me that Fe’rein took the power from another. That it was not meant to be his. The words sent a chill through me then. And now hearing this, I find them more a portent than anything else; a glimpse into the past.”
“He said that Ryan took the power? That it had not been given to him by the Shaman?” She pressured him with her words, an edge to her voice. 
“Something to that effect,” he stuttered, breaking beneath the interrogation of his mother. “To be honest, it is all a bit muddled by this afternoon. I can’t seem to think straight––voices.”
She was relentless, hungry. A dark spark shimmered in her eyes. “What opened to you when you were with Elcites? What visions did you see?”
E’Malkai shied away from her as she moved forward, pressing him to speak more. “Many things from the past of this House and of the tundra: blowing white plains. Bleached crystals stringing beyond what even my mind could see,” replied E’Malkai, shifting uncomfortably.
“You are a seer now,” she whispered. 
E’Malkai stared at her wide-eyed. Moving back toward the entrance, he backpedaled over the narrow stairs that led down into the center of the common room. “No, it cannot be.”
“You are gifted with the sight,” she began. Her voice resonated with an unnatural glee. “It was written in the scrolls of the Fallen that the generations of Armen would bear a seer, one who would bring about a new dawn.”
“No.” The denial was monumental. He lowered his head, his eyes closed, fists clenched at his sides in frustration. “I am not a part of that. I am not a herald of prophecies.”
“You sound like Seth. He never believed he was anything more than his station in life, but he was much more. He was meant to be a champion of the Light, whereas Fe’rein is a servant of the darkness.” Her sigh was infectious. It seemed to come forth every time she spoke, as if there was a great weight that accompanied her every word. 
“I will not suffer any more of this.”
She sat back as if deprived of her strength. 
“Then I will keep you no longer.”
E’Malkai’s words were caught in his throat. He choked as he tried to speak and then nodded, moving into the adjoining corridor. He left Leane alone with her thoughts of the past. 
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The lower floors of the Commerce Deliberation Hall were vast and properly maintained. Halls shone to a brilliance that rivaled any single place throughout the city. The immense hall in which the Deliberations took place was a room of a special elegance and girth. A connecting path that led to the main room could only be considered narrow in comparison. The diminutive adjoining hall was forty-five feet from floor to ceiling and sixty feet wide, no more than a fraction of the size of the actual meeting chambers.
A clear white strip ran the length of the hall. Blue optical lettering scrolled across, constantly changing. The central nervous system of the edifice was contained in the free-flowing wave of information that coursed through the walls. 
High Marshal Kyien walked ahead of several crimson-clad guards who served as his entourage, far too smug to walk behind another and far too shrewd to walk alone. The Council of the Six entered according to their place at the table of Deliberations. 
First came the High Marshal; his place was one of a singular military might that was unrivaled in all of Culouth by mortal means. He walked with a brisk, even pace. Running down the length of both walls that led into the main chambers stood a line of pale-suited civilians, their doe faces impassive and indistinguishable from one to the next. 
M’iordi sauntered not far behind the High Marshal, though no heavily armed soldiers flanked him. Instead there was the steely, if not impenetrable, Fe’rein. His glare of death would deter the boldest assassins. A brilliant red cape cascaded off M’iordi, giving him the appearance of a fantastically tall, lanky flag. The cold demeanor of Fe’rein discouraged any such comments. 
Augustine, in all his robust glory, followed behind M’iordi and Fe’rein. His walk was comical as he struggled to keep pace with the parade of charades that moved toward the Deliberation chambers.
A striking woman marched immediately behind him. A single, tightly woven, golden braid ran down her back. She wore a dark bodysuit beneath a clear dress that trailed behind her as if she expected a divine wind at any moment. 
She carried a weapon sheathed along her back, running parallel with the finely tuned braid. The runic indentations along the sheath marked her as a warrior. As she turned to view those who had assembled, the identical tattoos on either side of her face were visible. Brilliant vines and thorns ran along her temples, extending back along her hairline beside her ears.  
She was the general of the Culouth mercenaries, a wayward band of soldiers who frequented the wastelands. Their ranks were made mostly of tough, somber men led by a woman who was equally as rigid and perhaps far more cruel and fierce than anyone of them could muster alone. 
She was called T’elen.
Very infrequently was a family name given to those of Culouth and she was no exception. She asked that her title never be uttered, even by her own men who referred to her, with some mirth, as sir. Her family belonged to the House of Te’huen, the very same to which Marion, feared and revered leader of the Resistance, belonged. She was one of only two council members who held allegiance to a House. Such practices were no longer honored. To that end a separation could be discerned between those who supported the new ways, and those who clung to the old. 
The mammoth figure of Bakar rivaled Elcites in sheer size. His wide, heavily muscled shoulders bore an armor that was no longer worn. It was made of thick black leather like the ones worn by the soldiers in E’Malkai’s vision. However, these had twin yellow lines that ran down either side of the chest. 
He perpetuated a stereotype generations old in that he carried a pike taller than himself. The tip was fastened with a silvery point; feathers and artistic skulls hung loosely and clattered against one another as he walked. Had this taken place outside of Culouth, the crowd would be beside themselves in fear and revulsion at the sight. But in the heart of the Culouth Empire, Umordoc were commonplace, even in the council.
The lithe council member who had been present with Augustine in the House of Di’letirich arrived last. Yioren’s graceful figure moved fluidly. His hands swung at his sides, seemingly without effort. His face was tan, his smile infectious to each assembled civilian he passed. 
Each reciprocated his mirth and joy for life. 
He belonged to the House of Di’huere, the oldest of Culouth. 
It was believed to be the last to fall beneath the rage and power of the Intelligence. There was a symbiosis between the Houses of Di’huere and Te’huen, one that transcended time and both racial and political barriers. This bond was not known publicly. Rumors circulated in the darkest corners of the city that both still conspired against the Intelligence, the mion, and most of all, the military power of High Marshal Kyien. 
The corridor breached into the main hall, the grandiose chamber more like an amphitheater than anything else. The seating ran right up until the very apex of the ceiling, leaving just enough room for even the largest Umordoc. The Deliberations remained as one of the few traditions that the Intelligence had chosen to keep. 
A thick table sat at the center of the circle of citizens, their numbers in the hundreds of thousands. Those rich enough purchased a seat during the talks that shaped the city’s future. The tabletop had a charred black surface, glossy and slick to the touch. 
Customarily, there were six seats spread around it. 
The past seventeen years had seen the installation of another for Fe’rein, the reverent mion. They sat down in the order that they had come, except for Fe’rein being seated at the front. He maintained a distance amongst him and all others, though the distance was not as great between him and M’iordi. 
Silence enveloped the assemblage. 
Yioren and T’elen sat beside one another, exchanging knowing glances. There was a similar gesture between Augustine and Kyien as well as Fe’rein and M’iordi, leaving only Bakar without an ally. This made his voice an important one. 
Fe’rein remained standing as the others seated themselves. He extended a hand to the assembled citizens, to which hundreds of thousands of individuals returned the gesture in an awed silence. 
As he returned to his seat, it was Kyien who spoke first, his tone one of arrogance and annoyance. “Everywhere I turn I see much unrest, hear whispers of Resistance.” 
A murmur passed over the assemblage. 
M’iordi turned to the High Marshal. Whatever respect he held for the military leader, stifled. “Surely the might of the Culouth Commerce Alliance does not waver beneath such talk. Have you not the foresight to see that the Resistance lies beneath our noses? Walking among us as if they were one of us.”       
Both Yioren and T’elen wavered. Their uncomfortable shifts were barely discernible motions that none took notice of, save for the grim figure of Fe’rein. 
“I, Councilman Augustine, speaker of the Commerce, would like to know what measures are being taken to ensure the safety of Culouth. After the rather brutal, and perhaps even ill-advised, destruction of the Harbinger, many fear retaliation.”
Another wave of noise. 
“The space station is of no concern. Its destruction struck a major blow to their overall force as well as their morale. It will be some time before they will present any show of force in broad daylight,” replied Kyien with a sour look.
The words were what M’iordi thought as well, though the verbalization was necessary from Kyien. His military position lent him a powerful voice among the Commerce, as well as the Houses. 
There was a separation of the Houses and the General Commerce of Culouth. Most Houses were now considered to be part of the Greater Commerce, the ruling class of Culouth. Augustine represented the Commerce, the general population of tens of millions within the dome of Culouth. The Houses had separate representation that dealt with local matters. Yioren and T’elen were the only House members who contributed to the Deliberations marked for the entire body of Culouth. 
“Perhaps to those of the Commerce it is of no concern. But to those of the independent Houses of the Greater Commerce, the destruction of the Harbinger matters greatly. For it was our ancestors who launched it into space, not those of the General Commerce,” interjected T’elen. Her voice was as hard as her demeanor suggested. 
The most apparent difference between the General Commerce and those of the Houses of the Greater Commerce was truly physical. Not in skin tone or shape of body, but instead the alterations that had been instituted. Those of the General Commerce had accepted the ways of the Intelligence wholeheartedly, allowing their flesh to be partner to steel and mechanics. Giving themselves completely to the cause, their numbers swelled. This shift tipped controlling interests of Culouth to the Intelligence, hence the disproportional nature in the Deliberations.      
The Houses of the Greater Commerce were those that adhered to the belief that altercations became necessary only when lives were ended prematurely and functions became limited. Few Houses held this belief. Te’huen, Di’huere, Di’letirich, and Y’otei were a select few that possessed any semblance of a real following. 
“Perhaps if her ladyship would give herself to the Intelligence, there would be no such harboring of ill will,” challenged M’iordi. His tone was sweet and his cold eyes calculating. 
Had they been betting on her bursting into rage, they would have been sorely disappointed. “As soon as freedom and privileges are not garnished as a result of giving yourself to the Intelligence, I may at that,” she countered, drawing a smile from Yioren and as close to a laugh as Bakar could muster. 
“The division of the General Commerce and that of the Greater Houses is rather irrelevant when placed next to the threat of the Resistance. Surely such matters of land and title are not as pressing as the safety of the people as a whole,” reasoned Augustine. He spread his hands wide and leaned back in his chair.
“They are not matters of land and title, but instead ideas rooted deeply in notions of freedom and representation, councilman. Perhaps the surge in Resistance members can be attributed to the unfair practices instituted throughout Culouth,” replied Yioren. 
His politeness was disarming. 
Augustine was prone to flights of rage and befuddled annoyance. His face reddened in preparation. “You would presume to tell me my business? This coming from a member of the House of Di’huere, one that has in the past fought and resisted the Intelligence, means little. Perhaps it is you who is unwilling to compromise.”
And thus the battle was on, as it always was. Slurs were flung back and forth, mostly from the team of Kyien and Augustine. The calm demeanors of Yioren and T’elen combated their rather uncouth ramblings. 
All the while Fe’rein sat back, arms behind his head and a thin smile cracking the grim line of his lips. “Let these fools battle over things of which they have no control,” muttered Fe’rein. 
M’iordi’s eyes narrowed. The ridges of his forehead rose as he leaned back toward Fe’rein. “They solve nothing, my mion. Their petty squabbling matters little. The Intelligence will see an end to this.”
Fe’rein nodded as if M’iordi’s words were a confirmation. The conversation subsided as Augustine sighed, drawing the folds of his robes around his gluttonous body. He slammed one of his infantile fists on the table. 
“T’elen, as speaker of one of the Houses of the Greater Commerce, surely you can see the predicament that this presents. A division within our delicate structure of government gives the Resistance an avenue by which to attack us. Political attacks can be as hazardous as a military one,” whined Augustine. 
T’elen smiled at the councilman, a gesture that was uncommon given her particular station in life. M’iordi recognized the stalemate between Augustine and T’elen and interceded. He wished to bring the discussion back around to the Resistance. 
“You have been rather silent throughout these talks, Bakar. Surely there is something that you, as a representative of the Umordoc, wish to say. Your voice is an important one. Some would argue there is not one more important. You harbor no allegiances except to your brethren,” spoke M’iordi. 
Bakar’s eyes settled on M’iordi. His glance was one that many men had cowered before. Yet, the Secretary of the Intelligence was unfazed by the obsidian pools. “There is much that needs to be said,” began the Umordoc leader, “although it is apparent that certain point of views will not be expressed.”
“Very true, Tier Bakar. Many things remain hidden because of allegiances and alliances,” conceded M’iordi, upstaging the others easily with his voice. “The Resistance has eyes and ears in every facet of our lives; even here, within this very room. Our reverent grace, our mion, disrupts and destroys their ranks each day, and yet we do not unite behind him. Those still harboring anger toward the Intelligence, or reservations of their methods, cause the Resistance to grow.”
He had captured everyone’s attention now. The council members hung on his words; however, Fe’rein continued to look around unimpressed by the entire proceedings. 
M’iordi continued, enraptured by his own voice. 
“The Resistance is a disease of the mind. It is a tool used by those who wrongly believe that their freedom has been stolen or lost in order to manipulate those who have given themselves to a way of life than completes them––that satisfies them. Would one of you sacrifice this peaceful existence for one in which you squander others’ lives? Would you fight your own people for ideals that are misunderstood?”
T’elen shifted in her seat; a dark look passed over her features. She met Fe’rein’s gaze as his was the only other that strayed from M’iordi’s ravings. They held each other’s eyes for some time, unwavering. Not a smile passed between them. Their battle was secondary to the relentless words of M’iordi, who now stood from his seat. His hands moved through the air, gesturing to people in the crowd. 
“No, you wish to live happily, to live within Culouth without fear of physical harm. Yet, the members of this so-called Resistance keep you from living your lives without a care, without a worry. They are the worm that eats away at our great society.”
Murmurs and whispered words passed over the assemblage. 
M’iordi knew that he had created the distrust that was necessary. Now the masses would be suspicious of anyone who argued for the Resistance because they would believe that it stood in the way of their pursuit of a peaceful life. As he sat back down, he realized that both Yioren and T’elen shook their heads in disapproval. 
There was even distaste on Bakar’s face. 
“Clever speech,” spoke Yioren. His anger was hidden well. 
“You sicken me, Yioren,” Fe’rein snapped, and then looked at T’elen. “You as well, T’elen. You make the Resistance seem more like martyrs than the vermin that they are. You should thank M’iordi for saying the things that you should; for the better of all Culouth, not just yourselves.” 
Yioren remained silent. 
He was not so bold as to respond to the mion.  
T’elen harbored no such insecurities. “You speak now, Fe’rein. Perhaps you should be the one to speak to the people, for you are their savior, their walking god.” There was malice and mockery in her words.
Fe’rein was not one to suffer such insolence, even from a council member as powerful as T’elen. His eyes flooded in the terrible, carnal energy that consumed his flesh and body. He rose, throwing back his seat and sending it spiraling into the crowd. The wayward piece of furniture slammed through scores of people before the steel imbedded into a far wall. 
Startled cries roses from the assemblage. The screams of women and children echoed in the amphitheater, drawing even the crazed look of Fe’rein from his prey. The trajectory of the chair had torn through several citizens before its sudden and dramatic stop. 
Those who it had touched were scorched to the bone. His clenched hands at his sides flexed, eyes dissolving back. Scared eyes of the citizens fell on him; their unspoken words expressed a fear of that which should have been their protector. 
T’elen laughed in victory, rising from her chair.
Yioren followed her, pushing his chair back neatly and replacing it beneath the table. T’elen’s words ate through Fe’rein. “Perhaps you are the threat to the people.” Moving away from the center of the chambers and disappearing into the crowd, she added once she was out of view, “You might want to watch that temper, Fe’rein.”
M’iordi laced his hands together, allowing Bakar a nod as he bowed. Moving through the crowd, his gargantuan figure was noticeable until he slipped beneath the entrance arch and out into the adjoining hall. “That was foolish, Fe’rein. Your actions cost us much in the eyes of Culouth,” spoke M’iordi. 
He did not bother to look at Fe’rein. 
The dark warrior’s clenched fists shook in anger. Turning, he sat next to M’iordi. He slammed his fist against the table, making a crater in the surface. “That impertinent harlot thinks that she can speak to me that way,” fumed Fe’rein. The energy coursed through his eyes and then down his body like electricity. 
“T’elen is powerful, Fe’rein. She has been alive longer than you and I combined. I agree that she speaks her mind far too frequently. She must be dealt with,” replied M’iordi, his laced fingers resting on his knees. 
“I would like to see her writhe, to tear her spine from her living frame,” whispered Fe’rein. His eyes lingered on those who had fallen in the audience. 
“She spurns the Intelligence. Her army answers to her and her alone. No, she is not someone we can take care of so easily. She wields far too much influence. All of the Houses of the Greater Commerce look to her as their leader. Her hatred for us is apparent in her every word, in her every glance.”
Fe’rein nodded. 
His anger was far too potent to speak. 
“If she continues like this, the Resistance coupled with her men could cause a clear division of Culouth, a civil war above and below. If the Citadel was breached and the men there freed, then it would be a disaster for all.”      
Fe’rein looked at him impatiently. 
“There is no question that your power alone is enough to change the tide of any war, despite the odds. But if you were to kill so many, then we would lose control of the populace. The Intelligence would have to purge, begin anew.”
“You speak as if this would be an end of things. I could quell this insurrection. They are merely insects, and I am the sun, capable of taking and giving them life,” spoke Fe’rein. 
“You are a child sometimes,” spoke M’iordi with a sad shake of his head. “If you were to kill them, then they would turn on you. There would be nothing for you to rule, for me to govern.”
“Perhaps.” There was a hint of defeat in Fe’rein’s voice. 
“This must be discussed at greater length,” mused M’iordi as the swell of the crowd subsided and the Deliberations came to an end. All the while, Kyien and Augustine sat in silence watching as the others schemed and planned around them. 
Each had their own agenda.
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E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai could hear the footfalls in his mind. They echoed along with the words of his mother, the strange things she had said––words that filled his mind with thoughts he could not comprehend. He was aware that Elcites was following at his heels, albeit from a distance. Still, he remained his ever-vigilant guardian no matter the circumstances. 
In a way, this provided relief to E’Malkai, a constant in his world that as of late had been spun in all manner of strange directions. The technique that had taken control of him atop the House of Di’letirich still resonated in his mind. 
The images were bloodcurdling. At the same time they were interesting, thought-provoking. They made him wonder at the origins of Mitior, the real city that Culouth now inhabited. 
E’Malkai stopped. 
The flow of pedestrian traffic surged around him. 
Culouth was a forgotten place in some ways. 
People cared little for each other in the scheme of things; beneath all the unity there was a distinct separation. Either Elcites was getting lax in his ability to track unnoticed, or the events of the past days had made E’Malkai more aware. He could feel his guardian as if he were standing over top him.  
“There is much that is the matter, Elcites.” 
“I am aware of that, my sien, but there are greater worries now. You know a truth that should have remained hidden.”
E’Malkai wheeled on his guardian, surprise spread across his tired features. “You knew of what my mother spoke?”
If the giant were capable of shifting uncomfortably, then he did so beneath E’Malkai’s startled gaze. His words were slow to reply. “I am your guardian, E’Malkai sien. I have been since you arrived here. There is little that I do not know of your past. There was much that I was instructed to never utter to you. The words that your mother, Leane ilsen, spoke were a tale that I was never to repeat. The true name of the mion is a powerful weapon, but a dangerous one as well.”
“Then you know that this is much for me to understand. My mother has had a lifetime to cope with all of this. Surely, it isn’t expected of me to just accept this as it is?” replied E’Malkai, desperation in his voice. 
Elcites regarded him before speaking again. 
“The trials of Tal’marath and the legend of the Believer are part of the very same theology. The difference is in those who chose to embrace a particular sect,” began the guardian. 
He turned and sat down on a metallic outcropping off the Avenue. Seated, he was still taller than E’Malkai. “The Believer is a being born of Light, one that is rooted deep in tradition and thus has been passed down from generation to generation the length and breadth of human history; even before the Intelligence found this place.”
E’Malkai began to speak, but Elcites waved him away. “Leane ilsen was born in the north. The lore from the tribes of the north is full of pieces of the truths from the past. These pieces included the Believer and the power that was held by the Beginning: a power that if wielded could change events––alter the course of life itself. Here in Culouth was a different truth, one that was distorted with the coming of the Intelligence. The title Believer was replaced with mion, even though both are names for Creators. It is said that the Believer is the instrument of the Light and the mion of the darkness, but that once again is vantage point.”
E’Malkai sat next to Elcites. His eyes were wide, adding to the effect that he was a child compared to the giant. 
“The mion is spoken of as a being that will bring about a union, a singular peace, but at the expense of free will, of allowances for being different. The closer humanity embraces cybernetics and enhancements, the greater the Intelligence’s hold will be on them.”
“You speak of the Intelligence like they were villains,” spoke E’Malkai, swallowing hard as he spoke the words.
“It is no secret that the Umordoc-Intelligence relationship is not one of equality and trust, but instead of bondage and servitude. We are bound to them because they control our past, our history. They wield it as I wield a weapon. Humans are no different; they too can be controlled no matter how powerful they may be. Fe’rein, may the Great Creator forgive me, is such a man, one with so much power that he required direction. The Intelligence gave him that.”
Elcites continued. “Culouth is on the brink of war. An internal struggle will consume millions of souls, unless there is a balance. Some believe in a lesser of two evils, that when faced with two futures which both provide death and despair, they choose the one with the least resistance. The General Commerce, the sheep that each day come that much closer to mindlessness, comprise more than eighty percent of the population of this place. Those untouched, or perhaps least touched by the Intelligence, from the Houses of Greater Commerce comprise the other side of that war. Before Fe’rein, before the Intelligence came to this place, the Greater Commerce had gained control of the Council of the Six, and Mitior was a thriving place. Relations with the Lower Plane were not strained as they are now.”
A sadder tone came into Elcites’ voice. “When darkness first befell this planet, it came with my kind. Waves of Umordoc spilled out over your golden hills like locusts and we consumed and destroyed until all who remained either stood with us or were ground beneath our boots. The House of Te’huen and Di’huere were the last to fall.”
“So much death,” muttered E’Malkai in amazement. 
“And much more to come. Much more before another time of peace. Culouth will remain as it is as long as the Intelligence stands,” conceded Elcites. 
Where they sat juxtaposed an alley. Its interior darkened further as the Culouth sun set and shadows crept over the ground. One such shadow moved close to the two of them, drawing Elcites off the platform.
“Peace, guardian,” whispered the ghost of a man. 
His features were hidden by the alleyway. 
E’Malkai stood alongside Elcites. “I know your voice,” spoke E’Malkai slowly. The shadow stepped out into the half-light. “Stephen, Son of Gregory.”
The right side of his face was swollen and his hands were wrapped in bandages. His hair was slick against his skull from sweat; his eyes were swollen red from exhaustion. 
“You look like death,” whispered E’Malkai.
“I was visited by death. Fe’rein found our base.” 
He coughed hard, interrupting his speech. 
Bending over at his waist, he hacked harder. 
E’Malkai moved to help him, but the large arm of Elcites interceded. The youth would have protested, but the last few days had been so taxing he did not care to question his guardian. 
As Stephen lifted his head again, blood flowed from the corners of his lips. He wiped it away with the edge of his shirt sleeve and continued. “He killed all who were there, murdering men and women alike. He chased a young recruit and me into the tunnels below the city, near the ducts. I fell.” He pointed at the bandages and his bruised face. “I barely escaped with my life, crawled through the ducts for hours before I found my way out.” He turned, distracted by something farther down the street and then continued again. This time, his voice was a hoarse whisper. “I had to find you. You are the key to all of this. You can stop this madness.”
E’Malkai’s surprise melted into anger. “Shut your mouth, you fool. What could you possibly know? You are enemies of Culouth and you wonder why Fe’rein hunts you,” the youth screamed, his face reddened. 
Stephen seemed unfazed by E’Malkai’s outburst. His rambling continued all the same. “There are sympathizers within the Houses, not many; two in particular who you must go to. Must tell them what has happened.”
Elcites moved forward quickly. 
“What are you talking about?” he snapped. 
Stephen backed away from the sudden movement of the imposing Elcites. “I….” he stammered, fighting for words. 
“Speak, fool,” Elcites snarled, drawing an even more frightened look from Stephen. 
“General T’elen of the House of Te’huen and Master Yioren of the House of Di’huere. They have for some time plotted with my leader to undermine the General Commerce and the military commanded by High Marshal Kyien,” rambled the man. 
“Impossible,” spoke E’Malkai with a scowl. 
“Silence, my sien.” The words were frozen. 
He looked at his guardian with fear for the first time. His primal features carved into a fearsome snarl as he pried for more information. “Does the rest of the Council of the Six know of this?” queried Elcites with less force.
“No, Lady T’elen is very calculating.”
Elcites’ scowl deepened. “Does she know that you are blathering to the blood of the mion about dissension within Culouth; a plot against Fe’rein and the others who support the Intelligence?”
“Yes––no, she did not agree with us making contact with the boy. She believed that he could compromise the entire structure of the Resistance,” stammered the man, shrinking beneath Elcites’ gaze.
“As he could,” responded Elcites, backing away from the man. “You stupid, little fool.” The man opened his mouth to speak again, but Elcites was far too quick. He grasped the man by the neck. Lifting him into the air, Elcites snapped his neck with a sickening sound. 
“Elcites.” It was all that E’Malkai could muster as he watched his guardian murder the man called Stephen, Son of Gregory. 
“E’Malkai sien, that had to be done. He spoke in open company. There could have been any number of people listening,” reasoned Elcites. He cast a look down the alley once he had stowed the gnarled body
“You murdered him.”
Elcites was silent. 
“There is no explanation that you can give me, Elcites. You killed him in cold blood for a reason that I cannot understand. It seemed to me that he was only trying to come to us for assistance.” E’Malkai’s voice rose as he continued to speak, growing louder and louder.
“Lower your voice, E’Malkai sien,” cautioned Elcites with a lowering gesture of his hand. He placed it on the youth’s shoulder. 
E’Malkai slapped away the hand with disdain. “Be quiet, or what? You will kill me like you killed that man there? Maybe you are a monster as my mother believes,” he replied. His anger materialized as his eyes narrowed and his fists clenched. 
Elcites grew taller at the words. His back straightened and he pulled his hand back. “As you wish, my sien. Would you like to return to your domicile now?” he replied without inflection. 
“Elcites….” 
He saw the resolve in his guardian’s eyes and straightened as well. Nodding, he followed his guardian back through the synthetic night along the Avenue to the House of Di’letirich. 
  
*
            
As they pushed through the door, the strained face of Leane greeted them. Her diminutive figure acted as a sentinel, keeping them from moving deeper into the room. She looked them over once and saw the steely eyes of Elcites. The angry set of his jaw as well as the drained look on E’Malkai’s face spoke volumes. She moved aside far enough for them to enter, and then shut the door behind them.
“You must be quiet,” she began. Turning, she saw that neither was standing next to each other and switched to her motherly voice. The commanding tone resonated in the hall. “What is the matter?”
E’Malkai remained silent and cast a dark look at Elcites. “We encountered the man from the Resistance we had previously spoken about,” replied Elcites in his easy tone. 
“And?” she pressured, casting a sidelong glance at the sullen features of E’Malkai. 
“He spoke of sleepers in the council and plans against Kyien and the Intelligence.”
“Did you silence him?” she responded. 
Her eyes darted down the hall as if looking for someone. 
“Of course,” he answered with a shrug. 
“What is going on here?” queried E’Malkai. 
Elcites opened his hand and gestured toward Leane. “Leane ilsen informed me that she knew of the alliance, as well as the man. It was her desire that, if he spoke openly about such things or if their cell had been compromised by Fe’rein or any of Kyien’s men, he be silenced. Permanently,” explained Elcites. 
E’Malkai turned his rage on Leane. 
“His murder was your idea?”
She looked at him with an air of indifference. Crossing her arms over her chest, her eyes narrowed. “What would you have me do? Allow him to speak openly of this? Perhaps tell someone else and it would be reported up the chain, and connections would be made, implicating Elcites, myself, and even T’elen. Is that what you wanted?”
“No, but murdering him?” pleaded E’Malkai, uncertainty in his voice. 
“There was no other way, E’Malkai sien.” 
Elcites’ voice softened. 
E’Malkai nodded as if his head were controlled by a string. 
“We must keep this quiet. Fe’rein is here,” replied Leane in their shared silence.
“Does he know?” stammered E’Malkai.
“We should not be here. He will see through us,” spoke Elcites, shaking his head. He moved one of his powerful arms around E’Malkai in protection. 
Leane shook her head. “Too late, he heard me come to the door. He knows that you are here.” 
The silence that accompanied her words was deafening. It drew to a close as Leane herded them forward. In moments, they found themselves moving through the waiting room and into the common room. 
Fe’rein sat in the flat-backed chair as he always did. 
He regarded them with a thin line of distrust. “I had begun to fear that you had fallen, Leane ilsen,” spoke Fe’rein, though his words were obviously meant as a joke. 
Leane managed a tight smile. Elcites hid behind the sour look that all Umordoc carried. It was only E’Malkai who suffered from the fear that held him so feverishly.
“Nothing of the sort.”
“Where has my favorite nephew been?” he spoke, a lighter tone to his voice. 
E’Malkai struggled forward. 
Swallowing hard, he forced himself to smile and sat down on the steps. He rubbed his hands together to keep Fe’rein from seeing them shake. “Favorite nephew, I’m your only nephew, uncle.”
Leane placed a hand on E’Malkai’s shoulder as she passed. Giving it a light squeeze, she took a seat across from the mion. “Fe’rein was telling me about the Deliberations today…” 
Fe’rein interrupted. 
His rough voice was even. “There was much amiss in the Deliberations. That damnable T’elen: I realize that she is a friend of the House and all, but she speaks with such a tongue that I should rip it from her mouth as she speaks.”
E’Malkai gulped at Fe’rein’s words. He looked back at Elcites who continued to look on without expression. “What was hammered out at the talks?” queried Leane, trying her best to sound relaxed. 
“Nothing. Augustine and Kyien argued aimlessly with Yioren and that bitch. Is there something the matter, E’Malkai?” 
E’Malkai had begun to sweat. Although his long hair was pulled back, sweat dripped down his cheeks from the edge of his hairline. E’Malkai shook his head, not meeting Fe’rein’s eyes.
“He isn’t feeling well,” finished Leane, drawing the attention back to her. 
“You must rest while undergoing the trials. They are taxing on your energy,” scolded Fe’rein, dismissing the irregularity of it. “She spoke to me as if I were common, just another being. I lost control, throwing a chair into the crowd, killing several of those present.” 
He presented the deaths as facts, without remorse. 
Leane’s eyes twitched. 
A flicker of anger rose in her, but she subdued it. 
“That is terrible.”
“It is her fault,” seethed Fe’rein. 
“I am sure she meant for you to kill them,” reasoned Leane.
“What did you say?” he snapped.
The air of the room drew thin, warmer. 
Leane rose from her chair. “I said that it was her intention to provoke you so that you might kill some bystanders. Her fault entirely.”  
“You mock me?” He stood as well. His eyes sparked, the blood energy of his power seeping into his pupils. 
“No. I merely suggest that killing innocent people might be unfavorable,” she replied, meeting his inhuman gaze. 
E’Malkai was on his feet now. 
He watched the tense scene with wide eyes. 
“There are no innocents,” he snarled, pacing toward her as she backpedaled. 
“Your brother was. That did not stop you from killing him, did it?” she challenged. Fe’rein slapped Leane across the face, knocking her to the ground. E’Malkai’s cry echoed as he lunged out, falling across a chair.
“Stay out of this, boy,” he snarled. 
Obsidian energy crawled down his body as he swung his arm. He connected with the youth’s chest, lifting him off the ground and into the opposite wall. 
Elcites bellowed as he charged forward. His mammoth frame slammed into Fe’rein, knocking him aside for an instant. Leane lay on her back, wide-eyed, as blood dripped from her mouth. Fe’rein’s head snapped up as Elcites lowered his shoulder to charge again. Energy flared over the Creator’s hand and enveloped the guardian, lifting him off the ground, binding him in the energy. Blood-red crackles of lightning flashed over the Umordoc’s body. 
E’Malkai looked at his mother and then the writhing form of Elcites. Leaping to his feet, he charged at his uncle. He lowered his shoulder as Elcites had taught him, but Fe’rein turned. His pooled, black eyes stopped the youth in his tracks, frozen by the undead stare of the shadow. 
This time Fe’rein did not hold back as he slammed his closed fist into E’Malkai’s stomach. The force of the blow doubled the youth over. Kneeing him in the face, his free hand kept Elcites in stasis. E’Malkai flew end over end and landed on his stomach with a heavy exhalation of air, blood coating his lips. 
“You bastard,” screamed Leane, springing to her feet. Lifting a chair high above her head, she slammed it over Fe’rein’s back. The material split over his energized body. 
He merely turned, gazing back at her, and pushed her halfway across the room. Vicious laughter erupted from his lips. E’Malkai watched as his mother flew and rebounded off the wall. Her head snapped back, and she lay still. Looking at the cackling figure of Fe’rein, he no longer saw his uncle. 
E’Malkai saw his blood on the ground, pooling just beneath his mouth. He rubbed his hand over it and watched as his fingers glowed. A white hue flowed around them, and emerald electricity crawled over his skin. Reaching his arm out, he rose to his knees. The energy flowed over his arm and then in a flash over his body.
He was standing straight again. 
He felt power at his fingertips and flexed his hands.
Fe’rein looked at him, cocking his head questioningly. He dropped Elcites, allowing the heavy weight of the unconscious Umordoc to fall to the ground.  
“This is what they were hiding,” spoke Fe’rein, stopping a few feet from E’Malkai. Shaking his head, he allowed himself a small laugh. “They thought that a boy would stop me, a child pampered by this society.”
“What is happening to me?” queried E’Malkai. Hearing the hollow tone of his voice, he forgot about the unconscious bodies of his guardian and mother. The fear of his present state took precedence. 
“An intermediate tsang, not yet complete. It is safe to say that the trials of Tal’marath are useless to you now. You have surpassed anything that those idiotic traditions could have taught you. I should have known. You are an Armen, once the greatest of men.” The malice seemed to have disappeared from Fe’rein’s voice. His defenses were lowered, though fear kept E’Malkai from reacting. 
Fear of what was happening to him. 
“I don’t understand.”
Fe’rein paced around him now. 
His voice was explanatory, expressing wisdom. “Nor could you. For seventeen years they have hidden much from you, fed you lies instead of truths. This power was once hidden from me by the council of the Fallen. That fool Higald tricked my brother, never explained to him what power dwelled in our blood. I was a boy then, like you. Ryan Armen, such a weak, whiny child.” He thumped his chest with his closed fist. “I am so much more than that now. Back then no one could have foreseen what was outside our small box of life.” There was regret in his voice, a sorrow that he squashed quickly. 
“You have killed so many.”
“But to save so many more. There must be sacrifice to be a leader, to be a Creator. Your mother, your guardian, they fear the power that runs through your veins. They fear what it can and will do.” There was an evil flash in his eyes. “You will take their power. This is what you are for, what all Armen are for. They fear what you can do, as they fear me.”
“They are my family,” replied E’Malkai. 
“I am your family. They are what hold you back. Join me, E’Malkai, together we can make this place ours, shape it any way that we wish. M’iordi will see that they are as peaceful as sheep. You can take the place that should have been your father’s.” Fe’rein extended his hand out, reaching for E’Malkai. 
A dark look passed over E’Malkai’s face; his voice bled with a sharp edge. “Never speak of my father.”
Fe’rein returned the hateful gaze, pulling his hand back. “What do you know of Seth? He was in your life for an instant. He was a father to me. He made me who I am,” he challenged, his voice accusatory. 
“He would have rather seen you dead.”
Fe’rein smiled wickedly “I see that you are beyond reason. You would have been a powerful ally.”
Fe’rein lowered his head as if to laugh and then flashed forward. 
Holding his arm straight out from his body, it connected with E’Malkai’s chest, lifting him into the air. As his body catapulted upward, Fe’rein flashed forward and slammed an elbow into E’Malkai’s chest. This sent him into the ground, splitting the marble. 
E’Malkai coughed hard. 
Pushing himself up, the energy around him crackled as it rebounded off Fe’rein’s energy field. He looked up at the man who had been his uncle, his father figure, and screamed. The force of his voice shook the room, shattering the glass of the windows. He was on his feet, his emerald force spiking around him like a flame. 
“That is more like it, boy,” laughed Fe’rein as he leapt back. 
He hovered just above the ground, charring whatever was beneath him. E’Malkai ran forward. Launching his foot out, it connected with Fe’rein’s chest. The blow lifted Fe’rein higher into the air, knocking him into the far wall just outside the common room.  
Laughter echoed throughout the room. 
The artificial lights crackled and flickered as they died without power. A hazy fog of smoke consumed the room. The youth stepped through the wall. Walking through the haze, Fe’rein chortled as he rolled onto his stomach. Kicking his legs out, he knocked E’Malkai’s feet out from under him. 
“This is the beginning, boy.”
Fe’rein loomed over E’Malkai.
Grasping him by the feet, Fe’rein spun, dragging E’Malkai with him and then letting go. The youth slammed into the wall that had just been torn down, widening the hole that was already there. He skittered across the ground, carving a trench in the fine marble of the floor. E’Malkai raised himself onto one elbow. His mouth was cracked. Blood ran down his chin, and his right eye had already begun to swell. 
His long hair was snarled into knots. 
“Best fight I’ve had in a while, boy. One gets sick of killing women and children,” he crooned as he stepped through the new opening in the room. His boots kicked aside the debris that had found its way into his path. 
E’Malkai struggled to his feet, stumbling as he stood. Leaning, he stared at the horrific visage of Fe’rein. A thin line of blood was painted along his face, but otherwise he was left unfazed by their exchange. 
He spread his hands apart, palms up. “Another round?”
E’Malkai nodded.
Fe’rein allowed him a smile and dashed forward, slamming his fist into E’Malkai’s stomach. Doubled-up fists slammed into the base of his neck, driving E’Malkai to his knees with a startled grunt. 
The Dark Creator grabbed a fistful of the youth’s hair, pulled it back, and exposed his beaten face. With his right hand, he slapped E’Malkai open-handed across the face. He looked at the heap of his own family and pushed E’Malkai aside, stalking toward the new entrance to the common room. 
E’Malkai rolled onto his back, coughing, radiating with pain. Seeing the collapsed bodies of his mother and guardian, he grimaced. Showing a mouth full of blood and stained teeth, he closed his eyes as he pushed himself up. He desperately tried to find footing, kicking aside chunks of marble as he crawled to his feet.  
Fe’rein stopped, hearing the shuffled sound of the debris. 
“That….” E’Malkai tried to speak.     
Fe’rein shook his head in disgust. 
“You got something else to say, boy?”
E’Malkai nodded. 
The effort to swallow was overwhelming. “That––all you got––Ryan.” The words cracked as he spoke, his throat closing as he swallowed more blood. 
“You are so much like Seth, foolish until the end.”
Fe’rein reached out with his hands. 
The energy flowed from them in waves, consuming the room in shadow and crimson. E’Malkai swam his hands through the air. His own field dissipated as his strength left him. Fe’rein stalked through the storm of energy. His eyes were no longer his own; his face was consumed in darkness. 
The blow crashed against E’Malkai. 
Even if he had been at full strength, he would not have been able to block. He felt weightless as his body careened through the air. Glass shattered around him as he sailed through the one window that had remained unbroken throughout the exchange. 
Then he felt the rush of air on his body as the artificial gravity of Culouth pulled him toward the ground. His body was beyond numb as he impacted with the Avenue. His eyes grew heavy as he looked back toward the skies of Culouth. He saw the light of the common room far above him and the crimson energy within before he faded completely into darkness.
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Illigard
  
  
  
The wastelands southwest of Duirin were visited almost as infrequently as the tundra. From above, it would appear that only patches of desert and swamp extended far into the distance. But that was only what was meant to be seen. 
The walls of Illigard were sand-colored, marred only with splashes of brown and white, mirroring the land around it. From one end to the other, the compound extended for more than a mile, almost two. At its greatest girth it was at best two thousand feet. There were garrisons atop each tower, giving it the appearance that it was a stone castle taken from ages past.  
The buildings of Illigard were squat, gray-colored structures without any real character. At least not like those found in Culouth, where extravagant colors indicated wealth and status. 
The medical station was set just inside the retaining wall. 
The inside was perfectly square with one main room in which several staff medical technicians walked. Of late their skills had not been needed. Without a war there were few unnatural deaths on the wastelands, except those due to ignorance or lack of preparation before heading out into the cruel elements.
E’Malkai was face-up on a white cot. 
Folded over just below his chest, a sheet covered his bare, exposed torso. His eyes remained closed as the technician bent over him. Pulling his eyelid up and shining an amber light into the pupil, she waited for a reaction of any kind. 
Three figures stood beyond the edge of the cot. 
Leane held a shawl over her face, concealing her features. The tan-colored fabric hung almost to her feet. Elcites stood as he always did. Along his back was a sheathed weapon as tall as Leane from head to toe. He wore a flesh-colored pack that was most likely heavier than the combined weight of the humans in the room. 
T’elen stood beside Leane, her statuesque build only inches taller than Leane’s. The brilliant clear dress that she had worn during the Deliberations had been shed, leaving only the black body suit as well as a sword strapped along her back. Her arms were crossed over her breasts.  
“The possibility of him never waking grows each day,” she spoke solemnly, nodding to the technician, who disappeared into the medic’s station. 
“It has been only twenty-three days. We cannot assume he will die,” replied Leane. Her voice was laced with sadness, yet she retained her composure as she had learned many years ago amongst the Fallen. A warm breeze passed through the medical station. The stale stench of death flowed through the air and grimaces were passed all around. 
“This place reeks of death.” Elcites had said little since leaving Culouth. He feared for his charge. The youth for whom he was guardian brought him greater joy than he would care to admit. 
“The name lends itself to nothing else.” T’elen had agreed to smuggle E’Malkai out of Culouth after the battle. Within a few hours, they were on a teleport to the Lower Plane and then a transport to her stronghold there in the wastelands. 
“Has there been any word of his disappearance?” queried Leane, knowing that T’elen had returned to Culouth immediately upon setting them up safely in Illigard. She did not want to allow M’iordi, or any of the others, to make a connection.
“Some people on the Avenue that night saw the strange lights of the battle. Most of them could not discern who was fighting, only that it happened in the upper levels of the House of Di’letirich. If there are any concerns, they would come from Yioren who sends his best wishes,” replied T’elen. 
“Yioren is well?”
“Yes, he also says that Augustine has begun to question your absence in the House meetings and suggests that you return as soon as possible in order to maintain appearances within Culouth. So that the stories of E’Malkai’s death remain true,” responded T’elen in a flat, even tone. 
“He is wise to say that. I have stayed far too long as it is,” conceded Leane, burying herself into the shawls. 
“Your grief will be understood,” spoke Elcites. His concern for E’Malkai placed a thirst for vengeance on his lips. 
“I cannot believe he stood against Fe’rein. To survive as long as he did, to survive at all is incredible,” marveled T’elen, looking at the pale glow of the boy’s face. “The Armen bloodline is strong.”
“That is what I hear,” spoke Leane with a distressed sigh. 
“I meant no disrespect, Leane ilsen. I am not ignorant of the ways of the Fallen as those in Culouth are. The ancient texts speak of the Believer and of the Armen bloodline. Going farther back than Seth, or even his father, could have known.” T’elen bowed, her eyes like a serpent’s.
Leane nodded and then turned to Elcites. “Stay with him. Get word to me immediately when he awakens.”       
“Of course, my ilsen. Your words are my command.”
Leane bowed to each of them and moved toward the entrance of the medical station, out into the real, unaltered night. The moon hung high in the sky and the warm wind that blew was of uneven temperature, curling her shawl around her. She looked out over the darkness and bowed her head, pushing into the night toward the lights of her transport. 
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E’Malkai
  
  
  
Nine more days passed before there was any response from E’Malkai, and that was nothing more than a twitch of a finger. Three more weeks passed before he opened his eyes and fifty-five days total before he regained complete consciousness. Elcites remained by his side throughout. 
As E’Malkai uttered his first words, the giant slumbered. “Elcites,” he whispered hoarsely. He swallowed several times before he turned to the Umordoc guardian, the act one of incredible effort.
The giant shook his head, trying to clear the cobwebs that cluttered his mind. Grunting, he lifted his head from his chest and looked at the blue eyes of E’Malkai. “E’Malkai sien, you are awake,” he spoke.
“It would appear so,” E’Malkai replied with as much mirth as he could muster. The grim line of his smile waned with each breath. The youth blinked several times as he took in his surroundings: the sterile white rooms, beds stretching out far from his sight. “Where am I? This place, where is it?”
“Illigard.”
“Where is Illigard?” 
E’Malkai coughed as he attempted to laugh. 
“The southwest corner of the wasteland. It’s the keep of T’elen ilsen,” replied Elcites, stretching as he stood next to the bed-ridden E’Malkai. “You have been here for almost three months.”
“My mother?”
“Leane ilsen returned to Culouth several days after you were brought here. We were concerned that…” Elcites was interrupted as T’elen stalked past. 
She stopped at the foot of the bed, her intense gaze falling on E’Malkai. “You are considered dead, E’Malkai. This is a new lease on life for you, a rebirth if you will. In order to maintain this, we need those who would threaten your safety, namely Fe’rein and the Council of the Six, to believe that you are gone. A threat dispatched.” 
E’Malkai stared without comment. 
“You must pardon the suddenness of the information. You must know what has happened, so that you may learn to appreciate this new life,” continued T’elen. “You can never return to Culouth.”
“What of the Resistance?” spoke E’Malkai with difficulty. 
T’elen exchanged a glance with Elcites. 
“You are at the heart of it, E’Malkai.”
E’Malkai turned his head, his eyes glassy. “I need sleep.”
“Of course, E’Malkai. Elcites, continue to watch him.” T’elen bowed to Elcites and spun. Exiting the medic station, she left the youth and guardian in silence.
  
*
  
It would be fourteen more days before E’Malkai was strong enough to get out of bed and several more before he could walk around without support. 
Constantly, he was badgered by Elcites to rest. 
On the twenty-second day, E’Malkai left his bed and walked around outside of the medical station, taking in the new world in which he awoke. He walked along the outer wall; the sun shone brightly in the sky while the cover and shadow of the wall gave him comfort. The change in temperature was uncomfortable, the movement of nature foreign.
Passing several wasteland mercenaries, each regarded him with a smile and a nod. He did not hear a single conversation until he reached the far edge of the compound and saw the outline of the barracks. The darkness inside was illuminated by flashes of light. 
He entered with trepidation. 
His tunic was fitted, unlike the tailored robes that he had been accustomed to in Culouth. He pulled at them as he ducked his head to enter. Standing in the doorway for a moment, he allowed his eyes to adjust. 
People moved all about the interior of the barracks. A bar ran the length of the right side of the room. Neon lights were littered across the top. Liquors and other frothy liquids were being passed over the glossy top to the soldiers, their vests distinguishing them as mercenaries. 
E’Malkai moved toward the bar.
He continued forward, dodging the occasional drunkard or soldier who carried armfuls of drinks and cursed him as they passed. As he reached the counter, he saw a portly man. His robust midsection was split in half by a dirty beige apron. Twin eagles battling amidst a sun were brandished along the bottom right side. 
His bald head was reminiscent of Fe’rein. 
He immediately pushed that image from his mind and focused on sitting on one of the stools, taking in the ambiance of the place. The pale rag the bartender held in his hand moved over the bar in front of E’Malkai. 
He flashed a toothless grin at the youth. “A might young to be in a place like this, wouldn’t you say? By the Believer, you’re that Culouth boy they brought in a few months back. Glad to see you up and walking around.”
E’Malkai scratched his head before he answered. 
“I guess that would be true, though I’m not a boy.”
The bartender laughed, holding his belly as he cackled and reached below the counter. A thick sucking sound accompanied his hands retuning above the bar. A stout glass was held in hand with a brown liquid swishing at its bottom. “You might be a man at that, surviving what you did. This one is on the house, lad.”
E’Malkai nodded and gripped the edge of the glass mug. Casting one more look at the bartender, he took a drink. He scrunched his face in disgust and placed it down, wiping at his mouth with his arm. 
“That is foul.”
The bartender laughed even harder now as E’Malkai continued to make faces. Pouring another, the liquid spilled over the top and onto the counter. E’Malkai waved his hands in dismissal, but the bartender pushed another toward him. 
“That was classic. Haven’t seen someone make a face like that for some time. That deserves another.”
E’Malkai hesitated.
The soft eyes of the bartender egged him on. Grabbing the glass, E’Malkai drained it despite the stench. The acerbic taste had lessened acutely. “Not as bad as the first,” he said with a small smile and a hiccup. 
“I would say that is quite enough for a man of his limited experience.” The voice was distinctly feminine. 
E’Malkai turned and saw the rugged, yet beautiful features of T’elen. Her trademark weapon was sheathed at her back and the black bodysuit had been replaced by a faded green one with a gray stripe down the left side of her body. 
“I see that you are making decisions for me once again,” chided E’Malkai, feeling the effects of the liquor.  
“Still bitter over that?” she mused.
E’Malkai pushed himself away from the bar and sat into a wooden chair at a wooden table. Laying his hands drunkenly on the table, he looked at her with a forlorn stare. T’elen sighed and sat opposite him, fixing him with a strange glare.
“You took me from my home,” he murmured. 
“You had no home. As far as Fe’rein was concerned, you were his enemy. And that means death.” Her tone as always was militant, direct, and straightforward. 
“That may be….”  
His mind was an echo of his real thoughts. 
He stumbled to find the words.
“Never drank before, eh?”
“What gave me away?” Covering his mouth he burped, and then rumpled his clothes with his hands. Placing them on the table with authority, he looked at her. 
“Do you remember what happened at the House of Di’letirich?” she asked.
E’Malkai leaned on his elbow and closed one eye thoughtfully. “We talked about the council mostly. Complaining about you,” he laughed. His head slipped from his hand and he caught it with the other. “He kept saying that trollop and such.”
He could see a thin line of a smile. 
She loved how much Fe’rein hated her. 
Making a broad gesture with his hands, he continued. “Anyways, he went on to talk about how he killed some civilians and that it was your fault. My mother made a snide comment and he struck her.”
The drunkenness dissolved in an instant. 
“He hit her, and I tried to stop him and I couldn’t. Then Elcites attacked him, and he couldn’t either. The last thing I remember is rushing toward him and the sight of him moving far away as he struck me again; all darkness after that.” His voice trailed off as he finished, lowering his head in shame. 
“You felt you did nothing?” she questioned. 
“I should have stopped him.” His answer was simple. 
“What if I said that you tried and fought with all your being? That you stood fast against his strength for longer than any living person could have managed.”
“What are you talking about?” The volume of his voice drew looks from around the bar.
“Something happened to you up there.”
E’Malkai leaned forward. “What might that be?”
“It is a rather long story, and one that I am afraid you have been told several times, in several different ways. Though each with a different point of view. I will not lie. Mine will also have a slant.” 
Sitting back, she sighed and gestured to the bartender. He scurried over, placing a tall glass of a clear liquid in front of her. A few metallic coins slipped from her hands with the guile of a practiced magician. 
“The story of the Believer and the perversion of that legend by Culouth?” he spoke.
She took a sip and licked her lips. Sucking her teeth, she nodded before she continued. “The very same, but there is a part of that story that is rarely told; a rather important part.”
“Oh yeah, what part might that be?” he queried with a bit of annoyance. 
“It is said that the Believer will come to shape Terra, using the energy of Life itself. With me so far?” she began. 
He nodded.
“Let us say that the Believer perverts the power, uses it for something that is not in the interests of restoring things to a natural order; uses it for an evil end, harming Terra in the process.”
The nod returned. 
“Then it would be as if the power had not been taken, leaving dormant the power from the energies of Terra; for they can only be tapped when used for that purpose. When another rises to take the power, to embody it completely––whether for good or evil––then the power that has been borrowed begins to wane.”
“You are suggesting that the power of the Believer has not yet been usurped and remains dormant somewhere on this planet. Perhaps you are out of your mind,” replied E’Malkai with a shake of his head. 
“That is exactly what I am saying. Fe’rein is nothing more than a sample of that power, a drop of the pool of energies at the core of Terra.”
“Even if I were to entertain this possibility for an instant, the location of the power of the Believer is a secret not found in the databases of Culouth. Its contents were wiped to keep the Intelligence from finding it. The only man who knows the location is Fe’rein. There is no reason for him ever to allow that information to slip. He believes that he is the mion––that he is a Creator of lore.”
“How do you think that Fe’rein found the power?”
“I have no idea,” he replied. 
“Seth Armen was a tracker, one of extraordinary skill. But, the location of the Believer was gleaned from the texts of the Fallen. Even though there were individuals in Duirin who pointed them in the general direction, it was in the chronicles of the Fallen that the answers were found.”
“Another place that cannot be found by anyone other than the Fallen. Fe’rein does not even know the location. You speak madness. Who would undertake this pilgrimage?” 
“The blood of Armen is the only one who can undertake that path,” she replied and took another sip, a long one. 
E’Malkai laughed. 
Then pushing himself away from the table, he laughed again. Stumbling across the bar and out into the open air, the half-light of the afternoon dissolved into dusk. T’elen followed him from a distance. Leaning against the doorframe, she watched E’Malkai look up into the air, watching the stars overhead. 
“I am not a hero,” he spoke with a sigh. 
His shoulders sagged. 
“The greatest heroes are often those most reluctant,” she replied with a shrug.
“I will think about what you have said,” he began and looked back at T’elen. She merely nodded. “I wish to see Duirin. If that is where my father was for some time, then I would wish to go there.”
“A transport will be arranged for you both,” she replied with a spread of her hands.
“Elcites and I?” he queried. 
“I thought you never traveled without your guardian?” There was mirth in her voice and a smile crept across her lips. E’Malkai did not respond, but instead returned his gaze to the star-filled sky above him.  
 



  
ⱷ
Fredrick
  
  
  
The Avenue ran down Culouth, basically splitting the domed city in half. On the northern side were the residences of the Houses of Culouth, and the other half grew considerably less and less reputable. In that southern half was a tavern frequented by many of Kyien’s men, a place that was without a name. Yet, this was where two men of the Fallen chose to spend their night; drinking away sorrows of the past, present, and future. 
Fredrick had been there for hours already. 
His breath reeked of liquor, but his credit was such that no bartender could deny him service. He knew the mion personally. At that very moment the lush known as Fredrick and the bartender that everyone affectionately referred to as Pappy were in a bit of a screaming match. 
His thin frame was taut. 
The muscles of his arms were apparent as he placed his hands on the counter in defiance and then shook his head at Fredrick. He wore a trimmed beard and his cold gray eyes were solemn, almost doe-like.
“Your tab is run far enough, Fredrick. I’m not going to serve you anymore until it is paid, and that is final,” spoke Pappy, frustration evident in his voice. 
“Come now, Pappy. I’m friends with Fe’rein. Surely that gets me one more drink?” Fredrick had drunk himself into such a place that he no longer was able to survive without its consumption. 
It would not suffice. 
“There have been too many extensions with you. I won’t be caught up in it again. Either you pay now or you don’t drink.”
The interior of the unnamed tavern was dark, tables strewn all about in no discernible order. The bar ran the length of the wall opposite the entrance. A chime was affixed to the old-style entrance, one that rang as a patron entered. 
There were a few men scattered throughout the tables, only one other at the bar. He was a young soldier. The brown suit and yellow stripe from his left shoulder to the end of the pant leg marked him as one of Kyien’s men. 
The outer chime echoed and no one turned to see who entered. 
The grim figure of Fe’rein stalked through the door. The hard line of his stare deterred all who wished to look his way. As he sat down next to Fredrick, several coins clinked on the counter. Pappy scooped them away without as much as another word. “Round for me and my friend,” whispered Fe’rein in his haunted voice. 
Pappy moved with speed that betrayed his name. He was neither old nor a father. As he pushed the two mugs to Fredrick and Fe’rein, he disappeared into the shadows behind the bar. 
“Can’t seem to get a break around here,” whined Fredrick as he pulled the mug close and nursed it, sipping at it with determination. 
“No, can’t seem to at that,” replied Fe’rein, tipping back the mug and draining its contents in one swig.
Slamming it down, he shattered the glass. 
He wiped at his hand. 
The shards of glass dusted his skin, for it was nearly invulnerable. Pappy cast him a sour look through the darkness, but kept his mouth shut. He knew that there was little that he could say that would not make Fe’rein end his life on the spot. 
“Barkeep, get me another glass. Clean this up double-time,” bellowed Fe’rein, the volume of his voice uncharacteristic for him. It was in that moment that Fredrick realized that he smelled liquor on the breath of the great mion. 
He almost laughed out loud at him. “What’s the matter, Fe’rein?” questioned Fredrick behind the shield of his habit.
Pappy busied himself with another glass and slid it forward, disappearing as quickly as he had come. “Tonight my name is Ryan. You remember Ryan, don’t you? He was a stupid kid, always saying all the wrong things; made an incomprehensible ass out of himself all the time.” 
Fe’rein cackled with laughter. 
Grabbing his mug of brew in one hand, he slammed his other fist down, denting the metal surface with a canyon worthy of record. Fredrick watched with awe as Fe’rein spiraled deeper into intoxication. 
“I remember Ryan. Had a brother, didn’t he?”
“Yes, he did. Name of Seth, toughest damn human who ever lived.”
That comment drew strange looks from the soldiers present, a couple of them even too young to recognize the mion in his less-than-perfect state. Some did and looked over, their eyes full of hate. 
“Seth was a man to be reckoned with,” reasoned Fredrick. 
“Killed him I did, knifed him right though the back with my blade. Took him a while to die though, and he said some choice things to me. He placed no blame, righteous old Seth, right to the end.”
One of the soldiers stood up and pushed away his friend’s protests. The man moved in close and placed a hand on the shoulder of the mion. And to Fredrick’s shock, Fe’rein merely turned and looked at the man. 
“You want to sit and drink with us. My name is Ryan and this here is my friend, Fredrick,” spoke Fe’rein with mirth and a slight slur. 
The soldier fixed him with a glare and reached his hand back to strike Fe’rein. The smile exploded into wailing laughter. He caught the man’s hand. His dark energy leapt over him, consuming the man’s hand, disintegrating it. 
The man’s face was held frozen in a scream, the sound caught in his throat as he pulled away a stump. His young friends at the table stood as if they wished to charge. 
Fe’rein stood too, a drunken stupor fallen over him. He bent his fingers, making a shadow gun and pointed it at the table of soldiers. Fire leapt from his hands and consumed their bodies, disintegrating them as he had done with the first man’s hand. Then as if it were all some cosmic joke, he blew over each finger as though they were smoking barrels of a pistol. 
“Bang. Bang. Bang,” he whispered. While the mion could incinerate those he wished to see wiped from the earth, he very rarely did so. The sparing of Leane and Elcites’ lives were evidence of this. 
Plopping back down on the stool, a belch rumbled from his throat. There was look of pure shock and fear spread across Pappy’s face. He opened his mouth to speak, but found that he could not. 
Fredrick looked at the smoked tables and the billowing cloud that rose off the scorched places where the soldiers had been. Laughter came to him as well. He drained another mug and pushed it toward the shaken figure of Pappy. 
“You see, Fredrick, this place is a cesspool––though it is one hidden beneath a glass plate, all these rats running around in their cage.”
“To the cesspool,” croaked Fredrick, raising his refilled mug. 
Fe’rein nodded and hiccupped. Draining another mug, he slammed it down, but with less force than before, and pushed it away from him. “Where did he go?” 
The drunken whisper was gone. 
His dead eyes stared through Fredrick. 
“Where did who go?” shot back Fredrick, still caught up in the drunken fun of it all. 
“My nephew.” 
The voice of the Creator had returned; the drunken stupor had been an act. Fredrick looked at Fe’rein in horror as the anger seeped into his countenance once more. 
“Haven’t seen him in some time; thought I heard you guys had a bit of a falling out,” answered Fredrick, lifting the mug to his mouth.
The powerful grip of Fe’rein restrained him, made him place the mug down. “Where is he?”
The heat in the room rose.
“I swear I don’t know,” stammered Fredrick as he tried to reach forward to grasp his mug of ale once more. 
Fe’rein placed his hand over Fredrick’s. 
The cry that emanated was almost feminine. The smell of smoldering flesh was overwhelming as the glass began to smoke and then burst into shards, imbedding deep into Fredrick’s hand. 
“You will find out for me.” 
It was a statement of fact. 
Fredrick nodded frantically, trying to work his way out from underneath Fe’rein’s grip. The Creator held him there, his fiery gaze searing through him. Fredrick froze. Tears welled in his eyes as the pain in his hand gripped his every sense. 
He met the gaze of Fe’rein. 
“I will do whatever you ask of me.”
“Good.”
The hold was released and Fredrick immediately cradled his bad hand with the good one. Fe’rein reached across the counter and grabbed one of the white towels the bartender used and tossed it to Fredrick without another look. 
“Clean yourself up, you look like death.”
Fe’rein ran his hand over the tables as he moved toward the exit. It charred a canyon into each, snapping the feeble structures like kindling. Slamming his hand into the overhang of the entrance, he split it in half. The roof sagged as he did. Both Fredrick and Pappy were more fearful of the mion than any denizen of their worst nightmares. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The transport to Duirin traversed unsettled territory. Silence hung between guardian and charge. The swamps and deserts receded and plains and light green hills became more apparent. In the distance E’Malkai recognized the mountains to the east from his time spent at the vantage point within Culouth, zigzag markers that led close to the coastline beyond the Citadel. 
The transport was a military one, for no PTVs were permitted on the Lower Plane. The only vehicles were those that T’elen and her mercenaries used to get around. Considering that Elcites and the youth were the only ones in such a large transport, the additional space seemed wasteful.
Despite the uneven grade of the road, the ride itself was smooth. The peaks and falls of Duirin were soon within sight, and E’Malkai favored himself a glance. Watching as the city grew closer and closer, a smile crept across his lips. He had learned more of his past in the last few months than he had the majority of his life. Unfortunately, the events leading up to these sudden pockets of information were catastrophic at best. 
“Some in Duirin will fear me, E’Malkai sien,” spoke Elcites. 
“I thought the inhabitants of the Lower Plane understood the ways of Culouth?” The youth could not harbor hatred for his guardian for very long. The silence had lasted mostly because of pride, for the youth did not wish to break first. 
“They are considered lesser beings, inferior in every possible way. Umordoc are a symbol of the power of Culouth and their domination over their society,” replied the giant without meeting E’Malkai’s eyes. 
“Then we will be careful not to upset them.”
They moved beneath the arch of the outer wall of Duirin. Both settlements of the Lower Plane that E’Malkai had seen were constructed behind mammoth walls, which lent well to Elcites’ words. There was still fear of Umordoc and other monsters of the plains and wastelands. 
The arch spilled out into a courtyard where the ground was composed mostly of loose dirt that swirled and flung itself from beneath the transport. It created a small dust vortex as the transport settled on the ground with a heavy sound. 
The hydraulics hissed as the outer hatch opened, exposing the interior to the natural world once more. E’Malkai scrunched his eyes against the sun as he dropped to the ground with a grunt. His guardian followed, but for him it was more like a step than a leap. 
The city of Duirin had not changed much since the time of Seth. The wide expanse of the courtyard remained intact and buildings still cascaded off into the distance; there was very little separation between each structure. 
To E’Malkai, it was reminiscent of Culouth. 
The citizens who passed regarded E’Malkai without much concern, but the overwhelming figure of Elcites drew more than one stare, which the giant was forced to ignore as they moved forward. 
Dean, great uncle to E’Malkai, remained as he had for several years. He felt it absolutely necessary to be there when any travelers arrived, welcoming them to Duirin. It was not only his body that had thinned with time, but also his smile.
He reached his hand out in welcome. E’Malkai accepted it, not recognizing the man. Dean used his free hand to cast a shadow over his own eyes. “Welcome to Duirin. Any guest of Lady T’elen is most assuredly welcome here within our humble walls.” His voice had lost none of its persuasion. 
“We are most thankful for your hospitality, my guardian and I,” replied E’Malkai, gesturing back to Elcites.
“We were not informed of your itinerary. I must say, if I may, that Lady T’elen provided no specifics as to your agenda here in Duirin, or your name, origin, matters of person and station.” He did not trust these new arrivals to his part of the world.
“I am E’Malkai and this is…” he began.
The youth spoke no more words, for the eyes of Dean grew wide and his aged voice interrupted him. “By the Believer, you are Leane’s son.”
“I am.” 
“You are Seth’s son,” he whispered. 
“That is actually the nature of my visit,” replied E’Malkai, nodding. “I have come to learn more about my father. Recent events have made it painfully obvious that I need to know much more.”
“I am not sure how much I can tell you that you do not already know.”
“I doubt that. Until a few months ago, I was not aware of much at all. Even now I have been told many versions; one more cannot hurt,” returned E’Malkai with a stern nod. He noticed that he was much taller than Dean. The man hunched slightly despite the rigidity of his appearance. 
Some of the citizens had been bold enough to stop now. Some youthful men with fire in their eyes and some couples holding one another in fear chanced a look at Elcites. Dean noticed the growing crowd and turned away from E’Malkai, motioning for them to disperse.
“You must pardon my people. They have not seen an Umordoc as complacent as your guardian. The old tales are still very powerful here. To see such a warrior in our midst is a portent of death and violence to them,” explained Dean. 
“Elcites anticipated as much. He is not upset by their gawking, nor am I,” responded E’Malkai with a simple shrug. Then he turned as if he planned to move past Dean and go deeper into the city.
Dean turned to match his approach. “Duirin is a guarded place. We depend very much on those from Culouth knowing very little of our operations. We take in many refugees and those who can no longer walk in Culouth,” conceded Dean as they made their way across the courtyard. A line of trees was cut symmetrically in front of the first line of buildings, leaving a thick patch of ground that served as a small street for pedestrians. 
“Why it is so dangerous to know the true nature of this place?” 
Dean seemed abashed by the youth’s words. “For you to be in the care of Lady T’elen, it was a reasonable intuitive leap to think that you were no longer welcome within the walls of the Upper Plane. Am I wrong in this assumption?”
E’Malkai smiled. He liked this man, and he supposed that his father had liked him as well. “That was clever, but true. I am an outcast from those up above, as is my guardian.”
The aged man sighed and continued to move through the copse of trees and into the rows of buildings. Each looked so identical that after a few moments, E’Malkai realized that he could not have found the building that they now stood before. 
The man gestured with a sweep of his hand. 
“My personal residence.”
E’Malkai nodded as Dean pushed the door aside and allowed him to enter first, followed by Dean. Elcites stepped through, pulling the door closed behind him. The interior was dark enough to conceal much of the room. 
“Would you care to sit down?” questioned Dean.
E’Malkai nodded and sat down on one of the chairs with a sigh. Dean turned to Elcites. He offered him the same comfort, and the guardian merely shook his head and stood before the entrance. 
“Can I offer you some refreshment?”
E’Malkai shook his head. 
The business of information was his focus.  
“Would it be too terribly rude if I partook of some in your presence?” queried Dean as he produced a vase of sweet-smelling liquid and began to pour it into a thin clear glass. 
“No, by all means. It is I who is the guest in your home,” replied E’Malkai with a gentle wave of his hand. 
“Indeed,” he echoed and sat opposite E’Malkai, sipping from the glass and then setting it down on the table in front of them. “I suppose before you begin to ask questions, I should tell you a particular piece of information that is necessary.”
E’Malkai rolled his eyes. T’elen had begun their conversation in a similar way, and the youth was already growing tired of the emerging pattern. “Please do.”
“I am your father’s uncle, your great uncle.”
E’Malkai nodded. 
Nothing seemed to surprise the youth anymore. “Continue.”
“That was simple enough. You took it much better than Seth and Ryan did almost two decades ago. They wrestled with it for many weeks before accepting.”
“You will find that I am different,” replied E’Malkai. 
“Very well. What would you like to know?” 
Dean sat back. 
Glass in his hand, a comfortable posture fell over him. 
“Tell me how my father came to be here, in Duirin.”
“Seth and the others stumbled upon a scout of mine, a man by the name of Tiken, when they emerged from the tundra to the north into the warmer climates here in the south. They agreed to come here, for they had no alternative. Their rations had become dangerously low and Leane, your mother, had fallen ill. It was the pregnancy that had begun to sap her of strength.”
E’Malkai looked at Elcites tucked into the corner. His massive frame was a wall against the light that peeked through the door. 
“She was quite lucky that she did not lose you. I treated her, as I am a doctor, and then the waiting began. We talked often and one day out in the courtyard the sweepers came through, harassed the man who came with your father and his brother.”
“Fredrick.”
“Yes, that was his name. Your father, the ever-valiant warrior that he was, stepped in and fought the sweepers. This earned him a sentence in the Citadel. Despite what Ryan has become, when he was here his only thoughts were of Summer and then the incarceration of his brother and how he would free him. To my shame I tried to dissuade him, citing the dangers to Duirin such an excursion would bring.”
“Sweepers are nasty business,” obliged E’Malkai with a nod. 
“That they are and wouldn’t you know, no more than a week later Fredrick found himself in another rather precarious position. He fought back against a group of sweepers and joined your father in the Citadel. Couldn’t tell you what happened in there, but Ryan, Summer, and my tracker set out toward the Citadel in an effort to rescue your father. Once again, I can’t be certain of the events that transpired once they left the city, but when they returned it was without Summer, as she was taken during an attack. They came back with a Culouth soldier named Chren and an older gentleman by the name of Hugo who had been incarcerated with Seth. Chren fell in with T’elen’s bunch several years later and found a quick death out in the wastelands. But Hugo, the old man, still lives here in the city. He lives alone in the residences tucked in the far west corner of the city.”
“Why did my father leave here after returning from the Citadel?” There was sadness in E’Malkai’s voice. He knew now that his mother had remained in Duirin alone when he was no more than an infant. 
“He did not desert your mother. They journeyed to find the Shaman and restore the power of the Believer. They set out alone, two brothers journeying into the unknown. Seth did not return. And in reality neither did Ryan, but something else did; rather something that walked in Ryan’s body. He took Leane and you to Culouth, where he had been summoned. I have not seen either of you for more than seventeen years.” He took the last drink of the glass, draining the liquid. A residue remained on the bottom, a bluish stain on the thick crystal. 
E’Malkai fought back the sorrow that gripped him and regarded his great-uncle before speaking. “Would it be possible to speak to this man? I wish to know more about him, about my father.”
Dean nodded, rising from the seat and moving behind the counter. Pulling free the vase, he refilled his glass. He drained it completely and then filled it once more. “Of course. Seth was an extraordinary man. He had purpose and that was robbed of him.”
  
*
            
The shack that Hugo resided in was worthy of the term. It hung together completely from the force of will of the occupant. The roof sagged in the center, the walls were in desperate need of being remodeled, and the door hung halfway off its hinges. Dean leaned forward and knocked hard. He knocked several times more before footsteps could be heard within. The door swung inward. A disheveled man stood staring at Dean with wide eyes before he moved out and embraced the other man.
He pushed away just as quickly. “Reverent Y’re, how good of you to come and see me,” he wailed and then turned to E’Malkai. He cast a sour glance toward Elcites. “Have you brought friends?”
E’Malkai suppressed the laugh that threatened to surface. The man was a walking disaster. His white hair was long, but thinned in such a way that it looked more like string than hair. Wild eyes possessed no color. His crooked grin was not because he lacked teeth, but instead because it was set on a slant as if his jaw were unhinged. 
“I have brought a ghost from your past, Hugo,” began Dean, gesturing to E’Malkai. “This is Seth Armen’s son.”
Hugo’s eyes went wide and catatonic. He darted back within his shack, slamming the door so hard that it sagged more than it had originally. From within his muttered voice spoke in rapid, unintelligible tones much to the chagrin of those outside.  
“Was this perhaps a bad idea?” 
E’Malkai shot Dean a bemused glance. 
Dean sighed and wrapped his outer layer of fabrics around himself tighter. “No, Hugo is just strange. He has been that way since he arrived here, though more so each day since Seth left.”
They waited several minutes before the door cracked again and the wild features of Hugo emerged once more. His entire frame shook not from cold, but from within. “You cannot be the son of Seth Armen. He no longer lives. The line of Armen is dead.” 
Dean grimaced in dissatisfaction and moved closer to the door, closer to the bewildered figure. “Can we speak of this inside? It is rather cold out here, Hugo,” queried Dean smoothly. His tone was calm, persuasive. 
Hugo looked at each of them and then pointed at Elcites. 
“The Umordoc stays outside.”
E’Malkai shook his head and turned to Dean. 
“Elcites poses no threat.”
It was the guardian’s voice that stopped him. “It is no problem, E’Malkai sien. I would fear the house would collapse around me anyways. Outside suits me fine.”
E’Malkai stifled his smile. His guardian was making a joke at the expense of the man’s domain, and it was fitting. Dean noted the sarcasm. Hugo had already disappeared within, leaving the door flapping as E’Malkai and Dean ducked in from the weather. Glancing back at the immobile figure of Elcites as he weathered the cold, the youth entered with a thin smile of satisfaction. 
The interior of the shack was far more accommodating, despite the litter of papers and other various things strewn about the house. A cast-iron cauldron lay at the center of the one-room home. Blackened pipe rose from its top until it exited through the ceiling. Billows of smoke floated off into the open air above the home.
The little old man wrapped a blanket around himself and sat in front of the cauldron. Placing his hands before it, he did not turn back to Dean and E’Malkai before he spoke. “Winter is almost upon us.”
Dean nodded. The man was deranged, but there was no denying the onset of the cold front that stormed around Duirin. “About Seth…” began Dean, but the little man cut him off. 
“You should come closer to the heater here,” he echoed and both men acquiesced. 
“Thank you for speaking with me,” spoke E’Malkai, but the man did not look at him. 
“Why do you bring one of their kind with you?” he asked, his eyes fixated on the black exterior of the cauldron.  
“He is my guardian.” 
E’Malkai did not trust the man; it was evident in his tone. 
The man laughed to himself. Curling into a tighter ball, he looked at Dean. “Why would a son of Seth Armen need a guardian?”
“He has lived in Culouth for some time. It was needed there,” replied Dean, looking at E’Malkai. 
E’Malkai fought back anger. Sighing, he took a deep breath before he spoke. “Dean told me that you were with my father at the Citadel; that you escaped with him?”
The man hesitated. The blanket was drawn so tight and high that only his eyes peeked out. “The Citadel….”
“Yes, the place where my father was held captive.”
“I know what the Citadel is, boy,” he snapped and then continued. His pitch lowered. “I was captive there for longer than you have been alive. When your father––when Seth Armen first came to the Citadel, I had long since given up the hope of escaping.” There was silence before the old man continued, as if he had to regroup his thoughts before he spoke. “He never gave up hope. Spoke as if he had something to go back to…”
“My mother,” finished E’Malkai, eliciting a flash of hatred from Hugo for finishing his sentence. 
“And for a child as well. A wife and a child: that is what he always spoke of. He challenged the gods of that place. Stood before Jabo and would still not back down. That man was evil, death incarnate.”
He stopped again. 
E’Malkai wished to say that he could be no greater a monster than Fe’rein, but decided against it. The man grew angry when interrupted, and if he wished to hear the whole story, he would have to endure the man’s idiosyncratic behavior for a while. 
“Then another foreigner came. Another northerner that he knew and he escaped. He found me in the mines later on and together we rummaged through ducts and forgotten passages, trying to escape. He would not leave the other man behind despite my protests. He would not carry on without him; such a sense of nobility in that man.”
E’Malkai wished that he had known his father as so many others had, who spoke of him with such reverence. 
“We, the four of us, found a way out. He stayed behind even then, saying that he had to sever any ties that would bring them upon us, and he did. He killed Jabo as if he was just a man.” Hugo laughed with the strange pitch of a man lost within in his own mind. “Though, he was just a man. But in my dreams and in the hearts of those who had been trapped there for so long, he was the devil: our keeper in that hell.”
The man fell silent for some time. 
Heat within the cauldron crackled as night settled, and the cold grew. After a time, E’Malkai grew impatient again. “What happened then?”
Hugo looked at him with suspicion. “Who are you?”
E’Malkai turned to Dean in annoyance. 
“Is this guy for real?” he snapped.
Dean ignored the youth’s comment. 
“He is the son of Seth Armen.”
A bright light seemed to form behind the man’s eyes. He reached out a hand and grasped E’Malkai’s hand. Shaking it vigorously, a voracious smile spread across his features. “Such an honor. Your father was a great man.”
E’Malkai looked at the man, horrified. The sudden shift of the man’s temperament caused E’Malkai to throw Hugo’s hand aside and stalk toward the door. Ignoring Dean’s protests, he pushed open the door, letting it slam behind him. He tucked his chin into the folds of his coat and stood beside Elcites, who had not moved since they had gone in.
“Foolish old man,” grumbled E’Malkai.
“Not what you imagined, my sien?”
The cold winds ruffled Elcites’ fur.
E’Malkai bumped him with his shoulder and smiled. He was glad to see that Elcites had returned to his former self, not the brooding monolith he had become as a result of the youth’s coma. 
The door slammed behind them. 
Dean moved around beside them. His old frame shivered against the cold night. “You have to pardon Hugo. He is prone to flights of strangeness. His mind is not as cohesive as others,” reasoned Dean.  
E’Malkai interrupted him, slicing at the wind with his hand. “It matters little. I got what I came for. I have heard another story of my father’s legacy, heard the depth of his nobility.”
“I see.” There was disappointment in Dean’s voice. 
“I require more. I wish to walk as my father had. T’elen spoke to me of a great many things, but it is clear that I have purpose. All the things that my father did, and now all the things that have happened to me are part of a larger picture––I must finish what he started. I need to go north. I need to find the Fallen.”
It was Elcites, not Dean, who uttered the objection. “The rigors of the tundra are unfathomable. There are none who have walked that cold death and returned to tell a tale.”
“My mother has said that my father walked that tundra every day of his life as if it were no danger to him at all. She said that he was the only one of the Fallen who did not fear the icy grip of the tundra. His blood flows through my veins.”
“I have to agree with your guardian. I once lived on that tundra and only one Armen a generation could survive that place. Even then, it was from constant interaction with the tundra. You have never seen real cold, much less the relentlessness present in those frozen plains and mountains,” conceded Dean, shaking his head. 
“If there is to be a chance for our people, then it is in my journey north. It is that simple.” E’Malkai would have no argument. 
“Nothing is that simple.” The voice was Leane’s. 
Her lithe figure was enshrouded in the multi-colored layers indicating her as lady of the House of Di’letirich. The three exchanged looks of shock, and it was Dean who spoke first. 
“I did not hear of your coming, my lady.”
She laughed. Her voice was a sweet whisper. “Duirin is a large place, Y’re, and T’elen is far stealthier than you give her credit for.”
The brazen figure of T’elen emerged from beside the shack. A hood covered her face. The black bodysuit had returned, but now encased in a light gray cloak. Flecks of snow attached to it as the gray skies above swelled with a winter storm. 
“Reverent Y’re, it is good to see that you are taking care of young E’Malkai.” Her voice betrayed her grandeur, her place as Culouth’s greatest warrior, second only to Fe’rein. 
Leane walked forward, placing a hand on her son’s face. “Elcites sent word. However, by the time I could steal myself away, you had taken the transport here. T’elen thought it prudent if we arrived unnoticed.”
E’Malkai could not take his eyes off T’elen. 
“I wished to know more about my father.”
“And you shall. The journey north will be a difficult one.”
“I must protest, Leane,” interjected Dean. 
She silenced him with a wave of her hand. “It is already set in motion. The word of his death has spread throughout Culouth. Fe’rein does not believe. A search has already begun. T’elen and I both agree that he is no longer safe here. Duirin will be searched eventually, and burned if he is found.” The words struck home, and Dean bowed, accepting them. 
“I will accompany him.” Elcites’ statement was final. 
Leane turned away from E’Malkai and stared at Elcites. “You cannot enter the Fallen or any of the brethren tribes. Even though Umordoc are not completely uncommon in the north, one traveling with a human will be.” Elcites moved to protest, but the simplest shake of Leane’s head discouraged him. “You can accompany him as far as the northernmost marker. Just west of Linar, that is all.”            
“That is at the very edge of the tundra. The Fallen is still hundreds upon hundreds of miles north of there,” spoke Dean in a hurried tone. 
Leane let her head fall, but did not turn to look at Dean. “Elcites, you must teach him as much as you can before you reach the marker, for you will be a real danger to him past there. If a tribe wished to help him, they would not approach because of your presence with him. They would think him a demi.” The reasoning was sound and she continued, turning back to E’Malkai. “There is much preparation left. Your father’s things are still here.”
            
*
  
E’Malkai was saddened to see T’elen leave, but the outpost in Illigard required her attention if they were to be of any benefit to the Resistance. There was something refreshing about her presence to him. He had slept the entire night, a sound, dreamless sleep that had left him feeling empty the next morning. The cold gray skies above harbored the sun, held it in stasis, and only a pale glow of light illuminated the day.
There was a cramped sense to the home that he had lived in as an infant, before he had been taken to Culouth. Darkness haunted him from the corners. Shadows danced in his eyes. His mother carried out a stack of white fabrics several inches thick and placed them on a table before him. 
She looked at them and not her son. “Your father wore his for so long that they would be of no help to you. They had become worn and useless from his time spent here and in the Citadel to the east,” she spoke, her voice thick with emotion. 
E’Malkai picked up the fabrics and felt them. Pulling them free from the folded pile, he dropped them on the floor. Leane moved forward. Picking up the loose ends, she placed them on the table. Grabbing him by the shoulders, her much smaller frame was evident as they stood there alone. 
“There are many dangers in the north, E’Malkai. Your family name is one that is both respected and feared. The line of Armen is believed to have been severed long before your birth.”
He hesitated, swallowing hard before he could meet his mother’s eyes again. “I am going to die, aren’t I?”
She let go of his shoulders and turned. Wrapping her arms around herself, she hugged herself tightly. “Many men have in that place, many good men.”
E’Malkai lowered his head, the weight of his mission heavy on his shoulders. “What difference can this possibly make? I cannot change the world with knowledge of my father.”
She turned, tears streaming down her face. Her eyes were glassed over. There was anger where there had been sadness before. “You are an Armen. There is much that you can do, much that you will do. The power of the Believer bends for you. Seth believed it, and Ryan is living proof of that.” 
E’Malkai’s mouth twisted at the sound of his wayward uncle’s name. He held back his contempt for the man. “I just hope that I am as strong as my father was.”
“You will leave here a child, a mere boy, and when you return you will be a man. One who can and will shape this world for the Light as your father would have done.” She held his face in her hands, and he smiled at her. Through her tears she found the strength to smile back, not one of happiness, but hope. 
  
*
            
It took several hours before the wraps had been applied correctly. They were wound around his body until he had begun to sweat beneath them. Giving the thumbs-up sign to his mother standing across the room, he smiled. Standing with Dean, Elcites applied the fabrics, layer after painstaking layer until it was complete. He had received his armor of the north. Elcites stepped back, admiring his work. Pulling at some of the edges, he evened the lines of the wraps, making him look like a walking mummy. 
“Seamless.” 
The growl of his voice made the word itself garbled. 
“Feels strange,” spoke E’Malkai as he pulled at the ends and smoothed them against his body. The more wraps placed on him, the more their colors changed, beginning with white and fading into a dark gray. From a distance it was speckled, giving him the appearance of dirty snow. “It is really tight.”
“Has to be, otherwise drafts would find their way in. You’d begin to freeze to death or lose an appendage.” There was wisdom in Dean’s words. He had traveled on the tundra, not as long as Seth, but far longer than any other in the room. 
E’Malkai grimaced. “Can’t have that.”
Elcites produced another tight-fitting coat and pair of leggings and pushed them toward E’Malkai. “Pull them on as well.”
These made it appear as if he wore actual clothes, not the endless stream of wraps that were beneath. Looking down, E’Malkai craned his neck to see the clothes. When he looked back up, his mother had disappeared.
She reemerged from deeper within the house seconds later. 
In her hands she held a sheath, a hilt stuck out from it. Walking toward E’Malkai, she extended the sheathed blade to him. “This was your father’s planedge. This is the sole family possession that was passed from his father, Evan. Now it is yours as it was once his.”
E’Malkai stumbled for the right words. 
“He wanted you to have this. He left it the day…” Her words were caught in her throat and she whimpered. He stepped forward to comfort her, but she flashed him a stern glance. “The day that he and Ryan set out to find the Shaman, he left it here so that someday it would be yours.”
E’Malkai looked out the window of the common room of the house and saw that winter had truly set in. The ground was white with fresh snow, a steady blanket still falling. He was thankful for that instead of the heat. To have had to journey hundreds of miles in the heat with wraps on would have been another inconvenience. 
“I have never used a blade.”
Leane placed the sheathed weapon in his hand and held her hand over his, holding the weapon there. “You will have to soon. The tundra will make it so.”
E’Malkai looked down at the weapon. The sheath was corded in drawn, hardy fabric. He tied it underneath his outer coat, pulling it tight against his body, hiding it out of view as he thought his father would have done. Looking back up at her mother, she had one hand on her face, the other covered her mouth. 
Elcites had stood aside for the majority of the exchange, except the parts during which his hand was necessary. He stepped forward again and spoke. “Your face must be covered in wraps as well and then your hood must be drawn. Your eyes must be covered.”
E’Malkai met his mother’s eyes as Elcites stepped in and began wrapping his face until only his blue eyes stared out. The giant placed a pair of reinforced goggles in E’Malkai’s hand and stepped away. Looking down at the eye piece, the youth grimaced. He knew that he was no longer visible, that his identity had been erased beneath his garments. 
He placed the goggles over his head, felt the pressure on his skull, and then snapped them over his eyes. Looking out through the clear panes of his armor, he grimaced inwardly. There were thin slits over his mouth and nose, enough room only to breathe. Any remnants of his humanity were sealed away, his body vaguely humanoid.
His father’s pack was against the wall, Leane and Dean having restocked it. He leaned down, grasping the two straps and pulling them taut against his frame. The long pack distributed the weight evenly and without strain. He found that he could not tell how much weight was truly in there. 
“You look…” she began.
“As so many north men who have braved the tundra did,” finished Dean. His expression was that of surprise. 
E’Malkai looked unmistakably like a member of the Fallen. “I feel alone,” he whispered. He wished very much to slump his shoulders, but the pack kept him upright.
Leane moved forward, her arms spread, and hugged her son. She held him for some time and sobbed into his shoulder. Pulling herself away, she turned her back to him. Dean stepped forward, extending his hand. E’Malkai accepted it, squeezing it hard and then releasing it. 
“We must be on our way, my sien. The weather is with us for the moment,” called Elcites, breaking the tense moment. E’Malkai did not understand, but nodded. He looked to see if his mother would turn again, but she did not. Together, he and his guardian exited the building and forged out into the cold. Their destination was many days ahead of them, and the warmth of the house was soon forgotten. 
 



  
ⱷ
T’elen
  
  
  
  
Kyien sat alone in his office. He laced his fingers together as he often did and propped his feet up on his desk. A sneer was carved across his mouth, and his cold eyes held a twinkle; a man with a plot possessed such features. 
The cruel officer most assuredly had such an agenda. Hard eyes watched his craven aide scamper across the brilliant marble floors of his office and stand before his desk. The aide bowed his head, eyes darting from side to side. 
“High Marshal Kyien, your requested guest has arrived,” spoke the small man. Fear pooled in his voice. The High Marshal waited before he answered the worm of a man, letting the man’s fear percolate. 
“Send her in,” he snarled, not even bothering to look as the man scurried away. T’elen sifted through the darkness. Her mouth formed a scowl, and her crystal eyes watched him like a hawk. “T’elen, it has been some time since we have talked in person, man to man.”
“What do you want?” she returned. 
All mirth and respect was stolen from her voice. 
“It appears we are past the pleasantries,” he mused, enjoying their shared hatred of one another.
“There were never any such terms between us, Kyien. You are a murderer, and I am a warrior. We could not have more distance between us,” she snapped, her cold eyes unwavering. 
“Harsh words from an even harsher woman,” he replied, not bothering to move from his comfortable position. “When is the last time you let a man perform his duties?”
“You are a pig, Kyien. This was a mistake.” She spun and stopped. Lowering her center of gravity, she felt something else in the room. “What is this, Kyien? What have you done?”
He swung his legs off the desk and was on his feet––his fists planted firmly into the table. “I am sick of you all, both you and Fe’rein. You walk around as if there were nothing that you fear, that you are unstoppable, when it is I who have the power.”
She saw the eyes emerge from the wall of shadow. 
One pair at first and then several more until she counted eight separate pairs, she knew what they were. Her hand immediately went to the hilt of her gargantuan sword, which she drew with a practiced ease. The blade was thinner and more tapered than the sheath made it appear.
The Umordoc warriors stepped out from the darkness.
They each rivaled Elcites in sheer size, though only grunts emanated from their lips. No weapons were wielded. They had neither the ceremonial pikes of lore or energy weapons. Kyien meant for them to punish her, beat her into a sticky paste. 
“You will live to regret this, Kyien.” Her words were cut off as the grunt of the first Umordoc echoed in her ears. She fell back, purposefully. 
Placing her front foot behind, she slashed out horizontally. A ripping sound accompanied the slash, and a strangled cry erupted as something spilled to the ground. 
T’elen dashed forward. A flicker of light emerged at her side as she drew three thin blades with her free hand and threw them in dead aim at the cackling figure of Kyien.
“Rotten…”
The words were lost as one of the Umordoc jumped into the way. The three blades lodged themselves deep into the arm of the warrior, who in turn bellowed in rage, breaking the table in one angered slam of its fist. 
She smiled in satisfaction as she spun, dodging just below the wild swing of an Umordoc and lifted her blade vertically. Feeling the flesh slide beneath her blade, she twisted and ran it parallel. The second fell to the ground writhing in pain, and she hesitated. 
Seeing the light of the exit, she darted, vaulting the two bodies in her way. She dashed through the open door. Knocking aside the frightened Jilen, she spun him in a whirl that caused him to fall to the floor. 
Kyien was on his feet, the flush on his cheeks seemed to rise past his head. He jumped over his desk and dashed toward the entrance, pointing at the empty hallway where T’elen had just been and roared, “Get her.”
T’elen ran through the Deliberations building at full speed. The blur of those passing by made them appear indiscernible from one to another. Their faces blended into one as she rounded the far end of the third floor and ducked beneath the metallic brace that bridged the floor space to the balcony. She did not bother to turn and look back. T’elen knew they were at her heels. Ragged, primal breathing echoed behind her diluted by the startled screams that rang through the hallways. 
She was on the balcony now. 
Her legs churned beneath her, and she bounded onto the railing. Without stopping, she launched herself off the balcony ledge into the free space between the Deliberations building and the adjacent one. Her legs writhed below her as she flew through the air. 
She desperately reached for something, anything on which to grab. Her hand caught the lip of the far balcony, the second floor of the other building. Looking down, she saw civilians pointing at her from below. On the balcony above, the frustrated faces of the Umordoc warriors stared after her. 
Another wall of glass was between her and freedom.
T’elen was already on her feet and in motion again. Her shoulder collided with the glass of the wall. She felt the sudden rush of air and weight on her chest as she exploded into the free air of the city.
She tumbled for a moment. 
Then as she faced the ground, she plunged her blade into the side of the building. A grinding shriek emanated from the walls as it jerked her to a stop, the steel taking hold. PTVs flew erratically around her. Transports slammed into one another as she hung dangling from her own weapon some three hundred feet above the darkness of the ground below. 
She ground her teeth as she struggled to pull her blade free. As she did so, her body fell again. This time she fell onto the roof of a transport a foot below her. She rolled, grasping the side bars as the vehicle moved to right itself. After the craft steadied, T’elen leapt off and disappeared into the streets. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
Elcites’ words echoed in E’Malkai’s mind as he trekked along in the snow, realizing what his guardian had meant. With Fe’rein searching for him, the snow provided much-needed cover as they traveled north.
The winter storm had not passed. 
It seemed to be following the youth and his guardian.
The farther north they pressed, the more he felt comfortable in the wraps. The tight embrace of the fabrics provided warmth he had not known. 
They made camp two days north of Duirin in a cavern along a rocky hillside. Jagged hills looked more like stone mountains. He had never truly seen a mountain up close, so his opinion was slightly askew. 
Elcites had pounded on the walls of the cave until some of the rubble had fallen loose and half-covered the entrance. They sat around the fire for some time without speaking. 
The guardian had secured them dinner with a fabricated sling; it was a small mammal of a sort. The body was plump, and the meat was whiter than E’Malkai was used to, but nonetheless it cooked over the fire. A shaft was driven through its center, and despite the youth’s misgivings, the scent of the cooking meal was strangely pleasant. 
“We will smoke the remaining meat and store it in your pack. It will be necessary once you reach the edges of the tundra where game becomes less plentiful.” Those were the first words spoken. E’Malkai nodded, not yet completely adjusted to the task charged to him. “Let me see your pack,” he ordered. 
E’Malkai lifted it over to his guardian, and the giant began to dig through it. He pulled free a dark canister of steel with a hose on the top. The flexible material that ran from the top of the canister to the tip of the nozzle was blackened. 
“This will be important on the tundra. In the Fallen, they never go out alone. Well very few, only the ones who know the land better than they know themselves. Otherwise, one carries a pack that has a thermal generator, while the other stores animal fat.”
E’Malkai made a disgusted face, but Elcites was incapable of mirth now. “That fat is their salvation. The gales on the tundra are horrendous and make creating a shelter a far more difficult task. The fats were melted along the edges in order to secure the shelter from the winds. You have been provided with a much smaller version of both; however, they will be equally effective since the ones you carry were created in Culouth. The ones that the Fallen carry are made with limited resources.”
“How large is the tundra?” queried E’Malkai.
“It’s at least a couple thousand square miles. That is only what is charted in the Culouth databases. There are places so cold to the north that the equipment we have cannot penetrate even from space, as if there was something being guarded there. It is fair to say that you could easily lose your way and wander in circles or walk for hundreds of miles in one direction without finding another living soul.” All E’Malkai could do was stare at his guardian and swallow hard. “There is reason to be prepared and to trust your judgment. Flights of fancy and foolish pursuits have been the undoing of many a man in that place.”
“I do not know what to say.”
“When you hit the edge of the tundra, follow a bearing that takes you northeast. You should run into a trader’s station. From there you should be able to set a course in the general direction of your destination,” suggested Elcites with a shrug. E’Malkai leaned back and opened his mouth with uncertainty, but the giant added, “No more questions. Sleep. We leave before daybreak to get to Linar and beyond.”
  
*
  
The next morning came quickly for the youth.
E’Malkai allowed himself to be led out into the cold of winter. The storm had subsided, something that caused Elcites to drive forward faster, not wanting to linger too long in the open air without cover. Night fell and morning came again before the tents outside of the caves along the eastern slope came into view. 
E’Malkai would learn that this was the outpost to the north, the township of Linar. The caves extended perhaps forty or fifty feet along a clay wall, which was frozen now and cracked in some places. The tents were enormous and placed close together around an old stone building. 
That was what the duo approached, driving a trench through snow––now standing almost a third of a foot high––that had fallen since they had left Duirin. Elcites led as usual, his tracks large enough that E’Malkai walked with minimal effort. It had not seemed to affect the giant, though little broke through his veneer, physical or otherwise. 
The guardian stopped him with one of his hands and looked back at him. Placing one of his fingers over his own mouth, he called for silence. He pointed at the ground, indicating the youth should stay in his place. 
Seconds passed into minutes as E’Malkai watched his guardian approach the building from behind the cover of the tents. Not once had anyone passed his way, no murmurs, and no raised voices. “Elcites,” he whispered and moved out of the spot he had been standing in and around the side of the tent. “Where did you go?”     
A snarl drew E’Malkai’s attention. 
The youth immediately was drawn to the sound, and he lowered his body. He felt his hand slide to the hilt of his father’s planedge, and the feeling was comforting. A secure confidence flooded over him at its cold touch. He rounded the side of the tent and planted his back against it, shuffling his feet to traverse the minimal distance. Craning his head around to see into the clearing in front of the stone building, he saw his guardian. 
What he saw drew his breath in a tight gasp, and he pulled himself back behind the tent as quick as he could muster. Elcites lay at the center of the clearing. His body was overturned, and there were wolves, large ones with disfigured heads and bulbous claws, prowling around the body.
They did not gnaw at his guardian, as E’Malkai would have suspected at first glance. He tried to slow his breathing, but his blood pumped at a frantic rate. He gripped his blade even tighter and closed his eyes, muttering to himself to stay strong, that Elcites was okay. 
E’Malkai craned his neck around again and this time he was face-to-face with a beast. Smelling the stale, dead breath, he fell back. He kept himself upright only by sheer luck as he crab-walked through the snow, kicking his feet as he struggled to keep from screaming. 
The wolf lowered itself onto its haunches; its cruel black eyes were like an Umordoc’s. Its jaw snapped, the elongated jut of bone was riddled with blood and spittle, some its own. He slipped and fell on his back. E’Malkai swung his body around so that he was facing the animal. Another appeared. This one had black, coarse fur that resembled slick spikes.
And then another. 
His breath was held in his throat, and he stood slowly. He kept his eyes on the wolves. All the while, they did the same. The muscles of their powerful legs rippled as they remained still, waiting. Primal forces took over E’Malkai. Once he had his legs beneath him, he looked to the side and saw a ladder that led onto the top of the stone building. Looking back once more, he saw that the wolves had begun to stalk forward. 
He pushed himself up and drove his feet into the earth, pushing his legs faster, willing his body to the ladder. As he felt the rung beneath his hands, he scrambled up it, not wanting to turn and look back. 
He could hear them at his heels. 
Their foul growls echoed in his mind.
He felt the lip of the roof and pulled himself up. Turning and stealing a glance down, he saw the wolves at the base of the ladder. Forepaws placed on the rungs, they stood halfway up. The youth had not realized the size of the beasts.
He kicked at the ladder until it dislodged from the wall of the building and fell into the snow. E’Malkai stood up and looked over the edge, watching as the wolves circled the ladder. Sniffing at it, they raised their heads to stare at E’Malkai. 
“Creepy,” he whispered.
“We have no way out now,” spoke a voice that nearly made E’Malkai jump out of his wraps. E’Malkai had been so absorbed by the wolves that someone had walked up right behind him unnoticed. The man wore layers of clothing, not wraps like E’Malkai, but layers of fabric nonetheless. He wore a heavy beard and his brown hair was wild, blowing in the wintry winds as he spoke. 
“What are those things?” E’Malkai pointed at the creatures. 
“Tundra wolves. Strange hybrids that rarely come this far south,” began the man. Tilting his head, he scratched at the scruff of the beard on his chin before he continued. “Who exactly would you be?”
Another man stormed forward. A taller, thinner frame made him appear less threatening than the first, even though his words were far more feral. “I say we throw him over. Feed him to the wolves like that Umordoc.”
E’Malkai’s interest piqued at the mention of Elcites. 
“Did you see what happened to him?”
“What happened to who?” crooned the second man. His beard was patchy and not as thick as the first man’s, made so perhaps by the lightness of the color. 
“The Umordoc,” returned E’Malkai. 
“Who cares about an Umordoc?” challenged the thin man, looking at the shorter, heavier man who had spoken first. 
E’Malkai stepped forward, getting in the man’s face as he spoke. 
“He is my…” He hesitated on the word guardian, “my friend.”
The thin man tried to hide his disgust. 
“Who is a friend to an Umordoc?”
The heavier man fixed E’Malkai with a glare and waved away the thin man. “What is your name?”
E’Malkai hesitated, unsure whether or not his surname was of use this far south of the Fallen. “E’Malkai.”
“And your friend?” he continued, pointing at Elcites.
“Elcites.”
“You guys come from Duirin?” he queried. 
E’Malkai hesitated again. He was not certain what would make him more credible, to say Culouth or some other place. “We departed from Duirin a few days back.”
“He’s up. That damned thing is standing again,” called the thin man from the other side of the building.
He stood at the edge, his stick-like arm pointing at the courtyard. E’Malkai ignored the man, pushing past him and moving to the edge. Peering over, he saw that the thin man had been correct. 
Elcites had begun to push himself off the ground.
E’Malkai called over the wind, but Elcites could not hear him. He cupped his hands and tried again, but in vain. The wind was blowing against the youth, swallowing his voice. 
“He can’t hear you, lad,” called the heavier man. 
E’Malkai turned to him, not realizing that he still held his father’s planedge in his hand. “I need a weapon.”          
The heavy man looked at E’Malkai and pointed at the blade in his hand. “Looks like you got one already, E’Malkai.”
The use of his name only served to infuriate the youth further. “To hell with this.” E’Malkai swallowed hard and swung his legs over the side of the building. Shouts of protests erupted all around him as he fell, but to no avail. 
A snow embankment had been built up against the side from constant plowing and E’Malkai struck it, wincing as the first layer was fresh ice. It gave way to a snow-packed pile beneath. 
The youth shook his head. 
Pushing free of the embankment, he began to run to his guardian. The impact of one of the tundra wolves as it collided with his frame knocked him from his feet and sent him sliding on his back. The wolf was perched atop him, snapping its jaws at the youth as he dodged to the side away from the smell of death. 
He struggled as he tried to reach for his father’s blade, but it proved unnecessary, for the wolf was wrenched from atop him and lifted into the air. The howl of the creature was bloodcurdling. The youth watched as Elcites snapped its spine above his head. Throwing it aside with one arm, he reached down with the other for E’Malkai. 
“My sien, are you alright?” There was concern in his voice.      
E’Malkai nodded. Past the pillars of his guardian’s legs, he saw the brown, gnarled forms charging Elcites’ back. The words stuttered from his mouth, his well-being set aside for the moment. 
“Behind you––more of them.”
Elcites spun, meeting the charge of the two wolves. Catching one in the bend of his arm, he batted at the other with one of his massive forearms. A startled cry echoed as it rebounded against the building and then shook its head as it found its footing. The one Elcites held in his arm dug its jaws into his flesh, causing the Umordoc to bellow.
As he wrenched it free with the other hand, a line of blood splattered across the snow. Brandishing his family blade, he charged the second wolf as it turned to rush Elcites. 
E’Malkai drove the point into its side, bringing its dead eyes on him instead. He backed away, pulling the blade free. The youth stood, taken back by his act of violence. The wolf had already turned away from Elcites and stalked toward E’Malkai. Taking its steps slowly at first, it then bounded forward with speed, leaping into the air at the youth. E’Malkai turned his head and stuck his blade into the air, catching the beast along its underbelly.
A ripping sensation passed over E’Malkai as the beast sailed past him, tearing a line through it. He turned as the wolf passed overhead and watched it snarl and then cry as its body twisted and convulsed. It spat blood once and then twice, collapsing upon itself. 
Elcites moved to his side, placing a hand on the youth’s shoulder. E’Malkai spun, blade wielded. The guardian caught his hand. “Are you alright, my sien? Did the beast open you anywhere?”
E’Malkai stared at Elcites. The words were slow and distant in his mind. As he tried to speak, he felt as if the world had been turned upside down. A powerful darkness engulfed him. 
 



  
ⱷ
Duirin
  
  
  
The firelight of the cauldron cast shadows on the walls, dancing, wandering shapes that told a story. Dean’s home showed the wealth one accumulated as the praetor of a city, even on the Lower Plane. The taxes he collected and the trade routes he maintained created substantial security for him. His personal residence was situated at the center of the commonwealth. The large room in which he and Leane sat had a cold wooden floor covered by an ornate rug. 
The wind howled against the walls of the house. 
Frozen gales carried snow against the sides of the home, building an embankment of icy drifts. Leane sat in a reclining chair whose back was covered in supportive fabrics and cushions. She pulled the blankets tighter around her. 
Dean bent forward, picking up the ceramic kettle from which steam rose like billows of smoke. He tipped it once in a small cup in front of Leane, and then his own, before sitting back into his own chair. Drawing his own blankets around himself, he mirrored Leane. 
He turned to her.
Choosing his words carefully, he watched her distant, remorseful gaze with care. “Is it wise to spend so much time below? Won’t they soon become suspicious?”
She sighed. 
Leaning forward, she brought the cup of hot tea to her lips and sipped it. “They already have presumptions, created scenarios. I can do little to muddle it worse than it has already become. I grow weary of Culouth.”
The cold brought out the contemplative side of people. The possibility of sitting and reflecting on past and present, as well as an uncertain future, was a luxury few were permitted. “I went there once, walked the Avenue.”
She did not look at him. “There is little of that place that presents a favorable memory. Mostly there is loss and regret. Pain.” Her eyes were as her words, distant. 
He could see that she did not wish to speak of Culouth, the wounds too fresh. “This weather is strange, unnatural; feels as if Terra herself were retaliating against our ways.”
She made a mocking sound. “Seasons are fickle. Enough calm ones make it feel as if the world were ending at the slightest storm.”
Dean laughed, for he also knew that it was merely chance. Men see fate and portents where sometimes there is only practicality and normalcy. “I wonder if this conflict, the division of Culouth, will last a winter, or if it too will find its end in the frozen lands.”
“There is much anger that has been hidden. Alliances have been fused in secret; battles have been lost and fought in the darkness. The one that will shape this war is not yet upon us. But when it comes, there will be an end to it all.”
They paused, listening to the howling of winter. 
Seconds passed into minutes. 
The fire grew low, dwindling to embers before they spoke again. “The Fallen may not accept him,” spoke Dean, his attention drawn away by the sounds of the storm. 
The subject of the tundra had been on both their minds. “We left during a time of duress and under violent circumstances. It is possible that they will still harbor hatred toward the name of Armen.”
“If he is turned away, he will not survive the return trip. The rations, the supplies that were given to him were enough for a trip there. To make it to the Fallen, without restocking he would…”
Leane’s dark glare held Dean in silence. 
She continued in his stead. “We had foreseen this from the beginning. There was no choice. Without him undertaking the pilgrimage, there can be no hope for any of us.”
“What of T’elen? Surely there is still hope that can be found within the Resistance, with the fall of Culouth,” he replied. 
She shook her head. “There can be no such victory without E’Malkai and his pilgrimage to the Fallen.”
“Then peace?”
“There can be no peace between man and the Intelligence,” snapped Leane, cutting Dean off. The winds howled as if in agreement with her. Cold crept in and they both shivered. They drew their blankets tighter, hoping to use them as a ward against the night’s chill. 
“With each passing day the Intelligence grows stronger and the winter grows colder. Many dark deeds will be carried out in the freezing hours of the night; plots will be grown and carried out to a merciless and bloody end,” spoke Leane. 
The somber tone infected them both. 
  
*
            
A shadow crept around the side of the house, stumbling at first. Her feet trudged through the snow as if she were drunk. Cresting the shadows, she moved beneath the rust-colored light outside of Dean’s residence. Her braid was frazzled, loose wisps of hair burst forth. 
T’elen looked the worse for wear, her garb torn in places. 
Fabric was ripped open all along her torso. 
She breathed out the cold air as she stumbled against the walls. Turning, she placed her back against the wall and sat down hard. She stared high into the sky, head bobbing as she did so. The wasteland warrior reached down in-between the folds of her sparse clothing and felt the bruised flesh and shallow cuts that covered her stomach.
The cold earth beneath her was tramped with footfalls. She watched them round the side of the building, toward the front of the residence. With much effort, she pushed herself up. Using her hands to guide her along the side of the building, she dragged her feet, covering the light tracks that had been there previously. She knew that the noise she made would draw someone soon. 
That was her great hope. 
  
*
  
The crackle of the cauldron had long since faded, and the long hours of the night were upon the praetor and Leane. The noises of the storm that had been in the background of their conversation were now in the foreground. Frigid gales beat against everything and nothing in a rhythmical pattern. The thick sound along the wall was faint at first and then could not be ignored––drawing strange looks from them both. 
“What?” spoke Dean. 
Leane silenced him with a swift gesture of her hand and then brought her finger to her mouth, pressing it against her lips. She stood silently and gestured for him to move along the right side of the door. 
He nodded and moved with a fluidity that betrayed his age. They moved as one to the edge of the room before stalking toward the door. They held each other’s gaze as they approached it with noticeable caution. When they were right next to the door, it flung inward and the cold, worn frame of T’elen fell through. Her eyes were half-closed; her frame pulled into the fetal position. 
“By the Believer, it is T’elen,” exploded Dean in surprise. Leane reached down, pulling the general through the door, and shut it promptly. Taking a blanket, she wrapped it around T’elen’s shoulders. 
“Help me with her, Dean. She is wounded.”
Dean moved to the wounded general’s side and helped lift her into one of the chairs. “Who could have done this?”
Leane gave him a sour look, the answer obvious. “Do you even need to ask that? T’elen is absurdly strong, and there is only one person I know who could have put a hurt on her like this.”
T’elen murmured. 
Her eyes fluttered as she tried to speak. 
“Fe’rein….”
Her hoarse whisper drew both of their attention. 
“He did this?” queried Dean. 
“Was there ever a doubt?” snapped Leane. Moving closer to T’elen, she pushed Dean farther from her. “If you are going to be a fool, then at least get some supplies. Play your part.”
Dean looked at the woman in shock. Her harsh words were so unlike the woman to whom he had become accustomed. His words were caught in his throat. “Yes, of course.” 
He disappeared into the darker regions of his residence. The hollow echoes of his footfalls faded into the shadows of the cold night. Leane looked down at T’elen and grimaced. “What happened?”
She opened her eyes slowly. The swollen rings struggled to see Leane. Her throat tightened, swallowing hard as if she couldn’t breathe. “Ambushed.”
Leane sighed hard. 
The general’s words were as she had suspected all along. The Intelligence would catch wind of them and a systematic elimination would ensue, and so it had. “How many were there? How many did Fe’rein send?”
“Not Fe’rein….” 
She paused, swallowing hard once more. 
“Kyien.”
That Leane had not expected. The High Marshal was brash and crass with his words, but he seemed like a man who would send assassins. He was influenced by power––one who sought gain in every opportunity that presented itself. 
“Why would the High Marshal risk such a thing? The force that lies within Illigard rivals that of the Culouth Commerce armies.” The question was truly moot, for her ability to speak was weakened. The combination of the cold and the beating she took had worn her severely, almost to the point of death. 
“The––Deliberations….” 
“I don’t understand.” 
Leane shook her head. 
“I––spurned….” 
Her chest heaved as she spoke. 
Her fists clenched as she struggled to speak.  
“Insulted him? That is the reason for all of this?”
“Kyien,” she whispered again. 
Leane waited.
“Wished…” Leane held back her questions, allowing the woman to speak. “For both our deaths,” she finished, her body sagging once more. 
“Kyien wished for your death as well as…”
“As well as––Fe’rein,” T’elen completed. 
Leane sat back in contemplation.
Not a moment too soon Dean reemerged, kit and supplies in hand. He knelt beside T’elen, his attention completely focused on what Leane had said, paying no attention to the drained look on her face. He lifted T’elen’s shirt over her head, revealing tan skin underneath. 
Tattoos covered her body, tribal, runic representations of things only she was meant to understand. Two irregularly shaped bruises lined her torso. A long gash from where she broke through the glass wall ran from her shoulder down her back. Dean touched it gingerly and was greeted immediately by a flash of cold anger. 
“The gash is not deep, surface tears mostly. The two bruises are rather extensive and will take some time to heal. The frost has caused some tissue damage as well. She will need real bed rest,” explained Dean with the precision of a medic.
T’elen looked as if she wished to speak, but instead winced as she tried to push her weight up. Leane’s firm grip held her down, and she met the fierce gaze of the general. “No way to work around that, T’elen. I don’t know how you made it here in one piece, but these storms will make transport difficult for some time. You need rest, Dean is right.”
“He––must––pay.” Her words were feral, made more so by the pain that flooded her body and mind. 
Leane could relate to her anguish; she had never liked Kyien. He was the proprietor of the Citadel, its highest keeper. Many nights when Leane was alone, she thought of Seth in that terrible place. “They will all be made to pay,” replied Leane with a dark edge to her voice. 
Dean’s mind was the more tactical, more prone to logics than to fleeting passions. “How did you make it this far in your condition?”
The nearest transportation outlet was more than ten miles outside of Duirin, a necessary distance for those who conspired against Culouth. It allowed them time to hide and cover what was necessary. 
T’elen smiled. 
“I walked,” she croaked. 
Her smile widened as much as she was able. 
Dean stood, his doctoral scowl deepening. 
“No wonder you are in such a condition.”
“No point arguing that now,” put in Leane. The thin smile was a contagion, for she too smiled at Dean, his hands planted on his hips like a midwife. 
“Still…” He tried to argue the point further. 
Leane called for silence with a simple swipe of her hand. “There is a far more pressing issue. They know now that we are conspiring against them. The attempt to assassinate T’elen is evidence enough.”
“Such a conspiracy must be held together at many levels.” The logic was sound, but the doctor was not digging deep enough. 
“Kyien wants to get rid of Fe’rein as well. There must be a level of understanding among them. Each only knows enough to take care of the most immediate target.”
“Meaning what?” Dean scowled and raised a hand to his chin.
“That neither knew that they were conspiring against the same individual, T’elen. Each had separate agendas, yet the outcome was the same. They strike at each other from opposite ends, but mean to undermine the other, to eliminate their political foes. They want to see themselves as the right hand of the Intelligence.”
Dean nodded his head. 
T’elen did so as well, but much weaker. 
“Kyien cannot––defeat Fe’rein,” spoke T’elen. 
The words were a struggle for her. 
“Not in a physical sense. If he could make M’iordi and the others turn on Fe’rein, then the Intelligence would have to alter their choice,” volunteered Dean, beginning to unravel the tense and layered political web of the Culouth Commerce. 
“The Intelligence favors––their––war.” 
Leane nodded. 
“They also wish for a champion, one to raze the others.”
“What about Fe’rein? He is their warrior, an extension of them,” reasoned Dean. 
“He will always be their warrior. That cannot change. But the face of the people, of the government, is what’s at stake,” replied Leane with a shake of her head. 
“How long until Kyien becomes bold enough to march on Duirin, or even Illigard?” challenged Dean, sensing now the tide of the conversation. 
“To march on Illigard––they would first––have to pass through the wasteland.” She winced. Closing her eyes, she waved her hand for added effect. 
“The wastelands would pose quite a problem for legions. The swamps have swallowed armies of Umordoc, long before the House of Te’huen. Ancient texts have spoken of the wastelands as a monster trapped by one of the Ancients deep inside the earth and that the swamps were an extension of its hate. Deep mineral deposits from civilizations past interfere with communications,” spoke Dean. 
“Then how long before they find us here in Duirin? It is no secret that the Resistance holds a loose faction here. They will not be able to stand against the entire might of Kyien’s forces. He would march right over them and on to Illigard, no matter how long it takes,” spoke Leane. 
Dean stood and turned away from them, placing one hand on his chin and the other across his chest. The old man paced. He moved away from the cauldron and into the darker recesses of the residence. 
“The Resistance will have to move to Illigard. There we can perhaps set up some kind of defense against what Kyien and Culouth will bring down on us,” spoke Dean, all the mirth in his voice gone. The sudden despair in his voice caught both women unaware.
“We?” replied Leane. A confused look spread across her face. 
“Dean––Y’re––is Resistance,” spoke T’elen as she struggled with the words. 
“I am a faction commander of the Resistance. I have been since Ryan returned with the power that should have been Seth’s. It seemed like the only thing I could do to make things right,” conceded Dean, turning and meeting Leane’s gaze.  
“Why would you hide that from me? I harbor no allegiance to Culouth,” spoke Leane after a time, visibly hurt by their distrust of her. 
“It wasn’t you––it was––Fe’rein,” answered T’elen. 
Dean paced toward the cauldron once more. “Fe’rein is rather perceptive. The more that you knew, the more likely he was to catch wind of something. Elcites also thought it best to keep as much from E’Malkai and you as possible.”
“But I was a part of the Resistance,” she challenged, her dark eyes accusing. 
“We never doubted your allegiance; we only feared what Fe’rein could extract from you and E’Malkai, if necessary. If you did not know that I was behind the Resistance, then you would not be placing yourself in danger by coming to me,” reasoned Dean with a shrug. 
Leane was furious, made obvious as she pushed herself up. Knocking away T’elen’s hand, she crossed her arms and turned toward the heat of the cauldron. “What about everyone else in Duirin? The families?”
There was a hint of regret in his voice, but his words betrayed any emotion. “They pay allegiance to no one, neither Culouth nor the Resistance. Their neutrality will keep them from harm. If and when Kyien marches here, and we still don’t know that he will, they will point them in our direction without thought.”
Leane spun. 
Her dark eyes were ablaze, yet her voice was calm and even. “When we first came here you fell all over yourself with words of how war cannot be brought to Duirin, that it was a city of peace. Now, you speak of these people as if they were just empty shells, not your concern.”
Dean’s features soured, and the line of his mouth grew thin. “When Ryan returned and became Fe’rein, it changed my outlook on many things. There has always been evil in Culouth. Never had they possessed an instrument with as much malice and ill-contempt as that boy.”
“That changed many of our lives, not just your own,” replied Leane. The memory of Seth was still so strong after almost two decades. 
The conversation would rage for some time, though it was nothing more than the same arguments argued again. The necessity for the Resistance members of Duirin to be evacuated to Illigard to make a final stand would present itself sooner than any of them would care to admit. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai awoke slowly. Pushing himself onto his elbows, he surveyed his surroundings. What had happened was a bit of a blur to him, and what he now saw enhanced that confusion. He lay on a cushioned blanket, the head of it raised slightly like a pillow. He was inside a structure that was constructed of fabrics and cloth. 
His pack lay at his side, and he patted his chest and found that the hilt of his father’s blade was still tucked beneath his coat, hidden from view. The fabrics of the structure swayed as the winds outside beat against them. The reality of where he was sunk back in: the tundra. 
He grunted as he struggled to his feet. 
His muscles were sore, and his mind was numb and throbbing at the same time. A shadow crossed the fabric, the outline of something gargantuan, and E’Malkai reeled. Pulling the pack with him, he scuttled toward the back of the tent as the shadow approached the front flaps.
E’Malkai held a scream in his throat as the shadowed figure reached down. Time seemed to stop. As the concerned features of Elcites were revealed, the fluidity of time was restored once more. The guardian was covered in white splashes of snow, making it appear like he had grown old. 
“You are awake, my sien?” His words rumbled, though not at the volume E’Malkai remembered in Culouth. The winds were cold amid the silence all around him, a deafening theater. 
E’Malkai felt his fear dissolve into embarrassment, mistaking the shadow of his guardian for some beast. He cleared his throat before he spoke. “Yes. How long have I been out?”
“Half a day,” he replied as he moved into the tent, filling the entrance so completely that E’Malkai would have sworn there was nothing beyond his guardian. 
“We have lost much time here.”
“Not at all, the wolves were a necessary distraction. There will be worse things on the tundra, and far more perilous circumstances that will not allow the use of such a wonderful shelter. The storm is beginning to subside, so we will have to be on our way again soon.”
E’Malkai nodded as he pulled his pack closer to him, trying to shoulder it from a seated position. He managed to, though not without considerable effort and a rather sheepish grin from Elcites. “Will we have time to refresh our supplies?”
The smile disappeared. “I have already acquired as much as you can carry. Once we reach the marker, I am going to give you half of what I have remaining,” replied Elcites. 
“How will I carry it?”
“We will refill whatever you use between here and the marker and then…” He pulled a smaller pack from around his back; one that could fit atop the one E’Malkai already wore. “…the rest I will place in this pack and attach it to what you have already, creating a greater burden on your body.”
The weight of their journey already felt insurmountable, but the closer they came to the tundra the more that E’Malkai felt like he would not return. The stories of the tundra and of the Fallen were daunting. His mother talked of the Fallen, of the beauty despite the inadequacy of supplies and engineering. Ryan––he had to begin to use that name, for the Fallen would not recognize the other––had spoken only of the harsh tundra and the cold that ate men alive. 
“There is much hope placed upon me, isn’t there?”
The giant nodded. 
“And if I fail?” queried E’Malkai, a sour look overtook him. 
“Then we will fight without a champion. The Resistance and the armies of the wasteland will fight Culouth whether or not you return, but Fe’rein is the key. He will turn the tide in Culouth’s favor.” 
“What can I do?” His head fell. Never in his life had he faced such a burden, such pressure placed on him. The fate of so many people lay at his feet, a responsibility for which he had not asked. 
Elcites turned, pulling himself out of the tent as he responded. 
“That is what remains to be seen, my sien.”
He disappeared out of the front of the tent. E’Malkai followed slowly, the soreness of his muscles more evident with each step he took. Outside was as he remembered. The level of snow had subsided to no more than a foot. The rest blew around in the cold winds that assaulted the land. 
“Meet the soldiers of the outpost Linar,” called Elcites over the howl of the wind, gesturing to the dark-garbed men who stood around a fire close to the stone building in front of them.
“They did not seem happy to see you before,” replied E’Malkai, having to strain his voice over the wind. 
The guardian seemed to do so with little effort. 
“Attitudes have changed.”
The words were essentially lost as the two of them moved forward. The various glances of the soldiers found their way to both the guardian and E’Malkai. 
The heavier one was the first to stand and greet him. “You have survived. That is good,” he spoke. The cold stole emotion. “I ask that you forgive my earlier impertinence. I was rude to you both. My name is Daniel, son of Jacob, and we would like you to join us by our fire.”
Laughter soon rolled over the night.
E’Malkai had awoken only hours before, but the men of Linar insisted that they stay and feast on the kill that they had taken, meaning the tundra wolves. The three of them made a mighty meal. The one called Daniel was their commander, a refugee who had been a boy when Seth and Ryan had journeyed south. He remembered only images and bits of speech from that time. 
“I do remember a time when the sweepers came daily, relentless bastards they were,” echoed Daniel. There was a glazed look in his eyes, most likely from the flask that he drank from at regular intervals. 
The thin man who had harbored so much hate previously seemed eager to forget that past and forge a new one. He was called Matthew, son of Michael. Even though he was only two years older than E’Malkai, his long drawn face and hard eyes made him seem decades older.
“We have not seen many come this far north,” he then pointed north, “or any come this far south in some time. The presence of your guardian is what startled us the most. We thought you were one of the bands from the northeast, the Umordoc that still hunt humans.”
The guardian remained impassive, although he harbored questions. “Then the stories are true of the Fallen and the northern tribes that battle the Umordoc?” asked E’Malkai.
“Indeed, lad. Your guardian here is the sort that you would never find up north. He is civilized, cultured. Those in the north are savages, still as they were when the Intelligence first sent them here,” replied Daniel, taking a long drink of his flask and then licking his lips in satisfaction. 
There were several others who crowded around the fire. The brace of the wolf having been eaten down to nothing, the others had been content to sit back and snore. Others were just happy with the silence of the night. But Daniel and Matthew seemed capable of hours of speech yet. 
“How far is the Fallen from here?” queried E’Malkai. 
Daniel grew silent, as well as Matthew, though he spoke first. “Farther than you can make on your own, even the two of you. We don’t go beyond the northern marker. It is a death sentence beyond there.”
Daniel hiccupped. “Why would you want to go there, lad? Nothing up there but ice and mountains that will freeze your soul and leave you dead.”
“That is where he must go,” conceded Elcites. 
“He is just a boy. No offense there, lad,” replied Daniel. 
E’Malkai shook his head: he didn’t understand it either. 
“He is Armen.”
Both men gasped and looked at E’Malkai, wide-eyed. “That changes everything, doesn’t it?” echoed Matthew, his voice distant. 
“Sure does,” agreed Daniel, draining the last of his flask. 
“How does that change anything? I am not my father. I am not Ryan,” stammered E’Malkai. The overwhelming feeling of being trapped overtook him, and he felt his heart hammer and his breath catch in his throat. 
“It is in you. That blood is potent,” replied Daniel, a reverence now in his eyes. 
E’Malkai scoffed and stood away from the fire. 
“E’Malkai sien,” pressured Elcites. 
The youth would hear none of it. Shaking his hand back at his guardian, he waved him away as thoughts coursed through his mind. “I cannot accept this,” he whispered to himself. 
Elcites was already at his side. The giant crept so much like a mouse; it was uncanny. “You mustn’t worry about these things now. Survival on the tundra is foremost.”
E’Malkai longed for the embrace of the darkness then, the cold end to his thoughts. There would be no reprieve, and he knew that. The path that he was now on was the same one on which he had always been. The first Armen began the journey, and it would not end until they were no more. It was his legacy. “I will do this. But, I hope that no one will be disappointed when I do not turn out to be this messiah that you all hope for.”
“We can ask no more of you than what you are willing to give, my sien.”
E’Malkai laughed, not one of happiness, but of spite. The guardian’s words were philosophy, no more an answer than anyone else had been able to give him. “We leave at first light?”
The guardian nodded. 
“I wish to rest until then.”
He was gone before his guardian could answer, escaping into the darkness around Linar. Leaving Elcites alone with his thoughts, E’Malkai thought of the two soldiers of the northern gate: the guardians of the gate to the prison of the tundra.  
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The halls of the Intelligence were aflame as Fe’rein stalked down them. His anger was twice whatever the Intelligence was capable of. Their method of contacting him was one that was mind-numbing at the very least, like a thousand voices screaming at once. 
T’elen had fled from Culouth. 
He wished to pursue her, but the damnable tribunal of the Intelligence had summoned him before he could. Instead, he walked down the sullen, grotesque halls. The white-washed brilliance he had witnessed before now ran with rivers of blood and shadow flame, much like the power that possessed him. 
Their chambers had changed as well. 
The great pit that had separated them was now a fiery maze. He stalked through it, ignoring the writhing, whining tones of whatever show the Intelligence wished to create. He had neither the time nor the patience for such endeavors. His mind had a singular purpose, to lay waste to the harlot general. 
They came into view abruptly. 
Their forms were no longer the suspended replication of faces, but instead three figures. One was a child, a small girl. Her flower dress dragged on the ground. She could not have been more than ten years old, had she been a human. The next was a man of average height. He wore the clothes of a peasant. His grizzled gray features made him look like a grandfather. The last was a creature bathed in shadow, a cloaked figure. Red eyes stared out as Fe’rein approached. 
“Our instrument, Fe’rein,” began the grandfather. 
Fe’rein sliced his hand through the air in anger, his voice razor sharp. “I have no time for games. The woman has fled the city.”
“You have greater concerns,” giggled the child. Fe’rein eyed her harshly; however, she did not waver beneath his cruel stare. 
“Kyien conspires against you,” growled the shadowed form. 
“Kyien, that fool,” whispered Fe’rein.
“The woman general has been hurt. She will take long to heal,” called the grandfather. 
“The child is of consequence,” snapped the shadow.
“What child?” asked Fe’rein, confusion buzzing in his mind. 
“The child of Armen,” answered the girl. 
Fe’rein wished to strangle the giggle out of her, but he knew they were only guises. “E’Malkai,” replied Fe’rein uncertainly. 
“Yes. The one born to inherit the power you stole. He is the key. He is the determinant.”
Fe’rein’s power fluxed. The aura of his shadow energy filled the room, and he seethed within it. “I stole no power.”
“It matters not; from that source is the child. He will awaken the power of Terra. He will bind you to the shadow and cast Light over this world again,” conceded the grandfather, his eyes an eerie yellow. 
“She said that he was dead,” retorted Fe’rein, the arc of his power fading. 
“Did you believe her?” chided the child. 
“Never. She has a sharp tongue,” snapped Fe’rein. 
“Are you too blind to see his power, the small glimmer that it is?” challenged the shadow, his anger transparent. 
Fe’rein stumbled. 
His mind had been so consumed by T’elen that he had forgotten all about E’Malkai. He had witnessed the birth of the true tsang in the boy and he had ignored it as nothing more than a passing event.
“We see inside you, child of shadow. We know that you have forgotten, that you have seen his awakening and have done nothing about it––except battle like a barbarian,” scolded the grandfather. 
Fe’rein held his tongue. 
He knew that he had been played for a fool. 
“Restraint, the first that you have shown in some time,” commented the shadow. 
“You must find the boy. He travels as we speak beyond the bounds of our power, of our influence,” interjected the child. 
“The tundra,” whispered Fe’rein. 
“To the birthplace of the power he seeks.” They did not speak in turn as they did before, no synchronicity in their words. 
“The mother knows much. She hides it well,” spoke the grandfather. 
“As does the guardian,” added the child. 
“You must destroy this boy before he unravels our existence. Destroy him and the Fallen,” articulated the shadow. 
“I cannot find the Fallen,” responded Fe’rein, for the first time feeling like a servant to the Intelligence. 
“You were born there. Surely you can find your way home,” mocked the child. 
He restrained himself again. 
Twice in one day, quite a record. 
“For the safety of the tribe only one man was given the location of the tunnel into the Fallen each generation. When that man died than another would learn it.”
The Intelligence understood. 
“The one you stole from knows its location….”
“Yes.” Fe’rein bit back the anger he felt boiling in his chest. 
The howl of a thousand voices echoed, and a great weight struck Fe’rein. He closed his eyes against the darkness that had embraced him. When he opened them, the Intelligence had vanished. He hung in the air just above the shaft that led deep into their keep. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The northern marker was nothing more than a twenty-five foot pole that stuck out through the snow. It was black with a faded yellow stripe running its length and a windy sail at its top. The sail was a black cloth with a red splotch at its center. 
It was truly a curious thing. 
Elcites plowed ahead as before, but now the trench he carved was not as great. The tides of the snow had begun to rise and made for a miserable and slow trek toward the marker.  
The guardian grabbed a hold of the pole, putting in stark relief the sheer size of the tubular structure. His grizzled features surveyed it, and he turned back to E’Malkai. The youth seemed much smaller on the tundra. Huddled and hunched from the pack, his features were hidden from the cold. 
“This is the northern marker,” he called.
The boy’s eyes were sullen. 
“This is where you leave me.” 
The response was hollow. 
The guardian nodded, noting that the temperature had dropped considerably since they had begun to skirt the tundra. The difference was evident even through his layers of fur. “You have to travel much farther before you reach the Fallen.”
The youth nodded. 
He did not have the right words. 
“There is a tribe about three day’s journey northeast of here alongside what they call the Hall of Spines, a canyon whose jagged cliffs cut through the land. Their entrance, like most of the tribes on the tundra, is hidden. They will find you.”
“Why would they help me?” queried E’Malkai, having to scream to be heard.
“Show them your father’s knife; that will grant you passage. You may have to pass trials, or some sort of ritual of strength. Just remember the trials of Tal’marath, the techniques I have shown you. They will aid you there.”
“Are you certain they will help me?”
“I cannot be certain of anything. This was your mother’s idea. She has wished this since you were very young, that you return to the Fallen,” he conceded with a shrug of his mighty shoulders. He unlatched his pack and began to stuff supplies into the smaller pack that he intended to give to E’Malkai. 
The youth watched in horror. 
This was the end of their journey together. 
Had it not been so cold, E’Malkai would have wept. 
The tears were inevitable.
He accepted the pack numbly. 
Letting Elcites attach it, E’Malkai faced his guardian once more. “If you spot overhangs and caves along your way, use them for shelter. Do not press on unless you have to, and take it slow. The tundra is a foul place.”
The words were muddled over the driving winds, but the youth nodded all the same. He lunged forward and hugged his guardian. This was his last act as a boy, finding comfort from his protector.
As he pulled away, E’Malkai would later swear that he saw emotion in the giant’s eyes. He lowered his head into the wind and stepped slowly at first before he found a steady pace. Looking back only once more at the dark, fading form of his guardian, he embraced his journey.
 



  
ⱷ
Arile
  
  
  
The Hall of Spines was a fitting name. There were hundreds of thousands of spikes, some thin and some bulbous. The opening itself was littered with snow banks and patches of blackened ice.
A shadow passed across the walls of ice, reflecting images large and small like in a house of mirrors. Serpentine features stared out: pale white skin and ravenous dark eyes of a tribal warrior, breath reeking of the death that he consumed. 
His brown hair was long and ragged. 
His light beard touched his chest as he leaned down. He wore a dull gray suit beneath a black coat. He carried a long, thin spear, much like an Umordoc’s. The spear point was tied tight by a black strip of fabric, stiffened from the cold. Animal skulls adorned it, clacking against one another as he leapt and moved. 
Rolling beneath the spines he came up again and struck his spear against a jagged outcropping, which receded into the wall. He disappeared within. A warm cavern greeted him as the wall of ice fell back into place behind him.                                              
Torches illuminated the cavern at intervals of several feet, creating pockets of light and dark. He moved forward in and out of the shadow, the thoughtful look on his face remaining throughout. 
He walked for a short time before the tunnel emerged into a larger room and then into another. Each contained only skulls of fallen prey and huddled people, their blankets and coats drawn around them. The humidity caused condensation to build up on the walls. Puddles of mud were rampant throughout.   
The veritable maze of tunnels came to an abrupt end as the last room shrank down like the initial entrance. Fabric lay across an even smaller opening, one that led into a deeper darkness. 
The room was constructed with the same rock as all the others, except that heat poured from the walls. He hesitated only long enough to bend his spear down and push aside the fabric. As he did so, he ducked his head, making his height more apparent. 
He was an anomaly as E’Malkai was. 
The room he entered was bathed in a crimson glow. Pale smoke danced at the edge of the ceiling, and a fire burned at its center. Behind the fire sat a quiet man, his black skin marred with white lines of tattoos. Dark braided hair lay across his face. His hands rested on his crossed legs; the sand around his body was agitated.
“Huntsman Arile, you have returned,” spoke the man to the hunter, lifting his head. His gray pupils looked eerie behind the veil of flame. He shuffled bones that he held in his hands and tossed them on the earth, cracking them together. He regarded them quickly before scooping them back up. “What did you see on the tundra, White One?”
Arile paused and placed his spear beside him as he sat down, cross-legged. “Reverent S’rean, there are whispers on the winds.”
S’rean was the leader of the Utiakth tribe, a brethren tribe of the Fallen. The majority of the Utiakth were strong hunters. Whereas the Fallen rarely sent more than one warrior onto the tundra, the Utiakth were known to send many. 
Arile was an outcast from a long dead, far northern tribe, a nomad congregation that had been called the Re’klu’hereun in the old tongue. They were called the listeners of the winds by the other villages and tribes. 
S’rean rolled his bones again. 
“What do they whisper of?”
“They whisper of strangers on the tundra.” 
The old man picked up his bones with a quick swipe of his hand and regarded Arile with a hard eye. He was old for his kind. The white hunters did not last long. He was the only one among the Utiakth who was so pale despite his constant hunts in the snow. 
It was said that Arile had been beyond the end of the world. They whispered that he had reached the black marker of the underworld to the south. 
“Did you see tracks?”
The white hunter shook his head. “I went beyond the Hall of Spines into the southern regions. There are no tracks, yet the winds told me that soon someone would walk on the tundra.” The man looked around in a sudden panic and then spoke again. “The Ti’ere’yuernen spoke of a Creator walking the snow once more, of the return of the Believer to the Fallen.”
This development was interesting to S’rean, and he eyed Arile circumspectly. The hunter was spooked. His wide eyes betrayed his strong stature. “The winds spoke of the Shaman?”
The man shook his head. 
The myths of the
Re’klu’hereun were tied very closely to the beginnings of things. Some say the Shaman himself walked among that tribe many eons ago, among them the Elders of Utiakth. However, the listeners of the winds still used the old language. They believed that the Shaman was not the same thing, that he was only the vessel of the true Ti’ere’yuernen.
“Then what did they speak of?”  
“The winds spoke in the old tongues. They said that the dark spirit of men, Gagnion’Fe’rein, had risen; that the Ti’ere’yuernen had summoned the first Creator. The Believer is to walk amongst us again,” replied the man, visibly shaken.  
And the strangeness continues, thought S’rean. 
“I am not familiar with the Gagnion’Fe’rein.”
The man sighed, an act that seemed only to increase his horror. “When Terra entrusted her energies to the Ti’ere’yuernen, it was with the knowledge that evil could take it as well. Though in taking, evil would limit itself. As eons passed and Creators came and went, making what they wished of the world, the lessons of the Ti’ere’yuernen faltered. The uses of the essence of Terra became darker and darker.”
Arile continued. “When the Umordoc came to Terra, there was a great upheaval. The Ti’ere’yuernen was buried and with him the crystal rooms of the Shaman, where the power was stored. When my tribe fell, the ancient texts were buried––texts that foretold the coming of the Gagnion’Fe’rein and the final battle between the Light and the Darkness, between the Tomorrow and the Shadow.”
S’rean situated himself against the wall, drawing his legs against his chest. He knew that this was a prophecy that required much conversation. 
“The texts say that the essence would be waiting for the first Creator after the planet had been ravaged by a war with those who were not meant to control Terra. That war has already come to pass; the Umordoc were not of this world, and they defeated men. The time of the First has returned, and that is what the winds speak of. They say that he comes at this very moment––his feet walk on the ice and snow.”
S’rean looked at the bones in his hand and realized what he had discerned, what the sudden shift in so much of their lives had been. The world was not in balance. This Gagnion’Fe’rein was perhaps the source of it, using the energy of the earth for its will. “We must send out more to search. If he walks, then he must come here.”
“The Creator walks where he wishes, Reverent S’rean. You cannot bend the will of a Believer to what he does not wish,” vocalized Arile. He did not wish to offend the hierarchy of the Utiakth, but the beliefs of his people could not be ignored. 
“No man can survive out there. He will need shelter,” reasoned S’rean, feeling distrust of the hunter for the first time. His beliefs had not interfered with the will of the Utiakth before.
“Perhaps, before the pilgrimage they are just men,” acquiesced Arile.
“Arrange to have more men…” 
The hunched figure of S’rean was interrupted as an ebony warrior burst in from behind the fabrics. His words moved his mouth before the reverent S’rean could silence him. “Someone is approaching the Hall of Spines, Reverent S’rean,” spoke the man.
S’rean stood up, his frustration at the warrior’s rude entrance already forgotten. “A man….” He looked down at Arile. They were out the entrance and moving through the tunnels before another word could be spoken. 
 



  
ⱷ
Duirin
  
  
  
T’elen looked less like a punching bag as she emerged from the closed door within Dean’s residence. Almost two days after she had crawled her way through the snow and found her way to Duirin, she still wore scores of wrapped bandages concealed nicely by her garb. The sheath of her blade was back in its proper place. 
“Not bad. I feel a little worn, but I should be able to move well enough for what I need to do,” she spoke, brushing past Dean and Leane. 
Her military air had already returned to her. 
Dean and Leane exchanged looks. 
“What do you need to do?” queried Dean with a raised eyebrow, crossing his arms over his chest. 
“Kyien needs to pay. I plan on carrying through with that.”
Leane shook her head. “Absolutely out of the question. With everyone gunning for one another as they are…”
“I don’t care,” she spoke, meeting Leane’s hard gaze. They were two women of equal fortitude, both with much to lose.
“We need a plan. We need to assemble armies. This revenge does not do any good,” reasoned Leane with a sort of desperation. 
“We need a general. Your death would be disastrous,” interjected Dean, to the dismay of both Leane and T’elen. 
“We need to raise alarms in Illigard. No matter what Kyien wishes to do, the Intelligence must be dealt with in the end.”
“And so they shall,” snapped T’elen. “Once I have finished off Fe’rein and that snake Kyien. Both must die by my hand for their cowardice.”
Leane placed a hand on T’elen’s shoulder as the general turned.
“Don’t do this…”
T’elen knocked her hand away and turned to face her. The general’s fists clenched. “You may be the mother of a messiah, but you do not lay a hand on me.”
Dean backed away, the heat of the place rising despite the bitter cold outside. “Hey now, ladies. None of this…”
“Shut it or lose it, Dean,” snapped Leane. She pulled away her robe, revealing a warrior’s garb. “In order to defeat the enemy before us, we need to give E’Malkai time. He is the key. If you go get yourself killed, then everything is in vain. There will be nothing for him to help save.”
T’elen smiled. It was a cruel feature really, like the smile of a predator watching its prey. “So sure that they can do it, are you?”
“Ryan was strong before he became Fe’rein. Kyien commands a legion of Umordoc and men alike. You would be walking to your death, whether you see it or not.”
T’elen paced now. 
Two jungle cats faced off against one another. Dean backed up, tripping against a chair in the way. “Heal me up, but use me for your own ends?” challenged T’elen.
“It’s not like that. I thought we were on the same side.”
“So did I,” she returned, pointing at Leane’s warrior pose. “But, now you present me with what looks very much like a challenge.”
It was Leane’s turn to smile and she did, joining in on the pacing as well. “I will keep you here if I have to. Certainly, with time you will see that revenge is not the right course.”      
“Perhaps I already have, and now I just want to knock you around a little,” mocked T’elen. 
Leane reeled in surprise. 
“Free country down here,” Leane replied, trying hard to hide her fear. T’elen was a seasoned warrior. Even when Umordoc and All-gods were considered, she ranked among them all. 
“Indeed.” The first strike was like a crack of thunder. It caught Leane completely by surprise and sent her sprawling across the floor. “Still want to play?”
Leane closed her eyes. 
Pain flooded her vision, and she pushed herself to her feet, slowly. A grunt emanated from her lips. Dean reached in to help, and she brushed him away with a scowl. She opened her eyes once upon her feet and regarded T’elen with as fearless a gaze as she could muster. 
“No turning back now.”
T’elen hit Leane with a roundhouse, her boot catching Leane along the side of the face. Leane rebounded quickly. Dancing around her, Leane saw death in the other woman’s eyes. 
Leane struck out with her fists as best as she could. The strikes connected with air mostly, but the last rung true and struck the general across the face. Laughter ripped through the room as T’elen cackled at the punch. 
“You get one.”
T’elen and Leane were about the same size in most respects. However, agility and speed were heavily in T’elen’s favor, which became painfully apparent as each blow knocked Leane around the room.
T’elen lifted her off the ground for a moment before throwing her to the ground with a pained, strangled sound. She was on her knees, hands planted on the floor. Her face had already reddened from where T’elen had struck her. Blood dribbled from her lips as she meet T’elen’s gaze. 
“Enough of this.” 
T’elen turned and marched toward the door.
Leane stood. 
The muscles of her body screamed in agony and defeat. 
“Not yet, we aren’t finished.”
T’elen had lost her patience. Throwing aside her coat, she drew the blade at her back––the echo rung defiantly. Dean stared wide-eyed, moving in her path despite the convictions of either woman. 
“This is madness…”
T’elen stepped forward and back-fisted the doctor across the face. Lifting him off the ground, she sent him flying into the side wall. His eyes rolled as he slumped against it. 
“I believe she said shut it or lose it, old man.”
Leane tried to laugh, but she grabbed her stomach in pain. 
“I have lived through two and a half generations. I have seen dictators rise and fall, seen the many faces of the Intelligence. Kyien and Fe’rein have offended me in such a way that my honor must be avenged. I must have their heads for their trespasses. Yet, you stand in my path. Your honor redoubled with each blow I land, for you are noble.”
“Tried to ask––you nicely,” sputtered Leane, standing now at her full height. 
T’elen studied the woman. Sighing, she replaced her blade in a smooth movement and regarded Dean’s unconscious body. “He should have stood aside.”
“Men rarely listen. Haven’t you learned anything?” 
T’elen scoffed. 
Then laughing outright, she sat in the chair that she had taken the coat from a moment before. “Even between the army at Illigard and the Resistance, we will be vastly outnumbered. The army Kyien commands is almost a million, even more so at the behest of the Intelligence. Illigard is a hundred thousand strong. The Resistance could lend perhaps ten thousand more men and women. This is a war that we cannot win without your son. Not to mention, that in the north your tribes of old will face the wrath of the Umordoc. I do not have a doubt in my mind that Fe’rein, inspired by others or not, will see to it that they begin to run down the Fallen and the other tribes, placing your son in a rather precarious position,” continued T’elen. 
 Leane sighed and sat next to T’elen, wiping the blood from her mouth before she spoke. “I would not count the tribes out so easily. The Fallen may not practice rites of violence, but the Utiakth do and will see the Umordoc as fair game,” replied Leane, wincing as she straightened herself against the chair. 
“Hurt pretty bad?” queried T’elen with a lopsided grin. 
Leane smiled through the pain. 
“Not as bad as you would have, had I got going.”      
They both laughed. 
That laughter continued long into the night and did not end until Dean had awoken. He was confused more than when he had been knocked unconscious, for now they talked and laughed with each other like sisters. 
 



  
ⱷ
Kyien
  
  
  
The glass walls of Kyien’s office had seen better days. Between the temper of Fe’rein and the failed assassination attempt of T’elen, they had gone from bad to worse. Gigantic cracks lined the walls and spread like cobwebs in every direction. Kyien watched them glumly as Jilen approached. 
He, as usual, shuffled instead of walked. “High Marshal Kyien, you have a visitor,” he called in his squeaky voice. 
Kyien could truly care less, but he waved his hand all the same. 
“Send them in,” he replied without real interest. 
The dead eyes of the Umordoc stared at him from the walls. Their numbers lined up shoulder to shoulder along every inch of the room that was not covered in glass. The spaces left by those that the general had dispatched were already filled. Jilen returned, but someone walked in front of him. The cloaked figure of Fe’rein wore a strange garb for a man who so seldom took the time for such things. 
“I present…”
“Dispense with the pleasantries, worm. Disperse,” growled Fe’rein, his mood even darker than that of the High Marshal. Jilen disappeared without as much as another word. 
“What brings you here?” queried Kyien, not bothering to look at Fe’rein. 
“The Intelligence spoke to me. It seems we have bigger fish to fry than T’elen.”
“How did you know?” he spoke with a startled jerk of his head
Fe’rein pulled back his hood. His energy already surrounded him, only the reds of his eyes shone through. “Does it matter?”
“I guess not.” There was defeat in his voice even then. 
“They say that E’Malkai is our concern now,” called Fe’rein as he paced away from the desk and into the surrounding darkness that complemented him so well. 
“Leane’s child? I thought he was going to be your golden boy. The next messiah, like you,” chided Kyien.
Fe’rein emerged from the darkness, his voice like a howl. “This is no game, fool. The boy is playing for the endgame. He travels north as we speak.”
“Who cares? Nothing north except ice.” 
“How can you wield so much power, but retain such stupidity? The Fallen are in the north. That is where I came from. That is where the texts of the Believer reside. He can find his way to the desert where I found the Shaman and claim its power.”
To say the least, the High Marshal’s smile dissipated. 
“How can you both wield the power?”                       
“Do you not read history, High Marshal? Do you not know of the legends?” Kyien started to speak, but Fe’rein continued all the same. “The power of Terra is eternal. The essence is from the original Creator and is guarded by the Ti’ere’yuernen, the Shaman. It can only be wielded by those who will use it for the preservation of this planet and its true inhabitants. As you can tell, I am doing no such thing. Therefore, the original power is still transient upon this planet. As he seeks the power, and if he can access it, my power will wane. It would be nothing more than a glimmer of what it once was. If he uses it against the Intelligence, all of this is over.”
The businessman had returned. The abrasive, cold High Marshal was no longer the fool he was moments ago. “What can we do? Can’t you track him in the tundra?”
“You must think that the Fallen were complete imbeciles.”
“Well?” 
Kyien was unfettered. 
Focus gripped him once again. 
“I can to a point. But if he goes underground, then we’ve lost him,” replied Fe’rein in complete frustration. 
Kyien came from behind his desk and pounded his fist with an authority that he did not have. “What about the Umordoc in the north?”
“They pay no allegiance to Culouth. They are roving bands, nothing more.”
“They hate the humans of the tundra as much as we do.”
Fe’rein smiled like a jackal. “Not a bad idea. Maybe you are worth something after all. The Umordoc will run them down; every patrol and every scout will hunt them until they’ve eliminated every human they can find on the tundra. The only reason they haven’t until this point is because they can’t find the villages. But, if we give them someone to follow.”
“Such as E’Malkai,” interjected Kyien.
“Then they could kill them by the thousands. Perhaps even the whelp if they catch it right, before he tries to find that fool Shaman.” Fe’rein scoffed and flicked at the tail ends of his cloak. 
“You would see the death of one of your own for the preservation of the Intelligence?”  
“I would see it for my own life. You should do the same.”
Kyien looked at the mion, the messiah of the people of Culouth, and a dark flash of insight crossed his mind. The myth was not as powerful as he claimed. The possibility of the boy coming to power was enough to have him asking for help among enemies. The darkness around them was vast. The night was a protective envelope to their kind, but there was nothing darker than the heart that beat in Fe’rein’s chest. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai stumbled into the Hall of Spines on accident; thanks in part to lack of sleep and hunger. He had moved in the direction that Elcites had set him on for more than three days without finding so much as a large rock for shelter. 
He surveyed the sharpened pikes of the canyon with indifference and even missed the Utiakth patrols as they darted both behind and in front of him. Their shadows were no different than the hallucinations that the youth had begun to succumb to in the cold. 
The white hunter Arile was the first to approach E’Malkai. He did so in a straightforward manner, leaping from the wall of sharpened spines and landing in front of him. 
E’Malkai stopped. The weight of the pack on his back caused him to hunch over. He looked at the almost pale features of the hunter. “Am I dead?” croaked E’Malkai. 
He wavered in the stillness of the windless canyon. The hunter cocked his head and approached E’Malkai slowly, spinning his spear forward with a simple twist of his wrist. 
His cold eyes stalked E’Malkai as he came near. “This is the Hall of Spines,” returned Arile gutturally, recognizing the speech of the south. 
E’Malkai surveyed the walls again. 
Behind the blue eyes and his wraps, there was a sort of relief at having made it to where Elcites had sent him. “Didn’t think it was going to take this long to get here,” he replied. The world began to spin in the youth’s eyes, and the fogginess of his breath became funny to him for no discernible reason. 
The world swam out of focus and Arile was at E’Malkai’s side before he fell. The height of the man nearly matched E’Malkai’s. And what strength he possessed, for he held the youth and the pack in one arm as he signaled for more help. As unconsciousness gripped E’Malkai, figures moved out from the seemingly empty spines of the canyon and into focus as if they were ghosts of the icy prison. 
  
*
  
S’rean stood over E’Malkai. The wraps of his head were pulled away enough to reveal his long hair and unkempt features. Arile stood beside the village chief. His cold eyes regarded the youth with a simplicity that betrayed the intelligence of the hunter. 
“He is very weak,” spoke S’rean, as he touched E’Malkai’s face. “But so tan….”
“He is from the south.” 
It was a simple reply from a simple man. 
E’Malkai’s eyes fluttered open, and a strange sight befell him as he regarded the dark features of S’rean. He craned his neck and saw Arile. “Where am I?”
“What did he say?” queried S’rean, turning to Arile. 
“He asked where he is,” returned Arile in a tongue that E’Malkai could not understand. 
“Tell him little. We do not know who he is yet,” spoke S’rean.
Distrust of outsiders was common among the northern tribes. 
Arile bowed and then turned back to E’Malkai, speaking in the southern tongue that they both understood. “We are Utiakth, a tribe of the north. Where are you from?”
“I was born in Duirin,” he replied. E’Malkai hesitated as well, unsure of how open he needed to be. Deciding to add his Fallen lineage, he continued. “Though my father was born of the Fallen.”
S’rean had grown impatient at Arile’s side, the conversation moving too quickly for him. “What has he said?”
Arile tried to calm S’rean with his hands, waving him back as he would a fire. “He said he has come from the south. From a place I have heard of called Duirin, though they do not come this far north.”
“Interesting.”
“He has said that his father was born of the Fallen.”
A stunned silence passed over them. 
“Is he who the winds spoke of?” asked S’rean, visibly worried about the response. 
“They only pave the path, Reverent S’rean. I can only discern that a man was going to walk the tundra and return to the Fallen. I cannot be sure based on the winds alone.”
“Where is this place?” E’Malkai’s words drew the attention of both of the men. S’rean looked at him darkly and nodded as if he were able to discern where the youth was going with his words. 
“You are far from the Fallen; a week’s travel, maybe more. It has been some time since anyone has dared the plains west of here. The Barren Maiden has ended many lives,” spoke the white hunter.
“The Barren Maiden, I have heard that before,” replied E’Malkai dreamily. 
“He says that he has heard of the frozen death west of here,” relayed Arile. 
The youth’s knowledge of the place was an ill omen; that much he could be sure of. “Could he be a demi?” queried S’rean, making sure not to meet E’Malkai’s gaze. 
That word sparked E’Malkai’s attention.
He had heard his mother use it, and now this strange man was using it as well. Then he remembered what Elcites had told him to do: to show them his father’s blade. He struggled, his muscles still weak from the cold, and reached beneath his coat for his father’s weapon.
He thanked the Believer that they had not yet thought to disarm an unconscious man. Pulling it free, the welcome gaze of the white hunter changed, and he brought his weapon around with a quickness that drew fear from E’Malkai.
“I mean no harm,” he stammered as he tried to show them the blade, sliding it around in his palm to show them the craftsmanship. “This was my father’s. I am not a demi.”
Arile watched the weapon for a moment. E’Malkai offered it to him for closer inspection, but he shook his hands in refusal. “That is your weapon, a fine one. You have heard that term before: demi. Where?”
“My mother spoke of it. There was one in the Fallen once, a long time ago.” He left out the details of their escape from the Fallen and the journey south. He was still uncertain how much he should explain. 
“Yes, they are dangerous. The Umordoc send them after us.”
E’Malkai laughed as he tried to imagine Elcites commanding an army of demi to hunt the Fallen. His mirth drew strange looks. “I was just remembering how much is misunderstood between our two worlds.”
S’rean looked angry now. 
“What has he said? There is much that I am missing.”            
“The weapon is his father’s planedge. It bears the marking of the Armen bloodline. He knows of the demi from his mother’s stories. He laughs because there is much difference from where he was and where he is now.”
“Why did he come here?” queried S’rean, his calm returned. 
“Why did you come here?” Arile asked E’Malkai. 
“I have come to find the Fallen. I can speak their language, a little. But I have been sent by those in the south to find my ancestors and the texts of the Believer.”
Arile switched tongues from Utiakth to Fallen. 
“He can speak Fallen,” he uttered to S’rean. 
Most of the tribes could discern the languages of those in close proximity. The Fallen was the largest of the seven known tribes. Therefore, it was the most commonly spoken along the northern trade routes, or what remained of them. 
“Good, this will make things simpler,” spoke S’rean, his inflection much lighter when using the Fallen tongue. “You seek the Fallen?”
“Yes,” replied E’Malkai as he struggled to remember the language. “I have come for the Believer.”
Arile and S’rean exchanged looks. It was Arile who spoke. “Those are powerful words. Your path is written on the winds.”
S’rean scowled. “Much has changed on the tundra. The cold has been greater, the game less plentiful, and the other tribes have become angry with one another.”
“There is much that is wrong––a lack of balance because of Fe’rein,” replied E’Malkai as he propped himself onto his elbows. Catching himself, he realized that they would not know that name. It was too late, for he was met with a pair of horrified gazes. 
“Gagnion’Fe’rein,” whispered Arile. 
“The Dark Creator,” added S’rean with equal awe. 
“You know him?” 
Surprise was divided three ways. 
Arile’s words were a whisper. “The Gagnion’Fe’rein is the dark spirit of the earth, the one that will bring about the end of days.” 
“Truer words have never been spoken. My uncle is bad news alright,” replied E’Malkai as he pushed himself off the rock table. Placing his feet on the ground, he stretched his muscles, feeling the heat of his blood flow through them. 
There was disgust in S’rean’s voice. 
“The Gagnion’Fe’rein is your uncle?” 
“He was born Ryan Armen, brother to my father, Seth Armen, son of Evan,” replied E’Malkai, watching their looks turn from distrust to horror. “He took the power from my father, allowing the darkness to use him as their pawn.”
“You are what is written in the texts of Re’klu’hereun. The blood sons of Armen will do battle and restore Terra to its balance once more. It will come to pass. Your coming is a sign of it,” spoke Arile. 
“You are the All-god of the Ancients. You are the original Creator,” continued S’rean, though he concealed his zeal with surprise. 
“Bah,” snapped E’Malkai with a flick of his hand. “I have had enough of that kind of talk. It has worn thin upon me. I am no messiah. I am not a liberator of the Light. I am just lost, trying to find a past to which I don’t belong.”
They both just looked at him, their unrelenting gaze strange. 
“Where is my pack? The one I wore when you brought me in?”
“Do you wish to leave so soon?” queried Arile, his hands folded over one another. 
The novelty of the place had diminished; E’Malkai had become annoyed with the pace of their inquiry. “I have a nation that depends on me finding the Fallen, which will lead me to some mystical Shaman in some damned desert.”  
“With each word that you speak, the more concretely we believe. The words that you speak have not been spoken except in ancient writings. You are an ending and a beginning,” spoke S’rean with a shake of his head. 
“How soon can I be on my way?” pressed E’Malkai.
“We would appreciate it if you would at least rest for a day or two. Your body needs sleep, and food. These things we can provide, as well as a guide for as far as we can take you with our knowledge,” replied S’rean as he approached E’Malkai. For the first time in the youth’s life, he felt short around another human. 
S’rean was almost a head taller than him. 
The youth’s stomach growled on cue. “I have to admit I am hungry. I realize that I have not been a very gracious guest, but I am burdened by many things.” 
The language of the Fallen was a strange one. They spoke with an archaic verb structure that made you sound droll. Considering E’Malkai’s limited skill with the language, it made explanations difficult. 
“There is no need to apologize. What is your name?”
“E’Malkai, son of Seth.” 
He added the latter part as was the custom. 
“I am called Elder S’rean. I am the village chief of the Utiakth. The white hunter who found you is Arile, sole survivor of the Re’klu’hereun. He shall be your guide when you depart. He is the best in all of the Utiakth, even though he is white and a foreigner.”
E’Malkai looked at the man and wondered why he was the only one who wore the wraps, unless it was strictly a Fallen practice. He let the question pass and allowed himself to be led deeper into the caves, where the aroma of food soon filled his nostrils. 
And he no longer needed to be led. 
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Illigard
  
  
  
The trip to Illigard was a cold one. The transport’s heating unit had frozen and busted only days before their actual journey, around the time when T’elen had first stumbled into Dean’s residence. The wasteland seemed calmer under a blanket of snow, the swamps covered. Steam rose as the inner depths of heat struggled to the surface. Dean sat at the rear of the vehicle, while T’elen and Leane sat across from each other, shivering beneath the layers of blankets. 
“Coldest winter I have seen in a century. Terra is angry with us,” commented T’elen. Her eyes focused forward, out the side viewports of the transport, watching the ground flash past them as they sped toward Illigard. 
“I have not been this cold since I was in the Fallen. Although this is still tame compared to that, but without exposure I have grown weak,” acknowledged Leane with a stern nod, the cold sapping her of her wit. 
“To be honest, it has been over a decade since it has snowed this heavily in Duirin or anywhere else west of the Citadel. I was under the impression that it could not snow beneath Culouth,” interjected Dean as he craned his neck to watch the passing land. 
“Blowing winds might….” trailed off T’elen, stopping because Illigard had come into view. 
The transporter rolled to a stop. 
The abrasive sound of the outer gate of Illigard creaking open to welcome them was chilling, haunting; all aboard winced at it long after they had passed through it. 
The outer door of the transport opened, and frozen air rushed in stinging their faces with its icy needles. They moved forward, shielding their face as they descended the exit ramp. The imposing frame of Elcites stood in their path. His white-streaked fur made him appear as if he had been upgraded for winter. 
“Guardian Elcites, it is a surprise to see you here,” called T’elen over the whipping winds. Leane and Dean filed out behind her, but passed on the conversation. 
A mother’s questions could wait. 
“I decided to go where I would be of most use, here in Illigard. There have been some new arrivals since you were here; bands from the south have heard rumors of the return of the Believer. There is much confusion,” he replied, though his attention was focused on the fading figure of Leane. 
T’elen followed his gaze. She wondered about the fate of E’Malkai as well. “Let us speak inside. We have much to talk about.”
  
*
            
The bar seemed swollen with soldiers; their haggard faces showing anxiety about the war that was going to come to their doorstep. T’elen and the others sat at a far booth, as far from their riotous behavior as possible. 
The first question was Leane’s. 
“Did he make it to the northern marker?” 
The guardian did not hesitate to answer. “He did.”
“And?” pressed T’elen.
“And there is nothing else. I could not follow him, so I do not know how he fared from that point on––as we agreed. I directed him to the Hall of Spines, the place where the tribe of Utiakth supposedly makes their home,” replied the guardian. 
“Will the Utiakth take him to the Fallen?” queried Dean. 
“They will realize who he is and might have already. They will do as he says. He is a leader of something that none of us can comprehend. I will miss him when he is gone.” T’elen showed a sorrow unbecoming of the warlord. 
“Are you taken with my E’Malkai?” chided Leane. She saw the woman blush, but not before draining a tall glass of an emerald color. 
“Never mind that nonsense. We have more pressing matters,” she replied and turned to Elcites. With her face turned, they could not see the embarrassment on her face. “You spoke of men coming in?”
“Not just men, T’elen, but bands of Umordoc from Culouth. They have heard the rumors of the rebirth of the Believer. The entire nation hears whispers in dark corners of the return of the true herald of tomorrow, and they have begun to fear. Those who wish to have a place if the Intelligence is beaten have flocked to the gates. Some are camped just outside Illigard; many among them walked across the wasteland in this weather to see him.”
“How many?” Always the military leader.
“The men are more than four thousand strong; the Umordoc could be as many as a thousand,” answered the gargantuan with a shrug. 
“Quite a swell for our war,” mused Leane, her mind distracted. 
“Not just our war, the war for Terra. We, those of Culouth, have taken far too much. An end is near,” conceded T’elen, the humor of the previous moment lost. 
“Can we really stand up to the onslaught of soldiers at Kyien’s command? Wasteland or not, sheer numbers alone are not in our favor,” commented Dean as he sat back, tipping the stout glass in his hand. 
“What about the rumors of the Believer? You said that whispers had begun,” continued T’elen, her mind focused now on the matters at hand. 
“After I reached Linar, I headed southwest away from Duirin and came upon a village of traders, ones who had come south for the winter and found a rather unsettling season here as well. Either way, the tribes howled and danced about the return of the original Creator, something they called the Ai’mun’hereun. It means the one that brings back the Light in the old tongue. They said that the winds were alive with the voices of the old ones,” answered Elcites. 
“There is much of that in the north. The Fallen were the tamest in terms of religious zeal. The older tribes that were more zealot than warrior were run into the ground. But, the books and ancient texts were retained within the confines of the Fallen. That is if the caverns still stand,” interjected Leane. 
“The traders were adamant. There had never been so much activity in the north, such violence among the tribes. They were convinced that something was wrong. The southern bands have begun to speak of him as well, though the old tongue is lost on them. They speak of the Believer and the Shaman, not the Ai’mun’hereun and Ti’ere’yuernen.”
“We have to begin fortifying Illigard,” snapped T’elen. 
Standing and pushing aside her chair, she stalked out. She barked orders as she left, much to the dismay of the soldiers she passed. Elcites watched the general go. It was as if she had not been hurt in the first place. He moved to go after her, but Leane’s small hand stopped him. 
“Illigard cannot stand against Culouth without E’Malkai.”
“I know.” The giant nodded. 
“Can he survive the tundra?” she asked quietly. 
“He must.”
Leane nodded. 
The words were not the resounding affirmative that she wanted, but Elcites was already outside. Falling in line with the barking out of orders, he stood alongside T’elen. 
“Without E’Malkai, the war with Culouth means nothing.”
“All we can do is hope,” replied Dean with a mournful nod. 
Leane looked out through the open door. The blowing snow was a testament to the cold days ahead of them. She sighed. “Is that going to be enough?”
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Fe’rein
  
  
  
Fe’rein flew over the tundra, his crimson and shadow energy trailing behind him. He felt a tug on his heart, in the depths of what remained of his soul, upon seeing the lands of his past, of his forefathers. Sadness dwelled there that he could not reconcile. He watched the dips and twists of the caverns below him; remembering ancient names for what he saw. The images of the past were too great, too fresh. 
The Umordoc camp looked more like a boneyard than an actual outpost. The Fallen had called them yotikai, camps of death in the tongue of his people. The warriors were still savage, still hunted for blood and skulls as they did on their home planet, a place that was no more real to them than the world to which they had been sent. 
They branded those they took. Fe’rein allowed a memory of the man Ryan Armen to drift into his conscious thoughts. Seth had talked of the time he spent in this very camp, and the horrors of their silent and brutal ways. The dark brushes of brown and black marred the primitive tents that the Umordoc erected. 
They did not fear the cold. Their hides were thick, like coarse leather. The fur that covered them retained heat better than any set of wraps or layers of coats that the tundra dwellers wore. 
The ground beneath Fe’rein swirled. 
As his feet touched the earth, snow cascaded around him like a brilliant vortex and then evaporated with a subtle swipe of his hand. He had made sure to land inside their encampment. His entrance alone was a demonstration of his power. 
Umordoc poured from the tents.
The rough bristles of their coats were lighter than those of Culouth, a necessity when hunting on the tundra. The mion stalked forward as he would anywhere else and eyed each with a fire that was not seen by predators of their capacity. He knew the tongue of the Umordoc, a loud, abrasive dialect consisting mostly of guttural howls and cryptic word structure.
The first to reach him was the High Warrior, the leader of the tribe. It was the custom for their leader to present himself first. As they were a warrior tribe by nature, their ancient rites still dominated. He was as large as the others, but his coloration was lighter, more of a hazel brown. He carried a long carved pole. Serrated edges crested the peak. The ceremonial decoration of bones and skulls were present as well, but they were gray and faded. 
“Why have you come?” The language was more guttural and pointed than Fe’rein had remembered. 
“I am the Gagnion’Fe’rein,” roared Fe’rein, using the dark powers he possessed to amplify his voice. 
The legends were prevalent even in the north. 
The Gagnion’Fe’rein was a creation of the Umordoc culture, not of men. It was a powerful myth that had been carried to Terra during the Great Wars of the last days of civilization. To them the Gagnion’Fe’rein was an All-god, a powerful being that wielded the darkest of powers. 
“Why have you come?” 
“I have come to deliver your enemies,” snarled Fe’rein, utilizing the fiercest tone he could muster. 
The High Warrior did not answer, but instead waved his massive arm to the two Umordoc behind him. They barred their teeth as they leapt forward. 
A test of strength was not uncommon.
The mion had certainly expected it. 
Fe’rein decided against using the dark powers and fell back as the two approached. Leaping above their low attack, he snapped forward, breaking a pole in half. He then drove the splintered end into the throat of the first Umordoc warrior. The Umordoc fell unceremoniously to his knees and gurgled before collapsing into the snow. 
The second did not hesitate at the sight of his fallen brethren and lashed out viscously with his pole. Fe’rein butted the end with his open palm and then rolled his arm around. He yelled in surprise as a sharp end of rope emerged, latching onto his wrist. 
Before Fe’rein even moved, his eyes flooded into darkness and his free hand grasped the pole. The wood and steel melted in the hands of the Umordoc warrior, and he dropped the pole with a startled look on his face. Fe’rein stalked forward again. His feet liquefied the snow with each step. 
The Umordoc warrior did not back down. 
Their honor and pride as a warrior would not allow it. 
Fe’rein’s eyes were focused on the High Warrior once more. As the second warrior leapt forward, the mion simply raised his hand, wiping the warrior from the face of Terra. 
“I am the Gagnion’Fe’rein and I have come to show you your enemies,” repeated Fe’rein, looking back at the clear spot in the snow where he had incinerated the second warrior. 
  
*
  
The yotikai camp was beside the mountains on the far side of the plains that, in Fe’rein’s youth, were called the Barren Maiden. It was a hundred-odd mile stretch of ice that did not have a marker anywhere along it; beside the mountain stood the High Warrior of the Umordoc and Fe’rein. His body was consumed in shadow fire to warm him from the cold of the tundra. 
“This place, you know what it is?” asked Fe’rein without looking at the chieftain. 
“The Maiden,” replied the High Warrior, his staff dug deep into the snow. 
“A man will come. This man will lead you to the Fallen.”         
The Warrior grunted in satisfaction. The Fallen were a sore spot among the Umordoc. They were their greatest enemy, for they had kept the location of their caverns secret until now. “You smell of the Fallen.”
Fe’rein wheeled on the High Warrior, his eyes blazing. He realized that the Umordoc hunted on scent and instinct, and such an essence could not be erased. A gesture could make them see one’s true form. “No more.”
The High Warrior’s grunt felt otherwise. 
“You must keep a patrol here so that you can be sure of his coming. I cannot tell you when because I do not know. But he will come, that I can promise.”
“Who is the traveler?” The question was phrased as if the High Warrior knew that the man who would come was not of the tundra. 
“He is a man. No more, no less,” replied Fe’rein. 
The High Warrior’s dark eyes studied Fe’rein with an uncomfortable silence. “He wishes to become the Ai’mun’hereun. That is why you have come?” It was a statement more than it was a question. 
“He wishes to wipe those that are not of this earth from it. He is no messiah,” challenged Fe’rein. He was sick of the religions and belief systems of the tundra people. His years among the Fallen had been a series of relentless logical and philosophical arguments that had led him nowhere. He was the All-god now, and no one was going to take that away from him. 
The High Warrior seemed to ignore his words. He turned his massive back to Fe’rein as he surveyed the breadth of the plains. “The winds speak. They say that the Final War has come. The Ai’mun’hereun and the Gagnion’Fe’rein shall meet on the battlefield as they have since the beginning.”
Fe’rein boiled with the same frustration that he felt when he spoke to the Intelligence; their cryptic games and prophecies annoyed him to no end. “Which side will the great warriors of the yotikai align themselves with?”
“We have worshipped the Gagnion’Fe’rein since before we came to this world as our ancestors did. Those who reside on U’Mor believe that the Gagnion’Fe’rein will free the Umordoc from the service of your masters.” 
“Then you wish to see the Believer fall before my feet?” Tiredness washed over Fe’rein. He had not slept in some time. The dreams of the past haunted him, but he felt a sudden need for sleep as he spoke to the High Warrior of the Umordoc.
“You are not the true Gagnion’Fe’rein, but we will do as you have instructed. We will destroy our enemies and feast on their corpses as our ancestors have done,” spoke the Umordoc leader with a grand sigh and sag of his shoulders. 
Fe’rein felt compelled to pressure the Umordoc chieftain. His words were unsettling to the mion. “I am not the Gagnion’Fe’rein? What do you mean?”
“The Gagnion’Fe’rein of U’Mor would not serve the dark lords of the Intelligence. He would cut them down and watch them burn in the fire of his eyes. He would roast the enemies of the Umordoc in the shadow fires of his eternal birth. You serve the Intelligence, are bound to them as the Umordoc are. We follow because we must, for they hold our true names above our heads like a grand prize. Why do you serve them?” 
The words of the chieftain were a challenge.
“I have the power of Terra, half-birthed of fire. I am the Gagnion’Fe’rein of this world or the next, and I will see all burn at my feet before this war is done,” returned Fe’rein. Of late the passion in his soul had awakened an anger that could not be soothed. 
“Your power cannot be denied, but you will always be Ryan Armen of the Fallen. No more, no less,” returned the High Warrior with a shrug.
Fe’rein struck the High Warrior across the face with such strength that it shook the earth on which they stood. The ground groaned as the High Warrior fell to his knees from the blow. The even gaze of the Umordoc leader showed no fear of the man before him. “You will not speak that name,” roared Fe’rein, vengeance on his lips. 
“The winds speak your true name. I did not know that it would upset such a powerful being. Pardon my impertinence,” replied the High Warrior as he stood. His voice was true and stable, though the blood along his jaw betrayed his unaltered presence.
“Just do as I have instructed, Umordoc. You will see the blood of your enemies soon enough,” snapped Fe’rein as he shot into the sky. 
He spiraled as the dark power consumed him, leaving the Umordoc overlooking the plains below. He left the chieftain with unanswered questions and the unsettling feeling of having been in the presence of a deity. 
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E’Malkai
  
  
  
The white hunter Arile carried nothing except E’Malkai’s extra pack and a faded white cloak with a face mask. With a thick mesh of wool and other heated fabrics, he seemed ill-prepared compared to the mummified body of E’Malkai. The spear that Arile carried was strapped along his back, underneath his pack.
S’rean insisted that they proceed through the last stretch of the Hall of Spines in order to move around the southern peaks and onto the Barren Maiden: the most difficult leg of the journey by far, for there was little shelter even along the edges of it.
The Fallen was hidden somewhere there. 
The dire plains of the Maiden extended far into the distance. Located at the base of the Seven Mountains, they formed an almost perfect ring around it. From its center only scant cover could be found even up to the base of the mountains.
Arile walked ahead of E’Malkai. 
E’Malkai jogged to get beside him. 
The man they called the White One did not turn to the youth of the south, but listened to his words all the same. They were at the edge of the Hall of Spines, where the depth of the canyon rose to meet the tundra. As they crested it, the plains came into view. 
He groaned. 
“How long will it take us to get to the Fallen?” E’Malkai called over the gales that greeted them as they stepped out of the shelter provided by the canyon. 
“We have hundreds of miles to cover. We can make twenty miles a day, if we do not rest every day. It could be ten days, could be twenty days. It all depends on how long the weather holds,” replied Arile as he lowered his head against the wind and ice. 
E’Malkai lifted his legs as he moved through the snow, trying to make up the distance that Arile seemed to create with minimal effort. “What do you mean if the weather holds? It gets worse than this?”
Arile laughed. 
It was so shallow that it was lost on the frigid winds. 
The white hunter turned his head slightly as he pressed forward. “We can see one mile now. When the clouds emerge and the storms blow through, we will be lucky to be able to see each other.”
E’Malkai fell back. 
He lowered his head, but moved forward again. His mind still reeled at Arile’s words. Such a thing seemed impossible. They would be lost in hours if that kind of weather descended upon them. “We have to endure hundreds of miles of that?”
The hunter shook his head. 
“If we can survive the next fifty, then we can round the mountain and move into the pass that leads to the plains. The plains themselves take the brunt of the storms, but it is merely temporary. On this side of the mountains, the storms come and sit for weeks at a time.”
The wind blew against E’Malkai so hard that he almost toppled. In order to stay upright he had to lower his center of gravity as Elcites had taught him, which meant spreading his legs out and bending down evenly. 
He looked at Arile, and the man had not stopped, but instead continued ahead. His body already began to disappear in the snow, and the youth ran after him. The muscles of his legs warmed with blood, though he knew soreness would soon accompany that sensation. 
  
*
  
The journey between the Hall of Spines and the pass was made easier by remaining close to the side of the mountain. E’Malkai had not realized that the Hall of Spines lay at the base of the mountains. The deeper tunnels where the Utiakth lived were actually buried beneath the mountains, thus the reason for the warmth of the rooms there. 
They made good time across the hills north of the Hall of Spines and rounded the side of the mountains into the pass after only three days without rest. The pass was a wretched canyon of ice that extended up the side of the mountain. 
They darted into it. 
The gales subsided at the first bundle of rock outcroppings. Arile ducked behind them and waved his hand for E’Malkai to follow, which he did willingly. He plopped down beside the hunter and huddled close to the wall. 
“We need to rest here for the night. The winds have changed and granted us a brief reprieve from their icy breath. The plains on which so much of our journey will be are no more than several miles ahead of us. This canyon is dangerous.”
“Dangerous how?” countered E’Malkai as he pulled his pack from around his back and placed it in between his feet. 
“The path grows narrower with each step, and the other side is only wide enough to allow one man to pass at a time. The Hall of Spines looks dull compared to what lies ahead,” replied Arile as he pulled the secondary pack from his back, gripping the spear in his right hand. “I’m not sure what I can get for food. The game is sparse this side of the canyon. There will be plenty of tundra wolves, and all other manner of creatures along the plains.”
E’Malkai moved to say something more, but Arile had already leapt to his feet and disappeared out the entrance. The canyon was closed off on either end and though the top seemed to climb forever, at its very apex was a layer of ice that enclosed it. 
The youth began to pull things from his pack until he found the heat generator that Elcites had insisted he take. Producing a sliver of fat that had been packaged, he un-zipped the flat sterile plastic case that held it. 
He pulled some fabric free of his coat and laid it on top of the fat and placed them in a pile in front of him. Igniting the heat generator, a stream of energy erupted and lit the fabric and fat. It crackled as it burned, producing the first real warmth the youth had felt for some time; the halls of the Utiakth had been humid at best. 
E’Malkai felt warmth in his eyes. Letting the generator fall from his hands, the metal made a slight noise as it touched the ground. The youth paid it no attention as he slid back against the rock, making himself comfortable. Soon, the fire crackled and the warmth caressed his worn muscles. Sleep came and when it did, he did not dream. 
  
*
  
The reality of the situation flashed back to E’Malkai as he awoke with a start. The flame at his feet still crackled and the solemn figure of Arile sat beside him, a brace of some small animal skewered on his spear. As E’Malkai settled himself back against the rock, Arile’s war-torn voice rang true. 
“Foolish thing to do, sleeping with no one to guard,” he spoke as he produced a knife from his side and began to skin the creature, gutting it after he finished. A stick was at his side for the finished product. “Something could have come along, wolf, hybear, even one of the Umordoc of the yotikai, then we would have both been in some trouble.”
E’Malkai felt the embarrassment of his error. He straightened, replacing the generator and plastic flat of fat back into his pack. “I am sorry. I was very tired. I did not mean to doze off like that.”
Arile drove the stick through the open mouth of the creature and placed it over the two standing supports above the fire. The meat sizzled, its fat dissolving almost instantly. “You have never been on the tundra before, have you?”
E’Malkai shook his head as the hunter leaned back against the rock, crossing his legs and folding his arms across his chest. “Need a strong will to survive on the tundra. Your ancestors were born of the Fallen, of the line of Armen no less. It is in your blood to survive out here.” 
The youth looked at him suspiciously.
Arile chuckled and pointed at the hilt of the planedge at E’Malkai’s waist. “You carry a blade of the Fallen, blades that were given only to those hunters and gatherers who braved the tundra. The tribe of Re’klu’hereun was close to the Fallen before we were run down by the yotikai. The line of Armen was the only one given such an honor for as long as the memory of the Re’klu’hereun serves.”
“Do you know much of the Fallen?” 
E’Malkai was interested now. 
“I know some of their history, of their practices. There is one thing that I could not know. For that matter, only an Armen would. The location of the entrance to the Fallen was a well-guarded secret, given only to the hunter chosen once a generation. Before your father, it was his father, and so on. I cannot find the Fallen. I can only lead you to where it might be. You must discern its location,” explained Arile as he reached forward from his relaxed position and turned the animal over the fire. 
“But I have never been to the Fallen,” replied E’Malkai exasperated at the sudden twist of events. “How can I possibly know where it is?”
“You will have to pray to your ancestors, call their spirits in a trance. Perhaps they will lead you, or perhaps we will freeze to death on the Barren Maiden. Either way, you should know that before we get there. I can only show you the way. You must choose our path from there.”
He reached forward and pulled the carcass off the fire. The white hunter tore a piece of the meat, sniffing before biting into it. He chewed it for a moment. Satisfied with the taste, he handed it to E’Malkai, who accepted it with a smile. The youth gnawed at a piece thoughtfully. “Since you have already slept, you will stand guard while I sleep. We move again at first light.”
It was difficult to tell the time of day on the tundra, though at night the haze was darker. Arile had spoken of being able to see the sun on a nice day, but he doubted that they would be so lucky given the severity of the season. The white hunter soon fell asleep, and E’Malkai stood guard. Thoughts of what he must do flooded his mind. The journey was beginning to require more of him than he thought possible. And even though he knew that he must not sleep, his eyelids grew heavy as exhaustion overwhelmed him once more.
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The Stone Tower
  
  
  
The Ninth Company of the Culouth Commerce was a unit that was one hundred and twenty-seven thousand strong, the largest battalion that still resided on the Lower Plane. Their singular purpose in life was to watch Illigard and T’elen. 
Their outpost was located on the far side of the wasteland: sixty miles east of the swamps, near the cliffs that overlooked the aptly named Sea of Torments. The stone fortress that had been erected as their outpost had been dubbed the Stone Tower, and within its walls were a veritable swarm of humans. Those imbued with cybernetic enhancements moved alongside those without.
A scrawny messenger dashed through the sea of bodies, dodging and wheeling around the shoulder-to-shoulder traffic of the assembled soldiers. The shadow of his brown hair was tucked beneath a dark black cap. The torment on his face arose from sheer frustration at the people in his way. The far wall of the Stone Tower faced the ocean and was marked with splashes of white and gray, the salt from the sea carving its name on the stone. 
The common area of the courtyard grew narrower as it approached the far keep, where the Field General resided. And consequently, it was the destination of the wayward messenger. 
The messenger leapt about through the mess. 
Before him a winding spiral of a staircase climbed up. Finding his footing on the steps, he ascended them with grace. He reached the wooden door at its apex in no more than a few bounds. The door was wide and thick; some would say much like the Field General himself. A white stylized letter was etched at its center, a blackened ring hung as the door handle. 
The messenger wiped his brow with the loose edge of his sleeve. His cold brown irises were strained with red lines from lack of sleep and worry. Since the disappearance of T’elen and her possible defection to the Resistance, all Culouth Commerce soldiers had been placed on high alert. The quick knock was received with an even quicker response to enter. The messenger opened the door, revealing the cramped quarters of their leader. 
The messenger saluted stiffly, his eyes straight ahead. “Field General Lassen, I bring reports from the scouts along the wasteland.”
The Field General turned and eyed the messenger. He quickly identified that he was not a soldier of the Stone Tower. Lassen’s cold gray eyes had a calculating edge to them. His black hair was spiky. The veins of his neck surged as he turned, and a thin outline of a tattoo emerged from his neckline. 
He wore a thin mustache. His lips pursed in annoyance at the disturbance. Lassen was a large man, standing at least six feet tall, perhaps a few inches more. The width of his shoulders and coils of his muscles made him appear as if he solely depended on his brawn. But, in the field he was a far better tactician than most, hence his placement at the Stone Tower.
“Bring them forward,” snapped Lassen as he waved his hand for the messenger to approach. 
The thin frame of the messenger accentuated the breadth of the Field General. Lassen unwrapped the crumpled paper. His gray eyes washed over it, reading it several times. He then thrust it into his pocket with a sigh. The man was still at attention in the presence of the Field General.
“Dismissed.” 
The words were curt and the messenger wasted no time as he scampered away, disappearing into the sea of bodies and noise outside. A worn oaken table sat below the stone opening that served as a window. The salty air from the ocean blew all over, infesting every inch with its smell.  
Three other men stood in the room. 
The farthest from the Field General sat on the rest in front of the stone opening. His light hair was longer than the others and waved in the winds that poured off the cliffs below. He wore the same gray fatigues as the others. The characteristic stripe that indicated one faction or another was absent. His eyes were a vast cerulean sky above an ocean of distrust and torment. The curve of his lips was like that of a woman, soft and buoyant. He pursed them as he watched the messenger retreat without a sound. 
“Anything worthwhile?” asked the man. His rank of lieutenant garnered him some respect. He had a real name, but in the Stone Tower he was simply called Fairhair. The golden wisps were a constant joke among his comrades. 
Lassen regarded Fairhair with a thin smile. “They are beginning to move. Two convoys have arrived as of last week, one of which contained Leane of House Di’letirich.”
Another of those assembled cleared his throat. 
He was by far the oldest-looking in the room. His receding hair line was shaved short, making the color of his hair indistinct. His brown eyes squinted as he talked. Crow lines along his temples marked much time in the sun. His sleeves were rolled up, and his clenched fists lay on the wooden table beside him. “Must have been mighty close to manage such a confident description,” mused Er’eil. His real name required an advanced degree to pronounce properly. 
Lassen shook his head. If only they could get that close, there wouldn’t be much of a war at all. “They passed through a checkpoint south of Duirin and didn’t hide the fact that they were traveling to Illigard. Then again, we weren’t on alert until last night.”
“Big deal. She isn’t anything more than a figurehead in a failing government body. The Greater Commerce will be dissolved soon enough, and it will be a miracle if they even have a home, much less that somebody would care that she was of a House that no longer exists,” spoke Fairhair with a degree of disdain. His hatred of the upper echelons of the Culouth society was a rather common sentiment among those who were stationed on the Lower Plane. 
Most hadn’t seen the Upper Plane in years. 
Some, like Lassen, hadn’t in decades.
“She is related to the mion and that makes for plenty of pull in Culouth,” spoke the smallest of the four; his was the loudest, most obnoxious voice of them all. He was called P’ion by his people and was known for his religious zeal and strange streaks of spirituality that he, of course, shared with his brethren of the squadron. 
“That is indeed something that must be taken into consideration. Her attachment to Fe’rein could create a rather distracting chain of events if we are instructed to try and lay siege to Illigard. She could potentially get in the way,” conceded Lassen as he folded his arms across his broad chest.
“Any word from the other outpost at the edge of the wasteland?” queried Fairhair with a nod to the others. 
“A lot of the same. Thousands of refugees and would-be soldiers are streaming in from the south,” replied Lassen with a sad shake of his head. 
“Not to mention the talk of Umordoc wanting to join Illigard. The presence of the guardian of Leane’s child proves only to aid their cause,” continued P’ion. Opening the door to the sea of soldiers below in the courtyard, he gestured to them with a sweep of his hand. “Each day their numbers begin to rival our own. No offense, but T’elen is known for being more than most can handle.”
“If they were to attack, we would be at a disadvantage. However, T’elen knows that her safety lies in the wasteland. No land army can penetrate that infernal swamp and it is highly unlikely that we would be able to drop in enough troops to overrun them. Illigard is a fortress,” replied Lassen, sitting back in one of the wooden chairs. 
“The question is: will they attack without provocation?” queried Fairhair, lifting one of his eyebrows to accent his question. 
“The Resistance sees the Intelligence as provocation enough. Had General Marion still been alive, then there might have been a possibility that they would have risked such a charge across the wasteland, sacrificing many for his agenda. But, T’elen is a far smarter beast. She will plot and wait. She knows Culouth will come in force and that the Stone Tower will be the staging point,” replied Lassen. 
The door had remained open, and the noise of those accumulated outside continued to rise. There was a clamor now followed by the sound of machinery and then the thrusters of a transport. Lassen was the first to the door as the messenger returned. His stiff salute returned, and Lassen waved it away just as quick.
“A transport approaches from Duirin,” he spoke, his voice rattled. It was no secret within the Stone Tower that Illigard would soon incite war and destruction. 
The name itself brought distrust.
Lassen looked at the others in wonderment. It appeared the Fates worked in mysterious ways. “Show them in immediately,” and then added, “Dismissed.”
“Did she come all this way despite what we know?” asked Er’eil.
Lassen flashed him a grin. “We will have to wait and see.”
They did not have to wait long. 
The shouts of the messenger could be heard, and then his startled scream as T’elen threw him from the staircase into the swimming bodies below. 
Lassen could not hide his grin. 
T’elen was indeed a force to be reckoned with. She bowed slightly as she entered. The concept of a salute was something she did not acknowledge, though she addressed him properly. “Field General Lassen, it has been too long.”
Lassen bowed back and then gestured to the others. 
“You remember my lieutenants. Er’eil, P’ion.”
She nodded to each. 
“What can I do for you?” 
The distrust was thick in his voice.
T’elen did not miss the venom of his words. “You have heard the whispers?” she queried, circling into the room. Her battle garb was accompanied by a flowing body veil. 
Lassen nodded again. “I have heard rumors that you are the leader of the Resistance, that you have begun amassing an army to battle against the Intelligence.”
“I lead those who wish to battle tyranny, oppression.”
“There is talk of the Ai’mun’hereun, of something that cannot be. So, we are divided. Religion is not something that comes before our charge.”
“Has word reached the Intelligence of what we wish to do? Have their spies discovered our plans?” she challenged.
Lassen allowed his frustration to surface. “Are you searching me out? Trying to find our weak points? Why have you come here?”
“I have come to ask where your allegiance lies.” 
Lassen was dumbstruck, and it showed. 
T’elen was truly a bold woman. 
“Are you daft? We are soldiers of Culouth. We are loyal to our nation,” interjected Fairhair. His voice tried to sound hard, but his mannerisms were far too gentle. He received only a stern glare from Lassen for his impertinence.
T’elen seemed unfazed by the younger officer’s outburst. “You once walked the walls of Illigard, Lassen. There must still be an allegiance to those who embraced you when you were green.” She moved around the room, eyeing each soldier with a neutral gaze. “With the added infantry here and this outpost, the Lower Plane would be impenetrable. For Culouth to place troops on our battlefield, they would have to use the remote transports, which are hundreds upon hundreds of miles away. Together, we could defeat the Intelligence alongside the Ai’mun’hereun, for he is no myth. He will come to pass.”
There was a stunned silence during which T’elen continued to pace. Her words had them on the ropes. She continued. “Illigard is a fortress. You know that, and I know that. You will be fodder for Kyien’s men. After I leave here, there will not be another chance.”
“You would ask me to betray my nation?”
There was fire in T’elen’s eyes. “I would ask you to save your men. I will kill those who threaten the safety of Illigard.”
Lassen reeled as if stung.
It was P’ion who spoke next.
His tan skin was marred with scars, and his face wrinkled as he spoke. “There is no gift greater than freedom. But some men would leave families and lives behind to do what you say. It would not only be a betrayal of country, but also of family.”
T’elen was not convinced. “They took that risk the moment they became soldiers. That is an argument I will not buy,” she snapped and then wheeled on Lassen. “The Ai’mun’hereun will come. He will kill Fe’rein, and the Intelligence shall be broken.”
The finality of her words struck Lassen. He watched her as she stalked toward the door. T’elen turned as she reached the doorframe, craning her neck back, exposing a beauty not often seen. “I will await your response, Field General.”
As she left the gawking soldiers of the Stone Tower, the door slammed shut behind her. She allowed herself a small smile. She had taken the first step and the rest would be up to them.
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E’Malkai
  
  
  
As sleep subsided and E’Malkai slipped back into the realm of the living, he reached his hand up to wipe at his eyes. He felt the sting of the light, but also the strength of Arile as he held the youth’s arm firmly. 
E’Malkai snapped to attention.
The hazy, warm feeling that accompanied sleep washed away, and the cold reality of his surroundings were apparent all at once. The grim line of Arile’s face brought out the paleness of his skin. E’Malkai held his tongue, noting that the tension in the air was powerful enough to know that he would be safest in his silence. 
“Hybear,” whispered Arile as he pointed over the embankment that they had used as a shelter the day before. The youth followed the finger and saw the mammoth figure referred to commonly as a hybear; a larger creature E’Malkai could not remember seeing. Even Elcites would have seemed small next to the beast. 
E’Malkai stared wide-eyed, not bothering to speak. There were no words that he could have uttered that would have described it accurately. It was a massive creature. The tales of them reaching thirty feet or more were grossly under-exaggerated. It stood on its hind legs. Almost half the size of the canyon, it was fifty or sixty feet tall from foot to head.
The muzzle on the beast was something that only dwelled in the darkest of nightmares. Its white fur was thick and marred with black marks of an unknown origin. The gray, cracked points of its claws clicked against the ice as it moved through the pass. Twin black eyes stared out. Those hollow, obsidian globes stared around thoughtfully and despite its size, there was intelligence behind the eyes. 
“What do we do?” queried E’Malkai without taking his eyes from the beast. 
Arile shook his head, uncertainty there. “Wait for it to pass. We are not much of a meal for a creature such as that.”
The hybear stopped and fell on all fours again. The bumps on its powerful back were prominent. It raised its head and sniffed the air, the flare of its nostrils like a gale through the canyon. 
“Does it smell us?”
The shake of the head returned. 
“We are downwind, there’s something behind it.”
What happened next seemed improbable to E’Malkai. The source of the hybear’s attention was revealed when stark white tundra wolves burst through the west side of the canyon. Their snarls echoed, but were quickly silenced by the deafening sound that erupted from the hybear as it rose onto its haunches, claws barred as the wolves leapt. Their ascent was smashed down as the hybear swung its mighty arms about. Flailing its claws at the haphazard wolves, it slammed them against the side of the canyon. 
A shiver ran the length of the ice. 
“We can’t kill that thing,” spoke E’Malkai. 
The wolves recovered, some of them anyways, and resumed their attack. Their numbers doubled as more poured through the other side of the canyon. Fear gripped E’Malkai as he watched their destination flood in carnage. 
“No. Too big. The Fallen have in the past for survival. Even some Utiakth, though it is considered an ill omen to kill a hybear. They are a kindred spirit. My concern is the wolves, if they actually succeed. They are known for blood frenzies, especially with such limited game,” replied Arile, moving his head to watch the battle. 
E’Malkai grimaced as the skull of a wolf splattered gruesomely against the wall of the canyon and slid to the ground. It was replaced quickly by another leaping, snarling predator. “What do we do? Go back around the mountainside?”
The head shake. 
E’Malkai had grown to hate it. 
“No other way to the Maiden. The Fallen is on the other side, can’t turn back.”
“What then, wait it out?”
That damned head shake. 
“The Hybear will ignore us if we pushed through. Could even help it by picking off some wolves as we went,” suggested Arile with a feral grin, his teeth bared. 
E’Malkai stared incredulously. “You are kidding, right?”
“Do you have a better suggestion?” 
He paused and looked at the white hunter, defeated. “I don’t have a weapon. You at least have that spear,” coaxed E’Malkai, still not yet warming to the idea.
Arile pointed at E’Malkai’s hilt. “Your father’s blade.”
E’Malkai grasped it and held it in his hand, thinking. The howls of the battle were lost on him as he thought back to Linar and the damage the wolves had done. He had tried to wield the blade then, but he had succeeded only in failure; the beast had fallen on him. 
Arile looked back at the battle. Loosening the bonds that held his spear in place, he gripped it tightly. His intense gaze watched the hybear begin to falter as several wolves blundered onto its back. “There is little time, E’Malkai of the South. It is now or never.”
E’Malkai’s eyes snapped up, and he nodded, pulling his pack over his back. Smashing his foot into the heat of the fire, he smothered it. Pulling the planedge free of its sheath, he darted out behind the charging Arile. 
As they rounded the side of the embankment, the hungry eyes of the wolves followed them. Some broke loose of their attack upon the hybear. They blended into the surroundings so well that only the red glow of their eyes seemed to pierce the ice. Fear burned in E’Malkai’s stomach as he stumbled forward. His viselike grip on his father’s weapon was not from determination, but from a fear of dropping and losing the only thing that truly connected him to the Fallen. 
A wolf reared and leapt, past Arile’s shoulder and at E’Malkai’s face. E’Malkai paused and swung the blade parallel to his body. The steel was sharp. He felt the weight of the flesh as he tore into it. His slash carried him straight through the creature, shredding bone and sinewy muscle. He watched as the carcass collapsed to the earth, steam rising from the insides. The shouts of Arile to keep moving forward fell on his deaf ears, for he still had not come to terms with death.
Arile’s face startled him. 
His words came back into focus, but only half of what the white hunter was screaming. “…Otherwise they are going to be on us instead of the hybear.”
E’Malkai squinted, ignoring the questions he wished to ask. Arile caught the leap of another wolf, skewering it upon his spear and chucking it aside without breaking stride. E’Malkai followed behind, his feet working to move around the icy obstacles in their way. 
They passed just through the center of the canyon. The hybear was closer and seemed even larger at close range. The giant turned to look at him. Lifeless black eyes twinkled as if it knew. Rearing back, its claws caught the snapping bodies of the tundra wolves. As they passed beneath the haunches of the beast, it fell back on four paws again. They found that they only needed to duck slightly to get to the other side. The snarling muzzles of the tundra wolves seemed to lose interest in the passive hybear. Instead they saw a fleeing meal, their horde leaping onto the icy ground in pursuit. 
E’Malkai glanced over his shoulder as he ran. 
The dark red eyes of the wolves now pursued them, and he spun, shutting the horrific image of their pack out of his mind. He saw the light at the end of the canyon, the exit of the pass, and ran harder. His father’s blade sliced through the air with every rotation of his arm. 
“They are gaining,” yelled E’Malkai at Arile, only a few steps ahead of him. His spear was tucked along his back. Their growls echoed, and E’Malkai dared not turn for fear of one leaping at him. He focused on the glimmer of light from the Maiden at the end of the pass. 
One hundred feet: the hybear had begun to turn in their direction. 
Eighty feet: E’Malkai dodged to the side as the pass crumbled beneath the hybear’s movement. A jagged icicle slammed into the earth where he had been, taking out a wolf that was leaping at him. 
Sixty feet: the hybear moved forward, each stamp of its foot an earthquake that shook the foundation of the pass.
Forty feet: E’Malkai could hear his breath in his mind. 
Twenty feet: the edge of the canyon seemed so close.  
Arile ran through the opening and spun, his arm pointing. 
Five feet: E’Malkai leapt, spinning with his blade out, and watched as a tundra wolf felt the cold bite of his blade across the face. It yelped and leapt away, swiping at its face with its paw. A roar ripped across the plains as the hybear burst from the pass, its paws taking out handfuls of the wolves. 
The two men and the hybear stood calculating one another. 
“What now?” whispered E’Malkai, as he backed into Arile. 
“Do not move,” he returned through tight lips. 
The hybear sat back down on its paws. Sniffing the air as it had earlier, it roared again. The warmth of its breath was stale and fetid. A sigh replaced the roar as it sniffled and then turned. The movement was accompanied by a ripple of muscle beneath the mass of fur as it stalked into the distance. 
Each step resounded on the plains. 
The men watched the hybear for some time, such grace for a creature so large. Soon, its white fur melted into the line of the mountains and the horizons.
E’Malkai sighed. 
“Was that for real?” he asked in astonishment. 
The hunter nodded. 
It was a welcome change from the head shake. “You witnessed what little life exists on the tundra; though I have never seen so many wolves attack a hybear. Come to think of it, I have never seen a pack of wolves attack anything with such malicious intent. They weren’t merely trying to feed. They were trying to kill that hybear, to hurt it.” 
E’Malkai turned and looked upon the Barren Maiden for the first time, and all he could do was stare. The sheet of ice was like a clear mirror that reflected the darkened skies above. A sliver of light escaped through the cloud cover and refracted off its surface like a beacon. 
“This is the Barren Maiden.”  
The hunter nodded, a shrug accompanying it. 
“Where is the Fallen?” He had already forgotten the hunter’s words. The awe of the plains was enough to wipe his mind clear for the moment. 
“Somewhere here,” Arile added noncommittally. 
E’Malkai woke from his astonishment and eyed the white hunter. “Then it is as you spoke. I must find our way now.”
He nodded again. 
“How am I to do that?” challenged E’Malkai, exasperated. 
“You are the
Ai’mun’hereun, not I.”
E’Malkai shook his head and stalked out ahead. 
“Do not call me that, Arile.”
The youth only got a short distance before he realized that every direction looked the same, except what lay behind them: the mountain. He spun and saw that Arile remained as he had been before, standing and waiting. 
“We need to camp alongside the Maiden, so we do not get lost,” he called. Turning back to the flustered figure of E’Malkai, he added. “It is this way, my Ai’mun’hereun.” There was a smile on the hunter’s face as the youth rushed to join him.
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The Barren Maiden
  
  
  
The scout from the yotikai watched the two humans. He was crouched low against the hillside. The white patches in his black coat provided him with enough camouflage to avoid detection. However, after what the humans had endured in the canyon, the warrior thought it prudent to assume they were not looking around for someone watching them. 
He grunted as he watched them skirt the mountainside. Even the Utiakth feared the Barren Maiden, knowing that she could swallow them in her maze of ice. 
He rose from his bent pose and leapt from his spot to another and then another, until he glided along the hill on the north side of the pass. He crouched again as he moved behind them. Lowering himself, he thrust his head out farther, squinting his eyes to make out what he saw. 
The first was known among the Umordoc. The White One, as he was called by the High Warrior, was a great huntsman and tracker, for a human. 
The spear the scout carried bore seven skulls, seven human lives that he had taken from the tundra tribes. This marked a place of honor among the tundra Umordoc. He shook the spear at his side to hear the bones clatter, a reassurance of his strength.
He had explicit instructions: to watch and not engage. The warrior spirit within him yearned to feel the dead weight of the humans. He wished to end their insignificant lives, but he was on a reconnaissance mission, not one of slaughter, which he felt was a gross injustice. 
He was sent because the Gagnion’Fe’rein descended from the skies and spoke in tones of fire of what would come. He brought with him the prophecy of old, something that Umordoc of the yotikai feared above all else––the Ai’mun’hereun, the devil of their beliefs. 
Allowing his mind to wander, he silently cursed himself in the guttural tones of his people. He returned to his watch. The wolves and the hybear had intrigued the Umordoc hunter as well; never had he seen them so volatile. 
He had only seen seventy winters, meaning he was not yet a Dark Warrior, the adult caste of the yotikai. He had observed enough as they moved underneath an overhang of the cliffs that lined the sides of the plains and began to unpack supplies. The Umordoc warrior sat back and closed his eyes, his legs crossed beneath him as he rested. The time when their enemy would be revealed was almost at hand.
 



  
ⱷ
Fe’rein
  
  
  
Fe’rein’s domicile was a rectangular building on the north side of Culouth. It was far from the humdrum of the Houses of the Greater Commerce, a great distance from the bickering councilmen whose incessant chatter only further perpetuated his strained headache. The Intelligence had summoned him several times since he had returned from the tundra. 
His mind reeled from the psychic connection that he shared with them. The amount of pain that they could inflict on him from a distance vexed him. His back was pressed against an uncomfortable mattress. The wooden frame was cast against a far wall, and only the mattress lay on the floor. 
Fe’rein cradled his hands behind his head. 
His eyes stared through the ceiling. Ghosts haunted him with each step, with each thought of a past he wished to forget. Images of things that he longed to be rid of walked free.
An image of Seth materialized. 
Shimmering pockets of light formed him, glowing in a gloomy iridescence. Fe’rein seemed unaffected by his presence and merely propped himself onto his elbows and watched the image of his brother come forward. He thought he should cry, but he could not. The shell of Fe’rein hid the glimmer of light that had been Ryan Armen.
“Was it worth it?” 
This was the same question that he always came to Fe’rein with. “I serve the hand of darkness, shadow brother. What do you believe?”
The ghost possessed no mirth, no conception of argument. It had only questions and answers, for it was nothing more than a corporeal concoction of Fe’rein’s mind. 
“You will fail. Evil cannot long stand in the presence of light.”
“This foolishness again, why return to ask only the same things?”
“You are Ryan Armen, not the Gagnion’Fe’rein.”
Fe’rein pushed himself off his elbows and to his feet. 
His strength for deliberation was not what it had once been. “I am both, and neither. The true Gagnion’Fe’rein is a creation of religion, of the mind. I am the embodiment of that belief.”
“The Ai’mun’hereun is your death. He will destroy you.”
“I have heard this song and dance many times before.”
“Terra calls him, calls my son to his destiny.”
The rage grew in Fe’rein. “Your words are nothing new, shadow brother. He should fear me.”
“Your power is borrowed. His shall be eternal, complete.”
His words burst. 
Anger seeped through him. 
“You cannot choose for me, shadow brother. You kept me from this power for too long. Now that I have it, you try to take it from me. It is I who is powerful now, not you.”
“Power is in how you wield it. Not who wields it, Ryan.”
“Don’t call me that.” 
Fe’rein shook as he spoke.

His anger manifested itself, the rage boiling to the surface. His grasp of the shadow energy exploded from within as it fought angrily to be released in its most terrible completion. 
“You cannot hide behind Fe’rein forever.”
“This is not a guise, this is my truth. It is you who hides now, shadow brother. Behind the veil of death where you can no longer affect the living,” replied Fe’rein as he drove his fist into the wall of his flat. The metal gave way, creaking as it struggled to maintain its shape beneath his blow. 
“If that is what you must tell yourself to carry on, so be it.  The time is upon you. The Final War lies at your feet, and it will not wait for you as I once did.”
Fe’rein roared. 
Energy spread horrifically over his features as he grasped a vase on the only table of his room. Launching it into the far wall, it smashed into a thousand pieces. His chest heaved as he growled beneath his breath. His anger coursed through his body along with the shadow energy. 
The visage of Seth wavered and diminished.

The air of the room grew cold and thin. 
Shadows infected every corner, every crevice, and the glowering gaze of Fe’rein subsided. His energy receded as he pulled back on the psychic reins. 
That would not last long. 
Through the darkness another image came. This one was an emotional one, a form that drew such sorrow from Fe’rein that he collapsed to his knees.
The image of Summer was as it had been before her death, though now she wore a flowing white dress. The Fabric of Eternity was what the Fallen had called it, the dress that women wore in visions and dreams of the truest of warriors. 
She reached down, her flowing hair as white as her dress. 
Her elegant hands were as nimble and gentle as they had once been. He could almost feel her caress his cheek and closed his eyes to envision it more deeply. The warmth of her embrace, the coolness of her skin, it all came back to him. 
She drew him back with her voice. 
“My darling Ryan, you are so troubled.”
This visage was new. 
The horrors of Fe’rein’s past had begun to leak from his memory like a poorly maintained faucet. He remained on his knees. A look of agony gripped his features. 
Swallowing hard, the words he wished to say did not come to him as they should. Her name was all that he could muster with his hoarse voice, choked with a forgotten emotion. 
“I can see you as you were.”
Cruel scars that lined his face would never truly heal. 
He could never go home. 
She seemed to sense his hurt and touched the scars, running her transparent fingers over them. “Seth did this when you took the power. Was the price worth the glory?”
Fe’rein’s eyes were glassy now for the first time in almost two decades. He stood, fighting the emotion with each movement of his muscles. 
“I will not fight this battle without you. I cannot.”
Her visage glittered as if in annoyance. 
“You do not have a choice.”
“I chose to take the power I have, I choose to keep it. I have all the choice in the world because of this power, my power.” He struggled to imbue his words with the venom he felt, but he could not. Summer held a tender place for even this monster of a man. 
“You know that the Ai’mun’hereun will destroy you. You do not have the power of the Gagnion’Fe’rein. Such a power does not exist in this place that the Intelligence has created.”
“The Intelligence did not create this place, only perverted it.”
“You have been deceived along with all of the others. This place was created by perception. The Intelligence’s grip can be severed but its madness will resonate, for they are not of this world.”
Fe’rein looked at her strangely. 
None of the other spirits had this much foresight or even the level of information that this image of Summer had. She might not be a figment of his imagination like so many others. 
“I am no image, you called upon me. Your desperation called the one you loved the most. This form is what it took. This happens as the child calls the father.”
“The Fallen,” whispered Fe’rein as he looked away for a moment and then back at her. “He wishes to find his way into the Fallen. All the ancient scrolls and texts will spell out the location of the Desert of the Forgotten and that damnable Shaman.”
“Your words are truth, though you should rejoice. When he finds the Ti’ere’yuernen you can give back your power. Your curse will be lifted. We can be together again.”
He sliced his hand through the air, a twinkle of thought restored to his eyes. “If he reaches the Shaman, then he shall undue what I am. My soul is tainted by the evil waters in which I have swum.”
The visage shivered.

“That is one choice that is solely yours. If you choose to fight the Ai’mun’hereun, then you will be consumed in fire. But yield and you shall be set free. The mercy of the Ai’mun’hereun is born of family, one of which we are all a part.”
“Enough.” 
His threat was empty. 
He held no power over his only love, and the image knew that. 
“I will ask one more time, Ryan Armen. For the love that we once shared and that I still harbor, will you not yield to the Ai’mun’hereun for the greater good?”
Fe’rein stared, the words caught in his throat. 
The image shimmered once, twice, and then dissipated into a thousand particles and then a thousand more. He sat back on his mattress, his head in his hands, and allowed the darkness to overtake his torn and useless essence.
 



  
ⱷ
Illigard
  
  
  
A rust-colored transport passed through the arches of Illigard. Stone walls cracked beneath the pressure of the cold. Snow had already begun to find a home along the rim of the outpost’s walls. Worn trails had been woven through the courtyard of Illigard. Elcites could have easily moved through the mightiest snow bank, but instead he walked the trails that had already been cleared. 
The transport crawled to a stop and then descended. Dropping the half a foot or so that it was suspended off the ground, it submerged itself in a layer of snow. The sudden jut of the ramp bursting from the atmospheric hatch was like thunder without the lightning.
T’elen walked down the ramp, her white veil whisked back behind her like an incessant fog. Elcites stood at attention, his black coat covered in a thick leather breastplate and twin steel armguards. 
It was armor from a forgotten era. 
His spear was strapped across his back as was customary for those who still walked the swamps and plains of U’Mor. No skulls hung from it, for that was the symbol of the yotikai and the great hunters of his home world. He thought it disrespectful to adorn his blade with skulls. 
“Field Marshal T’elen, do you return with good news?” called the guardian over the winds of the frozen swampland. 
She did not respond right away. Instead, she pushed through the throng of soldiers and others before her. The stripe of their garb contrasted sharply with the white and gray beneath their feet. Elcites fell in step with the Field Marshal and after a short walk, she turned to him. “There is much to talk about. Have the field commanders assemble in the west building immediately.”
Elcites nodded, though the width of his eyes betrayed his usual cool demeanor. He peeled away from the fleeting image of T’elen to move about his task. 
It was almost an hour before the Field Marshal stood before the assembled commanders and lieutenants of Illigard and the remaining members of the Resistance. Dean and Leane stood off to the side, their casual clothes traded in for soldiery tunics and armor.
The room resembled the keep in the Stone Tower that Lassen and the commanding circle occupied, except that this room had several tables. Along the wall was a raised ridge upon which T’elen stood. Elcites loomed behind her as well as any others who would play a role in the coming war. The tables ran perpendicular to T’elen, and each chair contained a man or woman who commanded a legion within Illigard.
T’elen lifted her arms into the air, the tip of her blade swinging as she did so. The grumbles and murmurs of those assembled subsided, their eyes focusing on her. 
Pupils dilated. 
Lips pursed in waiting. 
“Comrades of Illigard, I bring startling news from the Stone Tower. Our once brethren have begun to assemble for war, one that will divide our lives in two and separate the union we have known.”
She paused before she continued. 
“General Lassen seems unable to decide where his loyalties stand. He could not give me an answer whether or not a bond could be formed between our two great outposts. The order has already been handed down that I am a traitor.”
One of the men stood up in the crowd. He was a lieutenant who Lassen had appointed before he was given dominion over the Stone Tower. A burly man, he was much like Lassen, and his name could move a mountain: Domaen. “They would bring war across the swamps? Surely, General Lassen does not believe that a full regiment could survive such an attack?”
T’elen deflected the comment. 
She knew Lassen was no fool. 
“Lassen will wait for the assembled armies of Kyien before any such attack, making them close to a million men strong. Can you imagine what will come after that? The swamps can bury only so many men before they become a road for those behind them.”
It was not a secret that Kyien employed some of the most vicious tactics imaginable. He would do whatever it took, even at the expense of an army, to carry out an objective. Elcites stepped out from behind the Field Marshal. 
“The swamp will protect us for only so long.”
T’elen looked at him strangely. He had merely repeated what she had said, but with less emphasis. His guttural tone became more and more primitive now that he no longer interacted with E’Malkai. 
“Guardian Elcites speaks the truth. With each day that passes, the war grows and the numbers that stand against us increase. The time has come for us to take matters into our hands.” She paced as she spoke. “There are border scouts, ones who camp just at the edge of the swamp. They are maybe a few thousand strong, probably less. They search for weakness in our position. If we strike them now, we can inflict damage before this war even begins.”
Words passed between commanders, exchanging shaded looks and making alliances. Another of the commanders stood up. His tan skin and almond eyes were something uncommon within the walls of Illigard. His entire garrison had come from the same southeastern tribe. Commander Xi’iom was a man known for his stealth. 
“I agree that there is little we can do in terms of an all-out war outside of Illigard. Within these walls, we are well-protected. The cliffs make a sneak attack physically impossible. Culouth has only transport vehicles that we can easily protect against.”
T’elen nodded. 
He was headed in the right direction. 
Xi’iom continued, turning to the others in the room. “If we pick them apart before winter has a firm hold on the land, then we will have broken a piece of them, the part that would underestimate us and charge headlong, needlessly taking lives. The boundary scout camps that the Field Marshal has spoken of are more than a week’s journey through the swamp in this weather.”
The murmurs came again. 
There were always murmurs when something was decided.
“Indeed, the scouts are our first priority. We cannot forget that Kyien will soon march onto the Lower Plane. Without the aid of the Stone Tower, we run a terrible risk of a long and protracted war that may cost every life within the walls of Illigard.”
The most important question came at last. It circulated the outpost for a fortnight and was at the very heart of what would keep the soldiers of Illigard pushing forward. 
He was a wire-thin man, a scarecrow of a being really. His bug eyes and gaunt face made him look like a starving refugee. “What about the Ai’mun’hereun? Is what has been spoken true?”
The murmurs increased, the whispered words redoubled. T’elen moved forward to speak, but Leane opened her mouth. The words carried true before the Field Marshal could utter a word. 
“My son, the boy you knew as E’Malkai, has traveled north to the tundra to find the resting place of the true power of Terra.”
T’elen flashed a sordid, angry look at Leane. 
Leane bowed. 
“The reverent Leane of the House of Di’letirich has spoken the truth. There is a man who travels north. He will find the Shaman and bring great strength to our cause. Though, we cannot be certain when he will come.”
Xi’iom stood once more. 
He cleared his throat as he prepared to speak. “Some have come to fight alongside us who believe the Ai’mun’hereun has already been put into play. They believe the Ti’ere’yuernen waits beneath the bounty of the southern deserts whence my people sprung forth. They join us only because they believe that the boy will be our savior and that he can deliver us from the bondage of the Intelligence.”
Another stood before T’elen could reply.
His dark hazel eyes seemed to quiet the others. His accent was thick. He, like many others within Illigard, was born of the southern tribes, near the far western side of the fork around the Sea of Torments. 
“My people also herald the coming of the Ai’mun’hereun. Even those who are not soldiers have traveled from the moist jungles of their homes to this frozen place to witness the return of the Believer.”
T’elen was red-faced now. 
The meeting was slipping from her grasp. She had not wanted it to become a religious debate, but instead be rooted in the necessity of what must be done in the present time, not what had been foreseen. 
“Gentlemen, I understand the concerns of your people. We must see what lies ahead of us, not what was divined from the past. The threat from Kyien’s men and the proximity of the Stone Tower are problems that are very much in the now and need to be dealt with immediately.”
The murmurs began again, words exchanged that could not be uttered out loud. T’elen grew impatient with each passing second, and she showed it as she slammed her fist onto the first table of commanders. Drawing their attention to her, the shock was evident in their eyes.
“Enough of this, we have real issues. The deities of your people will not keep winter from creeping across the land and over the walls of Illigard. Nor will it make Leane’s son return any sooner. With each day the cold grows stronger, and preparations must be made.”
The reality sunk in a little.
The whispers stopped and their attention was drawn completely to the Field Marshal. She hardened her gaze. “I want three companies to move along the north bank of the swamps and begin making fortifications. Three more will go south. I want watchtowers built every half-mile. I want both companies to set up as much tripwire and other traps as we can muster. We don’t know how long it will be before Kyien sends his armies out in full force. Time is very much our enemy.”
With nods exchanged, they started to part. Chairs were pushed away from tables, and the room emptied. T’elen approached Domaen and Xi’iom, moving in their way. “Commander Domaen. Commander Xi’iom. There is more that we need to discuss.”
Each nodded. 
They were known for their allegiance to Illigard, as well as having an animosity toward Culouth, a trait that could be put to good use. “You said that it would take about a week to reach the border scouts east of here. Can it be done any faster than that?”
Xi’iom nodded. “We could push through faster, but it may cost men. Any more than fifteen or twenty miles a day in this weather and there could be serious injury.”          
T’elen’s gaze darkened. 
“I do not wish to sacrifice men. I figured as much. Even by transport it is a difficult trip. I will send teams. One will be led by you, Commander Xi’iom, and the other by Commander Domaen.  Your task will be to find the boundary scouts and eliminate them. Try and salvage what you can of their supplies. Gaining an ally is no longer a possibility without Lassen coming wholeheartedly to our cause.”
“Lassen is a cold man, Field Marshal. He may yet see that he is only fodder to Kyien and Culouth,” replied Domaen. His oddly calm nature covered a deeper anger. “His men are loyal to him as yours are to you.”
“Leave immediately, bring whatever you feel necessary.” 
T’elen watched the two men leave. Leane moved behind her, her mouth tight. There were words beneath the surface, and T’elen knew well what they were.
She sighed and turned to the Reverent Mother. “I did not mean to cut you off, but religious zeal can turn an honorable man into a fanatic. The conversation had begun to spiral out of my control, and I wished to rein it back in.”
Leane nodded, even though that was by no means the end of it. Dean sauntered past and leaned against the doorframe, looking out at the ground covered in white snow. Blackened trails were created as soldiers moved about. Those in charge shouted orders, and those who were not carried out commands with flawless unity. “Do you think that a few traps and watchtowers are going to make this war any easier?” he queried without turning. 
T’elen was burdened by many things––the war, the men and women whose safety rested solely in her hands, as well as a distant voice that whispered to her with every waking moment of E’Malkai. Her patience was no longer thin; it had broken. 
“More than the doubts of a praetor will. I did not have you come here to criticize what I do like a politician. I brought you here because you were the leader of the Resistance. You had a connection to Marion. He wished to see an end to this more than you ever could, but not so much as I wish to see Kyien’s head upon a pike of his own making,” she snapped, her eyes hardened spheres of frustration. 
Dean wheeled, visibly hurt. 
He was a warrior. 
In his youth among the Fallen he had been a warrior to some extent, but he had served within the Resistance as a grounding influence, a foundation for the Resistance to act from. He was unaccustomed to the marshals of war. 
“I did not mean to question your methods. It just seems that there is little we can do to keep Kyien from coming. Even if the weather breaks, there is no reprieve from the cold. There is no guarantee that he will not send more men, empty all of Culouth.”
“The only guarantee in war is death. The more defenses we have, the lower the possibility that each and every one of us will die. Illigard is a fortress, but we have nowhere to go once they close in. The necessity to fortify the bordering areas is a precautionary measure to make sure that when we no longer have a choice, we have already depleted all of theirs,” countered T’elen, anger fading like a thin mist. 
Dean nodded. 
Her logic was sound.
He had found her to be a verbal sparring opponent with considerably more rancor than even the most venomous politician with whom he had ever come into contact. “Indeed. I did not know the depth of your plans. Pardon my impertinence.” She nodded amicably enough. He turned back to the outside and the cold, welcome companions. 
“I ask that I be allowed to return to Culouth and see if I can rally the Umordoc to our cause. Surely those who are in servitude would wish to see an end to the Intelligence,” growled Elcites, his guttural tones almost unintelligible. 
“Denied. Your presence there would do us more harm than good. You could be attacked, killed for being one of us. Those who wish to fight with us will come, or they will die on the battlefield along with the other fools who serve Culouth,” she replied as she crossed her arms over her chest. 
“Then I ask to lead a regiment to end the boundary scouts at our borders. No being can hunt as well in the winter as an Umordoc. It is our way,” continued Elcites, determined in his approach.
“That is exactly why I need you here, Elcites. Your strength and skills would best be put to use here in Illigard. Your knowledge will be invaluable among those who have never fought on this kind of terrain. You may command a small unit within Illigard charged with the safety of the perimeter walls,” she replied. 
Her voice softened, for she meant no malice with her words. He merely wished to help those who he saw as friends. The giant nodded and departed through the door, lowering his head as he ducked beneath. He moved past Dean, who had been lost in the terrain and did not hear the mountain of a creature coming. The praetor allowed himself a startled laugh, and then he too proceeded out the door. The winds that had raged over the past few days whipped his coat around him as he huddled inside it for warmth. 
“I would appreciate it if you took more care when speaking of your son,” spoke T’elen without looking at Leane. 
“I would as well ask you to take the same care.”
The silence between them lasted for some time, long after the snow stopped and the night overtook the half-light of day. Soldiers began their journey onto the cold-drenched lands that would soon be a war zone, and might yet consume the Lower Plane and perhaps them all. 
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E’Malkai
  
  
  
  
Thunder crashed on the Barren Maiden. E’Malkai could not yet place where the lightning flashed or how it remained so cold while such a storm persisted. The snow circled the cold glass of the Maiden. The youth stood while Arile sat. The dwindling embers of the fire flickered with each shift of the wind and snow.
E’Malkai did not move, his eyes searching the distance. “There was something there, Arile. I swear it,” he called over the winds, yelling becoming second nature to him. 
The wall that rose behind them was torn and jagged. Footholds were discernible, though the fool who dared to climb them would reach only the icy grip of death. The hunter did not doubt the youth, but he doubted anything would brave the winds and snow to reach them. 
“You worry too much, E’Malkai of the South. Something is probably there, but that is the nature of the tundra. Death and despair wait around every corner.”
E’Malkai gazed back at him and lowered his eyes.
“You were lucky to survive. One man can trust to such luck, perhaps,” returned Arile, neither bothering to look at the other. 
A sigh was something that E’Malkai was beginning to relish. It was also something he found himself doing frequently to fight the overwhelming frustration with the ways of the north. He felt such contempt for the term and wished only to scream at the man; to make him understand that he was not what they wished him to be. 
“I saw a shadow move along the cliffs.”
“Might have been,” replied the white hunter as he toiled with the fire. 
E’Malkai slowed his speech to curb his anger. “It stood on two feet. It walked like a man and crossed above as we moved along the wall outside the pass. It isn’t there anymore, but I can’t see anything in this wind.”
Arile threw dark sand from his pocket onto the fire. A thin mist spiraled upward. He rose from his cross-legged position and walked over to E’Malkai, standing at the edge of visibility. 
“It is time for you to find our way, E’Malkai of the South. I have prepared the fire with the sand of the ancients.”
E’Malkai looked at the man. “What are you talking about?”
Arile pulled him back toward the fire.
He went willingly enough until he saw the colors that radiated from the fire. No longer was the flame orange and red, but a bright, shimmering blue that glowed as it wove through the tendrils of smoke. 
“The sand of the ancients will bring on the trance. You will see the ghosts of your ancestors so that we may find our way to the Fallen.”
E’Malkai was aghast. 
The young warrior had never imagined that there would be something like this, but he complied, albeit hesitantly. He mirrored how Arile sat in front of the fire, cross-legged. A hand perched atop each knee, palms facing upward, and his eyes closed. 
“When the trance has taken you, you will follow your ancestors. You will find yourself upon the tundra when you awaken. I will find you.” The words were hollow as the smoke filled E’Malkai’s nose and lungs. 
He breathed out. 
The smoke was sweet, tantalizing to his senses as he allowed his mind to drift. He remembered how Elcites had spoken to him when attempting the homing technique. This was different though, there was cold all around him and nothingness as far as the eye could see. 
“Allow your mind to drift––feel the ripples of yesteryear….”
E’Malkai saw Culouth and the House of Di’letirich, the day when Fe’rein and he had fought. He saw the power take him over. It was like another being within him called out to be awakened, to be realized. He saw through the shadow energy of Fe’rein and beheld Ryan Armen, son of Evan. There was the boy who had walked alongside his brother for many years among the Fallen.
The walls of mountains closed around him and he saw their sheer sides. E’Malkai rose from his seated position; his eyes opened, revealing only stark white pupils. He threw back his coat until he walked only with his wraps and his father’s planedge tucked at his side. He walked through the veil of the mist and snow and out onto the Barren Maiden, but saw that it was not night. 
He saw Seth Armen walk out ahead. 
The visage’s head was bowed into the driving winds, and the youth imitated the motion. His feet were sure beneath him as he pushed forward, walking alongside the spirit guide of his father. Then as suddenly as he was walking, his father turned to him. No longer a separation between them, he did not look like an apparition. His voice drifted, ethereal like a whisper on the winds.  
“E’Malkai, son of the Fallen.”
E’Malkai felt the warmth of his tears and wiped at them, looking around suddenly in a panic. The white glaze of his eyes was gone. He had traveled far from the fire. The youth could no longer see it. Instead, he looked at the image of his father. He wore a coat over faded gray wraps. His weapon was tucked like E’Malkai’s. His cool blue eyes looked upon his son. 
E’Malkai’s words were strained. 
Emotion gripped him. “Father….”
“The time has arrived. Your seventeenth year has come, and the darkest days are upon man. You stand here as I hoped you would never have to.”
“I miss you father,” he called back.
He could not stop the tears. 
“I am sorry that I did not get to see you grow into a man. The Fates can be cruel. They took me before I could look upon who you have become with my own eyes and hold you as a father holds a son.” 
“Mother misses you. She still mourns you,” he replied, lowering his head, realizing his weakness. 
“I once believed that emotion was weakness. I thought that feeling for another clouded judgment. I was wrong. The love that I felt for your mother created the greatest gift of all, you, my son.”
“I do not know if I can be what they want.”
“Sometimes being who you really are is the hardest choice of all. You were born with a great power, and your mother kept you hidden from those who would use you. We did not want you to feel what we had felt, the loss that came with war. But, you are needed. There is a cause greater than any other pain or pleasure in your life.”
“I want to make you proud, father.” 
Tears streamed down his face and soaked his wraps as he watched his father. Seth Armen placed a hand on his son’s shoulder reassuringly, though it passed through him. 
“You are brave to travel all this way having never known the tundra. Strong to face what you know may consume you. Leane has raised you to become a wonderful man. You carry my blade. I hoped that you would never need to use it as I had.”
E’Malkai’s hand went to the sheath. “They said that if I had it, the tundra people would recognize it and allow me passage into the Fallen. That is why I have come here, to find the entrance to the Fallen.”  
“You are standing on it, my son. Below your feet are the caverns of the Fallen, and within is the knowledge that you seek. Be aware that what you will come to know will change the roles of those you fight.”
“I do not understand.”
“In time you will have knowledge beyond anything that you could have imagined. You will possess explanations to questions which you had never thought to ask or cared little for the answers to. The Ti’ere’yuernen waits for you.”
“Will they fear me?” he asked in desperation. 
He knew that his father would slip away again soon. 
“They will always fear the unknown. The Fallen is not as it was. There was a time when they would have harbored ill-placed hatred toward me, but those times have passed. A dead calm has fallen over them now, a complacency that had begun to grow decades ago.”
“Will they remember you? I wish to know more.”
“Mihen and Higald will remember me as I was. They were friends until the very moment before I left. They will help you. Your family name is strong, E’Malkai. They will not forsake the line of Armen, but they will ask for proof. The blade will not be enough. They will wish to see the fire of the Armen, the power that lies dormant in you. You must show them, but control it wisely. Keep a rein on your power until you enter a battle that you cannot win without it.”
“I will remember your words, father. I cannot express what it means to see you.”
“Then make good of the powers that you will be given.”
E’Malkai hesitated. There was one more question, one more thing that he had to know for sure. “Did your brother murder you?”
“My brother ceased to be the man he was the day we left the Fallen. He became dark and cruel. His outlook became clouded and tainted the closer we came to what had survived; what had been created. That fear took a hold of him and consumed him. The guise of the Gagnion’Fe’rein is what killed me, not the brother I had loved.”
“Do you not want vengeance for what he has done?”
“Living has been revenge enough.”
The image of his father faltered and shimmered. E’Malkai moved forward, reaching his hand out. He watched as it passed through his father. The youth felt weightless, as if everything inside had been torn free. 
“I love you, father.”
“And I love you, son. Do not allow others to tell you your destiny. Make your own.”
E’Malkai swallowed hard and fell to his knees. The wind blew his father away as if he were crystal fragments on the wind. The young warrior bent his head toward the ground, his hands wrapped tightly around his bound head, and wept. He punched the earth as hard as he could. A wisp of the emerald and white energy flashed over his fingers, but he shook it away. 
E’Malkai looked around and saw that there were only the reflective mirrors of ice in each direction. He had walked much farther than he had anticipated. Standing, he saw Arile running toward him. His hands waved as he ran. His pack and the larger one that E’Malkai had carried were strapped over his shoulders, bouncing against his body. 
“E’Malkai.”
E’Malkai looked around below him. Taking a step away, he saw a faint outline and regarded it quizzically as Arile arrived beside him.
“What are we looking at?” Arile spoke. 
His labored breathing subsided quickly. 
“This is the Fallen,” he replied as he felt a chill run up his spine. Spinning, he looked out across the plains of the Barren Maiden. “I felt something, like we were being watched.”
“You have wandered far, E’Malkai of the South. The Temple of the Ancients lies just east of here. You journeyed several days’ walk in a single night. I had to run the entire way and still camped one night before reaching you. I thought you had died during the trance; I thought you had walked to your death.”
E’Malkai raised a playful eyebrow. 
“There was a possibility that I could walk to my death?”
“In this place, there is always a possibility of death,” he conceded, the humor lost. 
The youth chuckled. “How long was I gone?”
“Like I said, that’s difficult to tell. It took me two nights and a day to reach you, including the first night. You vanished. I didn’t find a trail for well over a mile. I figured the shadows that you had been seeing had gotten you,” he chided. 
“What is the Temple of Ancients?”    
“A holy place.” The peculiar demeanor of the white hunter returned along with the head shakes and nods. 
“Why is it a holy place?” continued E’Malkai. He was only half-interested as he crouched again, running his gloved hands along the ice to try and find the outline. 
“That is where the dead of the tundra walk, those spirits that can no longer live among the Fallen or Utiakth, or any of the others of the tundra. They are sent there to walk out their final days, as well as those exiled. It is for that reason the Fallen refer to it as the Temple of Exiles.”
The youth grunted as he dug around the outline of the square with his finger until he had made a grove deep enough to pull on. He heaved and watched as the block creaked and gave way. Arile’s eyes widened as he watched the darkness beneath spread. 
“Help me push it aside.”
Arile reached down without response and wrenched on the block of ice. What was beneath was comprised of clay and other hardened rock castes that the Fallen used. The hole was bathed in such darkness that it seemed unnatural next to the glassy exterior of the Maiden. “In all my years, I would not have thought I would live to see the interior of the Fallen.”
“Nor I,” replied E’Malkai with a nod. He picked up his pack from the ground and drew it across his shoulders, strapping it easily. His eyes were still fixated on the darkness. “I suppose nowhere to go but down.”
Before Arile could respond, the youth tucked his arms and dropped into the darkness. His feet made a loud sound as he landed. The white hunter shook his head before following. Grabbing the edges of the block, he pulled it over him as he, too, made the descent.                      
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The Barren Maiden
  
  
  
The yotikai warrior had observed the young one as he ran brazenly across the ice. Following the youth along the ridges until he saw him standing in the midst of the Maiden, he watched as the young warrior spoke and pointed toward the ground. He continued to watch as the human stumbled through the darkness and then stood for some time, talking to the air. 
The effects of the sand of the ancients, the warrior reasoned. The young one had to be the one the Gagnion’Fe’rein had spoken of, although he smelled human. 
The White One had shown far more prowess.
The warrior was unconvinced. 
He held the spear at his side, at a distance from his body, and ducked low on the cliffs that overlooked the plains. Given his Umordoc sight, he saw through the unnatural haze. He watched as they pulled aside the ice like a layer of skin, disappearing underneath into the darkness. 
The location of the Fallen had been revealed. 
The warrior smiled as much as an Umordoc could and spun, his black body disappearing much as the humans had. He hurried back to the yotikai. A great death would soon descend upon men. 
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Culouth
  
  
  
The Deliberations yawned into session. Yioren remained impassive despite what he knew in his heart to be true. The Resistance still required a political ally in Culouth, someone who could and would stand in when necessary. Fe’rein looked pale despite his usual grim demeanor. M’iordi looked equally so. However, his plastic smile remained in place. 
“The Lady of the House of Te’huen seems to be absent from these proceedings as well as Bakar. Is there perhaps an undertone to its meaning, Yioren of the House of Di’huere? Is there an insidious plot that we should know of?” crooned M’iordi as he flashed his hyena grin. 
The grace of Yioren remained intact despite his words. “Field Marshal T’elen is a complex woman. From what I have heard, the High Marshal would be better suited for such questioning. Illigard is a busy place. The swift entrance of winter has left many things for her to attend to,” replied Yioren, casually deflecting the man’s questions. 
The High Marshal’s face squished in wrinkles as he regarded the lord of the House of Di’huere, but he did not speak. His words would betray his dark heart and reveal far too much.
Augustine’s ignorance was quite accurate. “There is no need for pretense here. For if we continue to banter within the Council, then what needs to be done shall be ignored. We have much to discuss.”
Kyien growled as he spoke. “The councilman is quite correct, of course. There are several matters before the Council. First, I would like to dismiss the wandering rumor that there was an assassination attempt on the Field Marshal’s life. I would like to ensure the Council that I was not a party to the violence against her.”
Yioren nodded, meeting the cruel and suspicious gaze of Kyien. 
“Noted. However, I was unfamiliar with such a rumor.”
Kyien reddened visibly. 
His scowl deepened at the words. 
“Moving to the next order of business, we should address the sudden fortification of Illigard and the denial of messengers from Culouth. The Field Marshal’s sudden visit to the Stone Tower with a rather obstinate ultimatum, to a former of commander of Illigard no less, is very troubling,” returned M’iordi with a subtle dryness in his voice. 
“I fear military matters are best left to those within the military. Unless Lord Kyien would like to contribute something, I must insist that you discuss these troubling developments with Field Marshal T’elen,” challenged Yioren with an ease that he held as a shield against their ferociousness. 
“Surely, you can see the necessity of knowing where loyalties lie when faced with an insurrection. Regardless of previous speculation concerning T’elen’s intent, I now say that the rumors of her disloyalty have proven themselves true. She has taken control of Illigard: a well-maintained machine of destruction that is, by far, the most defensible position in the Culouth Empire. Can you not see that her plans have already been set in motion?” pressed M’iordi, allowing his smile to dissipate as the seriousness escalated. 
“I assure you that the welfare of the people is the focal point of T’elen’s actions,” retorted Yioren, calmness still in place. 
“Where is Leane?” Fe’rein’s voice was bone dry. 
The question startled Yioren. 
He had not anticipated speaking about the Lady of the House of Di’letirich. “I must say that since the rather severe beating and subsequent disappearance of her son, she has taken leave of Culouth. For how long, I cannot be certain,” he replied, counting his words. 
“The boy is not dead. He has fled north.” 
It was M’iordi’s turn to look at Fe’rein in surprise. “This is perhaps something that should not be…” began M’iordi.
Fe’rein cut off M’iordi as he spoke again. “This is no time for half-measures and lies. The boy is a threat to my existence as mion. I will have his head.” 
The shock continued; flooding over all those assembled. 
Yioren’s calm faded. 
His smile was a grim line. “The Ai’mun’hereun will return as it has been prophesized in the ancient texts. You will fall, and all that you have burned to ash will grow once more.”
The shadow energy consumed Fe’rein before he plowed his fist into the table, splitting the thick metal in half. It was truly a feat worthy of recognition. The others pushed themselves back from the table. Yioren merely stood, his gaze that of a warrior. 
“The whelp is a danger to us all. He seeks to destroy what is in place.”
Yioren drew his weapon, a desecration of the peace in the chambers. Kyien eyed the man, but made no movement toward him. Augustine and M’iordi were not warriors of the blade, but of the tongue. “The injustices of the Intelligence warrant whatever E’Malkai brings down upon them. Too long have they made this place their dark haven,” spoke Yioren.
Fe’rein closed his fist, and the crackle of his energy made a loud pop. Reaching the other hand out, he pointed it at Yioren. The councilman shifted his grip on the blade. Its handle was white lattice atop steel. The blade was straight with one sharpened edge, one dull, like a katana. He held the point of the blade out from his body, gripping the hilt with two hands.
“I will lay him down in an open grave beside you, so that you can rot alongside each other,” he spat. Fe’rein roared; a feral sound with no words. He pushed both of his hands forward. The energy leapt from his fingers; its spiraling and twisting wisps danced toward Yioren. The warrior side-stepped and caught the energy on his blade. 
Twisting it, he carried the energy. 
Those assembled watched as it dissipated into nothingness. 
“You are not the only one with power.” 
“I see that you did not come unprepared. The spies of the Ai’mun’hereun are indeed crafty, are they not?” mocked Fe’rein.
The Dark Creator rose from the ground. 
His hands were held at his side, palms up. Ascending, he rose until he hovered over the shattered table. He looked down at Yioren with a tilted head, mockery once more at his disposal. The return smile was unexpected. Reaching his free hand out in front of him, Yioren held the blade in the other. 
Wind swirled all around him. 
His dark hair fluttered free as the winds spiked, and lightning flashed without thunder. White fire leapt up from a column beneath Fe’rein, consuming an already consumed man. His howl of pain could not be ignored. Fe’rein threw his arms aside, pushing back the energy that tore through him. He fell onto the broken table in a crouch, his arm reached out in front of him for balance. 
“Impressive power for a mortal,” spat Fe’rein.
He scowled. 
His dark eyes made darker by the shadow energy. 
“I would say the same of you, Ryan Armen,” replied Yioren. 
It seemed that those who sought to conquer the power of Fe’rein used his true name as a ward, though it did not help. The energy flowed from Fe’rein’s back like a set of dark wings. His power was more evident with the crimson streaks that claimed him as a vessel. 
He flashed forward, his energy trail making him resemble a great dark beast. Face to face with Yioren, his mouth twisted into a sneer. His face was nothing more than dark pockets of crimson shadow fire. Yioren stepped back out of Fe’rein’s path and slammed his blade against the shadow. 
The fire solidified, absorbing the blow, and the blade rebounded. The force sent Yioren in a spin away from Fe’rein. As he turned, Fe’rein thrust his fist through the man’s exposed back and flexed his fingers on the opposite side. 
A strained groan escaped Yioren as Fe’rein lifted him from the ground. The electricity that had consumed his body faded as his blade fell from his hands. Fe’rein lowered his arm and Yioren slipped from it, landing on the ground with a sad, thick sound. Augustine and the others had stood by and now looked on with fear as Fe’rein stood over the man. He reached down and turned over the dying lord of the House of Di’huere.
Yioren had a glazed, diminished look. 
He coughed. The thickness of the blood caught on his cheek and ran down his face. “He––will––come,” he gargled, his head dancing the waltz of death. 
Fe’rein looked down at him. His own hand cradled the dying man’s neck and the shadow receded. “I hope that he comes and ends the pain as you have spoken. He will be met with only adversity and those who wish to destroy him.” 
“He….” 
There was no more as Yioren went limp. 
His head fell back. 
His eyes rolled over into the white gloss of death.
Fe’rein let him loose. The ceremonial garb was covered in blood. “So another dies for Culouth, another of the Great Houses falls by my hands.”
M’iordi shuffled forward and stood over the kneeling Fe’rein. 
“They die because they must, for the sake of our way of life.”
Anger boiled in Fe’rein that he did not understand, one that had burned so strongly inside him many years ago. He did not rise to speak. “My enemies are the champions of their cause. A great man once told me that the choice of two lesser evils was not a choice at all. Does your faith let you sleep at night, M’iordi?”
The Secretary recoiled. The sting of Fe’rein’s words was strong. “You are my faith, my mion. Your very strength is what keeps Culouth in check. Your words scare me. For if your confidence is shaken, the times are dark indeed.”
Augustine shuffled forward as well. Kyien remained at a distance. To him, Fe’rein was the lesser of two evils. “The Council of Six is down to four, we certainly…” began Augustine.
Fe’rein raised his hand. 
The energy leapt and consumed Augustine. His death was quick, ashes disintegrating into the stale air that circulated Culouth. “There is no more council. There are no more controls. Kyien, bring pain to Illigard.” Kyien looked at the spot where Augustine had stood just a moment before. “Kyien,” roared Fe’rein. 
His dark eyes fell on him.      
“Yes, my mion,” he stuttered recognizing the anger from before. “What would you have me do?”
Fe’rein’s fist clenched. 
He continued to look at the lifeless body of Yioren. “Every resource at your disposal. Every man, woman, and child of Culouth I want ready to march on Illigard.”
Kyien’s mouth twisted. 
He did not want to anger him more. 
“That could take weeks, even months, to prepare such things.”
“I don’t want excuses. I want results. There is nothing else that matters now. She threatens our way of life. She must be crushed underfoot.” 
Both Kyien and M’iordi felt the level of discomfort in the room rise. They exchanged worried glances with one another. The changing of the guard had come and neither was in the position of power that they sought. 
“M’iordi, I want you to go to Illigard. Say that we oppose this war and do not desire bloodshed and whatever else you say when you address the masses. I want it delivered to T’elen herself,” continued Fe’rein as he moved away from Yioren’s body. 
“You wish her to believe that there is no attack, so that when it comes she will be buried beneath it?” queried Kyien incredulously at the callous way that the mion planned the defeat of their enemy. “Do you believe that she will not see us moving armies into place?”
Fe’rein stood fastidiously with his arms planted against the wall to the left of the seats that rose to the ceilings. “Use the women and children as cover. Have the men ride in covered transports and the women the only ones visible. Make them walk in the cold for all I care, but cover your tracks.”
“Why would you kill Councilman Augustine? He would not have betrayed you. He also feared your power,” queried M’iordi, getting his wits back about him. 
“Now there are only two who know of the things we do. That means one less man to worry about when one of you betrays. Now you have seen what I will do to those who do not bend to my will,” replied Fe’rein without rancor or venom. He spoke as if it were mundane––like the passing of a cloud or a good meal. 
“Indeed,” stammered M’iordi. His throat was suddenly rather dry. He held his hands together to stop the tremors that had begun. 
“Attend to your duties and leave me in peace,” Fe’rein snarled without meeting their gazes. They moved past, heads lowered, eyes fixed on the floor. “And get someone to clean up this mess,” he added as they passed beneath the arches out into the city. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The darkened tunnels that wove deep into the Fallen remained as they were two decades previous: damp and dank the deeper they traveled. The winding hall was framed by stalagmites and other rock formations. Slimy viscous materials drained down the walls. Some were dried and gave off a rainbow of colors, while others still ran with seeping fluid in a bulbous line down the rock. 
E’Malkai walked out ahead. He had pulled the wraps around his face down. His long brown hair was stringy and pulled off like dreadlocks. Blue eyes stared out from behind a youthful beard, scraggly and ill-maintained. 
Arile had pulled back his hood and coat, tying his spear around his back. His darting gaze took in the gradual warmth of the place. “These tunnels run deep, E’Malkai of the South. There has been much war in these halls,” called out Arile, his voice a hoarse representation of what it had been. 
E’Malkai craned his neck. “How can you tell?”
“I can smell blood. There is much old blood on the walls of this place.”
E’Malkai nodded, not wanting to pursue that any further. The idea was far too morbid to put into words. He did not want to face the possibility that he had come all this way to find a cemetery of the past. There was no light in the tunnels, only the pale glow of the dried fluids. 
The white phosphorous gave off some essence of light. 
They crawled and maneuvered through the winding, and sometimes steep, passages for what seemed like hours. The warmth of the place slowly became uncomfortable as their bodies adjusted. Layers no longer did anything more than retain heat and make them sweat profusely. 
The tunnel had finally begun to widen, and light shone from a distance. The halls moved out into the open area at the fore of the Fallen, a place that had seemingly been undisturbed for the better part of two decades. Adobe homes were placed on top of one another, more so than in decades past. 
Yet, there was a solemn silence to it.
There were no wandering people, no wayward guards; at least not at first glance. A spear sailed through the air. A blunt point ricocheted off the wall to the left of E’Malkai as he stepped out into the main area. 
Four men came from the right side. E’Malkai’s face reeled with shock. Arile had already moved out from behind him, another guardian for another place. The spear came around his back in one smooth motion as he swung the tail end up in a high arc and caught the first of the Fallen across the throat. 
The man doubled over as Arile continued forward, not breaking stride. He brought the spear around his lowered body and spun, tripping the second assailant. Arile stood over the two who he had taken down and placed the butt of his spear on the ground as four more came into view. 
They wore a dark garb with a silver line that ran perpendicular over their chest. It symbolized them as disciplinary soldiers, though neither E’Malkai nor Arile could have known such a thing. 
They carried short blades, more like a machete used to cut brush. The guard of the weapon was oversized and ornate, but could be used to strike as well as stab, for it added to the weight of a blow. 
Arile allowed himself a small smile. 
He wanted to fight just as much as these soldiers wanted to maim intruders, and both served their purpose without thought. Arile used his spear to parry the first blade, using his shaft to stick to the hilt and then spun the man past him and off-balance, driving the end into the stomach of the next. The white hunter stepped forward fluidly and brought the end up, striking the next man in the face before he brought his weapon up to guard. 
E’Malkai watched the scene with worry as he stepped out into the main area of the Fallen and placed his hand on his father’s planedge, gripping it tightly. His mind raced as he thought of his options. 
Should he pull his blade?
Would he be proficient enough with it not to kill?
Arile broadsided the next man with the side of his spear. Dropping it against the ground, he tried to weave it through the soldier’s legs. The maneuver was unsuccessful as the soldier leapt over it with a calculated ease. 
He landed beside Arile and kicked out hard with his boot. Catching the white hunter across the chin, he knocked him back as Arile struggled to bring his spear back up to guard. The short blade whipped out, slicing through the air with a wicked sound as it sought out Arile’s neck. 
The son of Armen pulled the blade for fear of his friend’s life. “Stop,” yelled E’Malkai as loud as he could in the tongue of the Fallen.
The guard looked at him with a strange glare. 
Arile capitalized on the guard’s momentary pause, bringing his spear right up between the man’s legs. Striking his groin with a fantastic pop, the man rolled to the ground with a high-pitched grunt. 
One of the soldiers who had fallen on the ground from Arile’s attack opened his eyes to see the image of E’Malkai holding the planedge. His eyes grew wide. With the blade in hand and the beard, he looked like Seth Armen. 
“By the Believer, Seth,” croaked the man, trying to stand.

Arile spun, the feral haunt of violence still lingered. He saw the weapon and the man only as a further attack and sped forward. 
E’Malkai raised a hand for him to stop. “Let him speak, Arile. He spoke my father’s name,” said E’Malkai, his eyes meeting that of the beaten soldier. 
The soldier eyed him with unparalleled awe. “Father?”
“Seth Armen was my father. I carry his blade so that I may come here and seek an audience with your tribe,” returned E’Malkai in the best Fallen that he could manage. 
Another of the soldiers stood. He had dark black hair with light brown streaks and piercing brown eyes that seemed to look through E’Malkai. “Seth Armen had no son,” he spoke. After looking at the cold look on Arile’s face, he knew to hold his tongue.
“I am E’Malkai, the son of Seth Armen and Leane, daughter of E’Michael. I was born in the southern district of Duirin. I have come because I seek information. I have come to undertake the pilgrimage of the Believer,” spoke E’Malkai. 
His words did not feel as though they were his own. 
The soldiers stood and regarded E’Malkai with a mixture of surprise and suspicion. Another of them spoke, his voice emotionless. “Only Higald will be able to sort through what is and what might be.”
“Higald?” E’Malkai knew the name, but he feared revealing that knowledge.
“He is the chief of the Fallen,” returned the dark-haired man as Arile settled next to the youth. His spear touched the ground, acting as something to lean against. The dark-haired man gave Arile a sidelong glance. “Who are you?”
Arile looked at the man. The ovals of his eyes were slits, and he spoke Umordoc gutturally. “The White One.”
Whatever mirth had been in the dark-haired man’s eyes disappeared. The words he uttered in the tongue of the Umordoc were intelligible despite the language barrier. 
“He is not welcome. Those who can speak the Umordoc tongue cannot walk among the Fallen. They bear the taint of the beast,” uttered the man. “The White One lives no longer.”
E’Malkai looked to the side at the impassive look on Arile’s face. His eyes remained on the dark-haired soldier. “He is my guide. He goes where I may go.”
The brown-haired one moved forward, gesturing with his hands. “You bear the weapon of Armen, of the greatest Master Huntsman who ever walked the tundra. Will you vouch for this man? Will he uphold the safety of the Fallen?”
“I shall,” replied E’Malkai without hesitation. 
“Then his sentence shall be yours if he disobeys the rules of the Fallen.” 
The man nodded. 
“Please, this way,” spoke the dark-haired man as he bowed and turned, marching after the soldiers who had already disappeared deeper into the Fallen. A crowd had gathered. Men, women, and children stood alongside their homes. Their wraps were similar to E’Malkai’s; only theirs were far more gray and worn. 
Their hollow eyes regarded him with a deep scrutiny. Some seemed to twinkle as if they knew him, while others scowled at his appearance. Outsiders were always an ill omen to the tribe. Arile walked with indifference. Leaning forward to replace his spear, they moved behind the procession of soldiers. 
E’Malkai leaned close to the white hunter. 
“Why are you not welcome? Was it because of what you said?”
“The language of the Umordoc is considered to be terribly disrespectful, especially when uttered in a place such as the Fallen. My title is considered to be a long dead one that was revered only by the Umordoc as a sign of respect for my prowess on the tundra.”
Arile turned to make eye contact with a burly man, who had a dark wispy beard and black hair pulled back into a ponytail. They held each other’s gaze until the white hunter and E’Malkai had marched past. The Fallen man continued to stare long after they were gone. 
“Do they not know of the Re’klu’hereun? Surely there is a community among the tribes. S’rean knew of the Fallen and you of the Utiakth.”
“Indeed, E’Malkai of the South. The Fallen are the largest by far. Their numbers exceed that of all of the other tribes combined. Each year their travels extend less into the tundra than in years past.”
They passed underneath a conglomeration of adobe homes, women and children piously staring out the windows at the outsiders. Mothers closed their shutters after seeing the two haggard travelers. 
“Do they fear that we have come from the Umordoc?”
Arile chuckled, a strange sound unhindered by the gales of the tundra. “They believe you to be what you say you are. It is I who they believe descended from the Umordoc, for I require little shelter from the cold. S’rean is the one who believed me to be the White One. In his tribe, there has never been a hunter so pale.” The white hunter laughed again as he spoke of S’rean and the Utiakth. 
“Have you killed many Umordoc?” asked E’Malkai, watching those who passed around them. 
“Several. Though not as many as the line of Armen. The Umordoc know the name. Many have tried to kill a son of Armen, but none that I know of have been successful.”
The procession slowed as they neared a building of considerable girth. It was a common house whose exterior was scarred from numerous battles. The dark-haired man had turned toward Arile and E’Malkai while they spoke; he waited impatiently until they stopped talking.
He cleared his throat to gather their attention. “Lord Higald is inside. I would ask that you show him respect and courtesy at all times, especially he who speaks the tongue of the beasts.” 
The man looked at Arile with considerable disdain, but the white hunter brushed past him and continued through the sweeping fabrics that covered the entrance. Beyond was an assembly hall that served as the common house for many years; it had changed considerably since the time of Seth, for now it contained seats for those in attendance so that they no longer had to stand. 
Chairs were littered in the open space. 
The place was empty, except for someone at the far back who leaned back against a chair larger than the others. It was a rigid and ornate throne that had stone armrests and a plush blanket that lay loosely on the seat. The dark-haired man continued ahead of E’Malkai and Arile before allowing them to pass as they stood in front of the solitary man. 
“May I present Lord Higald,” boomed the dark-haired man. 
The chieftain’s long hair was shoulder length and speckled with so much gray that there did not appear to be any other color. The coldness of his eyes remained as he stared at the two men before him. He wore a trimmed beard that was equally gray. Claw-shaped scars in pairs of three marred each cheek.
Around his neck he wore a bleached bone, a leg bone of some great mammal. He did not wear wraps like E’Malkai, nor did he wear the black garb of the disciplinary soldiers. Instead, he was draped in layers. The skin of a great beast adorned his shoulders, the fur brown and gray like his beard. 
Higald nodded. “Who are they, Bione?” 
The dark-haired man, Bione, gestured to E’Malkai and then Arile. “E’Malkai of the South, son of Seth, and the white hunter…”
Higald silenced him with a simple wave of his hand. 
“You say that he is son to Seth Armen?” he queried. 
E’Malkai stepped forward to answer. “I am E’Malkai, son of Seth Armen and Leane, daughter of E’Michael. I have come for the pilgrimage…”
Higald made a deft slice of his hand for silence.
“There is no son of Seth Armen.”
E’Malkai rolled his eyes: the same argument again. 
“He bears his father’s planedge. Surely no child has bested Seth Armen,” reasoned Bione without looking at either of the outsiders. 
The chief rumbled. 
His arms folded over his lap, he looked at the youth. “You bear a passing resemblance to your father. You have the same cold blue eyes that served him well on the tundra. But I say that there can be no son of Seth Armen. He was banished two decades ago. He did not marry,” returned Higald in the same even tone with which he presided over all matters. 
“My father is Seth Armen and my mother is Leane,” stressed E’Malkai, his patience normally a deeper reserve. 
Higald ignored him. “Disarm them and have them confined until I may pass judgment. I will not have such people in my court who dare speak lies.”
“Rite of combat,” whispered Arile.
“Huh?” queried E’Malkai in surprise at the whispered words. 
“Ask for the rite of combat,” he urged again. 
E’Malkai looked at him wide-eyed. 
They were trapped. 
To come this far to be disarmed and summarily judged without being heard would be nothing short of a disaster. The possibility of escape had long since diminished as they were ushered past lines of soldiers and men capable of damage and destruction. 
“I ask for the rite of combat to prove that this blade that my father carried is now mine,” called E’Malkai with uncertainty. He stumbled over the proper words, for he did not know the customs as well as his mother, or even Arile for that matter. 
Bione looked at him incredulously. This had not been expected. “Surely an outsider, one not of the Fallen as he is, cannot ask for such a rite.”
Higald inspected E’Malkai, his wraps, the tuck of his blade. The smile of a beast spread across Higald’s lips, his teeth large in his mouth as he flashed the wolf’s fangs. 
“The weapon is of the Fallen, and he carries it in his possession. Such a rite can be called for no other reason than to settle the true nature of how he came into possession of Seth Armen’s blade.”
Bione scowled, but his words remained intact. 
“Thank you for allowing me your grace, Lord Higald,” spoke E’Malkai, uncertain whether to bow or not, and then deciding against it. 
Once again the chief ignored him as if he had not spoken at all, turning instead to Bione. “See that he is cleaned up and prepared. Tonight we feast, and in the morning the rite of combat shall commence,” growled Higald, for his voice knew no other tone. 
Bione bowed quickly and escorted Arile and E’Malkai out without another word. The chief of the Fallen brooded over the return of the line of Armen, alone. 
 



  
ⱷ
The Illigard Swamps
  
  
  
Commander Xi’iom surveyed the snow-drenched swamps and the icy encampments that had been erected by boundary scouts just the other side of the swamps. Their encampment was no more than a few hundred feet ahead of the six-man team led by the commander. 
The six were spread out farther ahead of him. His hawk-like eyes caught their bounding shadows moving through the darkness of the night. They moved toward the twin set of tents that were illuminated from the inside by a heating source of some kind. The white suit that Xi’iom wore was speckled with black splotches in order to conceal himself both at night and in the snow drifts during the day. 
The trek from Illigard had taken eight days.
There had been a break in the storm for a day, which allowed them to move forward in impressive leaps and bounds. He pulled a spectacular knife from his side, a curved blade like a half moon. A tight guard wrapped the hilt to keep him from having it knocked away on the off-chance that he was detected. He crept parallel to the tents, watching as his men did the same. The raised voices from within were soon discernible.
  
*
  
The boundary scout pushed back the fold of his hood and revealed his grizzled, aged features. The set of his jaw was stubborn, and his round hazel eyes were that of a simple animal. He pulled his blade from his side as he sat down cross-legged in front of the heat source across from another boundary scout. He was a thin, vulture-looking man with a hooked nose. 
“Can’t believe that bastard Kyien would use women and children as a shield,” spoke the vulture scout. His mouth was half-full with a strip of dried meat. He sucked it against his palate to create some moisture. 
“Wasn’t his idea how I hear it. The mion himself passed along that order and Kyien was all too pleased to carry it out to the letter,” replied the aged scout as he rubbed his hands over the heating source.
The vulture scout seemed preoccupied with the wintry darkness. “Anything out there?”            
“I sent two squads back to the Stone Tower. There hasn’t been any movement north in the past couple of weeks. Doubt we will see much more. T’elen and Illigard have no idea what is coming for them. The swamp will not be able to hold back the legion that Kyien is going to send across it.”
“You ever seen her? The Field Marshal?” 
“Yeah, once. I was stationed at Illigard for a couple of months when I first enlisted. Woman looked the same then as she does now. They say she doesn’t age.”
The vulture scout shook his head. “Not what I meant. Heard she is a real looker, got the body to back it up. And a mean streak that would send you running to your mommy. That woman is more lethal than Kyien. Kick his ass in a fight I bet.”
“Kyien might not be the biggest damn guy in the world, but he would have you stabbed to death by your sister if it suited him fine. No honor in that man.”
Crack. 
Both of the scouts turned. The sound came from outside the tents and they stood, grabbing their weapons. “What the hell was that?” stammered the vulture scout. 
“There were some faint tracks, couldn’t have been human though.”
The attack came from the side as one of the soldiers in Xi’iom’s regiment sliced through the fabric of the tent and drove the point of the blade through the vulture scout’s chest. An excited squawk erupted from the man, but was quickly silenced. The blade receded and took his head. 
Xi’iom stepped through the front of the tent as two others emerged from the sides of the tent. Strangled screams echoed through the night as the men in the tent opposite met the same fate. 
The commander’s voice was grave. 
“What is Kyien using women and children to hide?
The aged scout looked at him incredulously. 
“Commander Xi’iom?”
Xi’iom cursed himself. He should not have bothered for a half-measure interrogation. “Field Marshal T’elen would like to know what exactly Kyien plans to do.”
The aged scout shook his head. “Damned shame what this has come to. We used to all be on the same side.” 
Xi’iom watched the man. 
He knew him. 
He had been his commander at Illigard some time ago. “There was a time when there was no need for sides. Times have changed, people along with it. Fe’rein would use every ounce of Culouth for his war, Kyien as well.”
“I chose my side. The Stone Tower is my home, not Illigard. Whatever Kyien is going to do, I am bound,” replied the aged scout, his old eyes tired and sad. 
“It appears these semantics are useless, old friend. I, as well, have chosen a side and that puts us in a rather tough place. I ask you again: what does Kyien plan to hide behind women and children? Is it weapons? Some war device?”
The scout sighed.
They were at an impasse. 
“You cannot leave me alive, and I cannot tell you and expect to return home alive. Therefore, we need to make an agreement.”
Xi’iom raised an eyebrow. 
“How about I tell you what you need to know, and you promise to end my life? That way we both leave here with our honor and having served our duty.”
Xi’iom dreaded war, the meaningless death sometimes more than one single mind could handle. “If that is the way that you wish it to be….”
“It is.” 
Xi’iom nodded to the other soldiers and they bowed, their faces hidden. They disappeared into the night as Xi’iom drew his blade. Closing his eyes as he bowed his head, the blade passed in front of his face.
  
*
  
The pyre on which they burnt the boundary scouts remained low. It would soon bury itself, for it was erected close to the ground to ensure that the winds and snow would scatter it over the swamps. Xi’iom wiped the blood from his blade onto his sleeve and made it disappear into the sheath along his side. 
One of the white shadows of his regiment approached. His stiff salute disappeared before it was reciprocated. His voice was drowned out by the gales. 
It sounded as hollow as Xi’iom felt. 
“We have packed the supplies. Word has been received that Commander Domaen has finished his round-up of the remaining scouts who had fled north.”
“Was there anything of use recovered?”
The soldier remained impassive. “Only that the deployment of Culouth Commerce forces was being done so behind the cover women and children, sir.”
Xi’iom nodded. “Dismissed. Return to Illigard. Maintain squadron at gaps of seventy feet, sweeping as we get closer to the outpost. 
The soldier saluted and disappeared into the darkness as quickly as he came. Xi’iom remained there for some time, watching the flickers of the dying fire. He wondered if Kyien would indeed sacrifice so many men to end Illigard and Field Marshal T’elen. He stood looking into the fire until the bitterness of the night broke into morning. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The steam from the bath fell over E’Malkai like a fog. Gray wisps danced over the floor. The bubbles rose around him. He ran his hands over his face. Feeling the smoothness, he sighed. Being clean was something that he never thought would feel so good. 
Then again, he had never gone so long without being able to clean himself. The room they had put him in was small. It was only large enough for the caste tub in which he sat and his pile of wraps and weapons. 
A dark fabric hung over the entrance, which opened occasionally as the guard outside leaned against it, or when the woman returned several times with buckets of hot water to fill the tub. 
Laying out several stacks of clothing, she did not specify whether or not he was to wear them or his wraps. For that matter, other than Higald and Bione, not one of the Fallen had spoken to him yet. E’Malkai rose from the tub and grasped one of the towels that had been laid out for him.
Holding it out in front of him, he stepped out and then wrapped it around his waist. He grabbed the other towel and began to dry his head vigorously until he felt he had done a sufficient job. 
He looked at the piles of his wraps and the folded pile of clothing. He was confused what to wear. Poking his head outside, E’Malkai noticed the guard had remained in place. His dark garb was like that of the disciplinary soldiers.
E’Malkai cleared his throat to get the man’s attention, but his gaze remained forward. The youth shrugged and spoke anyways. “Do you know what I am supposed to wear to this feast?”
The guard remained unreadable.
E’Malkai stared at him for a response for some time before ducking his head back in with a scowl and a sigh. “Since the fighting isn’t until the morning, the traditional clothes might be more appropriate,” spoke E’Malkai. 
He pulled the undershirt over his head, the dull brown matching his surroundings. The pants matched as well, the fabric was similar to the undershirt. A tunic lay on the ground, and he pulled it over his shoulders, one arm at a time.
Feeling the tunic’s glossy exterior, he smiled to himself. It was rather soft to the touch, despite the despondency of color. He grabbed a crimson-colored sash and tied it off at his waist, separating his torso from his trunk. 
There was no mirror to see how he looked, so he looked down and twisted his body around to see if it was acceptable. Sighing at last, he decided that there was little he could do if it were not. He stepped past the fabric across the entrance, taking one last look back at the piles of his wraps, coat, and boots. He felt his side, realizing that he had not strapped his father’s blade there. Ducking back in, he laced it around his waist quickly and allowed it to sag. 
When E’Malkai reemerged, the guard had already taken leave of his post, disappearing down the earthen halls. There were two separate paths into the darkness, and he mused for a moment. His choice was labored because he knew nothing of the interconnecting catacombs of the Fallen.
He turned to his right with a huff. 
The brown overshoe he wore was thick enough to shield his feet, but would have been useless on the tundra. Darkness enveloped him, and the tunnel around him began to harden. The loose earth had been replaced with dark brown stones linked together.
He followed the natural curve of the tunnel for a half of an hour before he realized that it was not leading him any closer to the common area of the Fallen. He placed his hand on the planedge, the hilt a comfort. The tunnel opened into a spherical chamber with three more tunnels leading deeper into the catacombs or perhaps back to where he was originally, he could not be certain. 
Ducts ran overhead as part of the ventilation systems that circulated the air within the caverns. E’Malkai took notice and reasoned that if he followed the ducts, then it would circle back to the common area. He turned right along the ducts and found suddenly that a wave of warm air passed over him. He felt reassured that such warmth must be coming from the feast to which he was painfully late. 
As he rounded the far curve, he began to trot. Watching the ducts overhead until he realized that he was no longer in a tunnel, it had opened into another area. One that ended in an oval room stacked with books and tables. Charts and graphs were scattered all about, and a dark doorway was located directly across from him. Its blackened door seemed to scream to be opened. 
E’Malkai walked forward slowly. Tunnel vision gripped him as he approached, reaching his hand out. His fingers wiggled to grasp the handle. He snapped back as a wrinkled hand clasped over his forearm. He spun, seeing a strange man in front of him. 
“What kind of damn fool would open that door?” roared the little old man.
His age was so apparent that it stunned E’Malkai. Long gray hair was pulled back and his face was clean shaven. His long arms were spindly and muscular, though light-colored liver spots wove pockets in his skin. “By the Believer, you must be the one they are talking about. You look almost exactly as Seth did. You are taller, of course, and more youthful. That much is certain.”
E’Malkai blinked at the man, unsure of what to say. The man shook his hands in front of his face. His eyes closed as he did so, a dismissive gesture. 
“I am Mihen. You are no doubt…”
“E’Malkai.”
“I wouldn’t have believed, had I not seen it myself. You are the spitting image of your father, though many would be reluctant to believe such a thing. It is in the eyes; those cold chasms of blue are just like Seth’s.”
E’Malkai was disoriented. He raised his hands as if to point and then dropped them. “I seem to have wandered rather far from where I had intended.”
“You couldn’t be more right. Your father made it south then?”
E’Malkai nodded. “They all did.”
Mihen turned and rifled through his papers. “I tried to make a map of where they would have to go. It is said that when you travel far enough south that the underworld rises from beneath, and a black pole heralds the end of the world.”
The little man was incredible.
E’Malkai leaned against the wall, overwhelmed and overloaded from what had happened in the past weeks. “That is what we call the northern marker. It signals the end of the Lower Plane and the beginning of the tundra from which no man returns.”
Mihen’s old eyes brightened. “That is what they say as well about going south. That no one returns.”
E’Malkai pushed himself back to a standing position. “It would seem that we both have been deceived. My father made it south and I back into the north.”
“Because you are an Armen,” replied Mihen with a knowing nod. 
E’Malkai shook his head. “As if I had not heard that enough.”
“It, of course, must be true, if there are so many who believe,” mocked the little man as he continued to sort through the papers. “There must be much that you wish to learn to have come this far north.”
“I have come for the power of the Believer, or rather how to find it,” replied E’Malkai. 
The astonishment on Mihen’s face was immeasurable. He simply stared as if his eyes would soon drop from their sockets onto the floor. “You have come all this way to find exactly what it is that your father searched for?”
E’Malkai winked. “You got it.”
“The libraries of the Fallen will no doubt have vague references that you can follow. Much information is there, though no one can read the passages. It is in a language that we have desperately tried to decipher, but have been unsuccessful. Perhaps it is a language of the south?”
“Might be,” replied E’Malkai with a shrug.
“However, you will be forbidden to see them unless you pass the rite of combat on tomorrow’s morn. It was wise to seek that. It is a haven. One that gave you at least a fighting chance, no pun intended. I should warn you that the champion of the Fallen has not been bested since your father left this place.”
“You seem rather certain that I am who I say I am,” spoke E’Malkai cautiously. The ease with which the old man accepted him required caution. 
“I am not as old in the mind as my body would betray me to be. Seth was a great man and Leane a fantastic woman, though neither would have ever been so presumptuous to seek out one another publicly. They had been close since childhood. It seemed only a matter of time before the inevitable things that men and women do would come to pass.”
“You know that my mother was Leane?”
“Seth and she left together with Summer and Ryan. It seemed a wise connection to make. You have her hair, the same glowing length as she had. I imagine emasculating your hair is not something you wish to hear.”
“I would like it if you told me more of my father,” replied E’Malkai with a sad smile. The old man nodded and showed him to a chair. E’Malkai accepted and listened to the wise words of the scientist long into the night and forgot about the feast all together. 
 



  
ⱷ
Lassen
  
  
  
Field General Lassen watched as the transport rolled in once again. This time he stood outside the corner of his office and crossed his arms over his broad chest, scowling. The crimson vehicle bore the insignia of Culouth. There was no doubt that High Marshal Kyien was the one inside. Lieutenant Fairhair had warned him that a Commerce vehicle had hailed them several times without specifying their intent. 
Lassen was not pleased.
The crimson transport spilled out its contents as the hatchway burst open and the platform extended to the ground, digging deep into the snow for leverage. Kyien walked out, purple robes dangling behind him as if he were some grand prince. He turned toward Lassen, waving his hand in greeting. 
Lassen was now twice displeased. 
He turned back into the corner office and pushed on Fairhair’s back, knocking him from his seat upon the table. Fairhair was the only one allowed to attend the meeting with Kyien. Senior officers only was how the High Marshal had so succinctly put it. 
“We have company, our great lord has arrived.” The insincerity and mockery in the Field General’s words brought a smile to Fairhair’s face. It quickly evaporated as Kyien pushed through the door. Three large Umordoc stood at his back. Their gargantuan features were held in stasis, devoid completely of emotion. 
“Field General Lassen, I hope that the precautions that I had spoken to you about are now in place?” His face was a subtle sneer as he grasped the neck of his purple cloak and pulled it aside like a grand magician. 
Lassen nodded and held back the chuckle that arose from the ridiculous grandeur that Kyien oozed. He wondered how such a man of innate evil could be such an incompetent ass at times. “Of course, High Marshal Kyien. We have indeed instituted much per your commands. Your first divisions of Commerce troops were deployed appropriately with the women and children as shields.” Lassen could not hold back his disdain for the idea. The concept that Culouth would use families as cover to get into position for war was sickening. 
Kyien watched the Field General’s face toil with the thought as Lassen raised his eyes to meet the sneer of the High Marshal. “Are my tactics to your disliking, Field General? Do you not have the stomach for war that you once had?”
“Perhaps he doesn’t like taking orders from pompous fools who would use the families of soldiers as shields,” whispered Fairhair to himself.
The High Marshal looked at the man and turned away, clearing his throat. “You would do well to keep your subordinates in check, Field General. Fe’rein can be far more impatient than I to the mutters of those deemed lower,” snarled Kyien as Fairhair moved away from the Umordoc toward the window. 
“Of course, High Marshal,” replied Lassen with a curt bow and then shot a hot look at Fairhair. “Is Fe’rein going to be visiting the Stone Tower?”
“He is indeed. These operations were his idea. He believed that Field Marshal T’elen would never dare to strike out against women and children.”
Lassen cleared his throat and swallowed hard. “It is wise to believe that T’elen would possess such compassion. Would talks perhaps be more appropriate at this juncture? A formal threat of war has not been instituted by either side.”
Kyien raised an eyebrow. 
“Have your boundary scouts checked in yet?”
“No.” Lassen’s face darkened and he turned to Fairhair, his voice a bark. “Weren’t they set to report yesterday morning, lieutenant?”
“They were, sir,” he answered. 
“Perhaps it was Saint T’elen who has found them, Field General. Perhaps they are dead in the snow as many more will be. This war is of her making. It was born of her defection and subsequent attacks on the outposts of Culouth.” Kyien smiled as a clever liar does. “She has tried to carry out an assassination attempt on myself and our great mion on two separate occasions.”
That struck the Field General as suspect. T’elen would submit to subterfuge when necessary, but assassination had never been her style. She loathed sneaking. “I am afraid that I am caught rather unaware. I was a personal friend of T’elen and would never have thought her capable.”
The sneer returned. 
“Perhaps you do not know her as well as you believe you do. Power and the pursuit of power can drastically change a person, even someone such as T’elen.”
Lassen tried to restrain his anger. He wished to slap the man across his face and stomp him into the ground with his boot. “Let us then move to more pressing tasks. To what honor do we owe your visit today?’
“Indeed,” he replied with a suspicious nod.
Motioning for the Umordoc to close the door behind them, they did so and then placed themselves in front of it like three large monoliths of death. 
“The Ninth Company of the Culouth Commerce, those who reside within the walls of the Stone Tower, are to be our first wave of defense against Illigard. In order to properly assemble the vast armies that I control, we need the space to do that. Thus, the evacuation of your troops from the Stone Tower is an absolute necessity. Your orders are to begin fortifications as close to the Illigard swamp border as possible.”
Lassen stared at the man in surprise. Fairhair looked on as well, the words enough to draw him closer. “It is the middle of winter, High Marshal. Surely, we should wait for the signs of spring to begin such a campaign. Where Illigard is prepared for winter wars, we are not. I would lose many men in such an endeavor,” reasoned Lassen as politely as he could.
T’elen’s words rang in his ears. 
“Fe’rein has spoken. These are his commands,” replied Kyien with a smile. 
“You would ask me to march almost a hundred and thirty thousand of my men onto a frozen field to build fortifications. To sleep in tents by fires while the Stone Tower, the place that has for so long been ours, is inhabited by Culouth Commerce soldiers?”
“That is what I ask indeed,” he replied nastily. 
Lassen sighed as a man with few options left does. “We will vacate the Stone Tower as you command and take supplies south to the edge of the Illigard swamp. We will begin fortifications as you have instructed.”
Fairhair looked at the Field General in horror. Turning to the satisfied look upon the High Marshal’s face he opened his mouth to speak, but Lassen placed a large hand on his shoulder to stop him. “But Field General…” whispered Fairhair. 
“It is done, lieutenant. We have our orders,” finished Lassen. 
The subject was closed as long as Kyien remained among them. Kyien looked from one to the other and nodded several times before he motioned for the Umordoc to open the doors. They did so without hesitation. Their loyalty was that of servitude and bondage, command and obedience. 
Kyien grabbed his purple cloak and swung it around his shoulders. Allowing it to drape down his back, he turned to eye Lassen once more. “Be sure to have your men out of here as soon as possible, Field General. The mion wishes to make this his base of operations.” 
The Umordoc closed the door behind them. Fairhair opened his mouth to say something, but Lassen held up a finger to silence him. The lieutenant crossed one foot over the other and tapped the floor impatiently as he gestured with his arm. 
“But, sir….”
Lassen did not answer him right away. The roar of the transport was loud enough to be heard as it powered up and then moved away from the Stone Tower. “I did not wish Kyien to hear what I will say.”
“He is crazy, sir. Him and Fe’rein. His orders are…”
Lassen slammed his fist on the table, shaking the plates and cups that resided there. “Have the good sense to shut your mouth once in a while. Listen, do not speak. Understood?”
Fairhair nodded. 
“Good. T’elen, as usual, was right. They do plan to use us as fodder, though now it is too late to lend the aid of the Stone Tower, for it is no longer ours to offer. However, there are about one hundred thousand soldiers whose lives I am not willing to throw away for that idiot who just left here.”
Fairhair smiled broadly, but did not speak. 
“What I need is for you to go ahead to Illigard in plain clothes. If you show up wearing what you have now, they will kill you dead before you get fifty miles within the swamps. I want you to tell T’elen that Kyien has taken control of the Stone Tower. Tell her that there are now an army of men at their borders who wish to join their cause, but they require safe passage. We cannot merely march in and ask nicely.”
“She would have half the army in a sling before we could even speak,” agreed Fairhair with an excited grin. 
“Either way, when we move out, I want you to get your ass there as fast as you can and relay that information. Once Kyien realizes that we aren’t building fortifications, we are going to be in a mess of trouble,” concluded Lassen as he folded his hands over one another and leaned back against his chair. His face was gravely serious. “Do not return once you reach Illigard. Have them send squadrons out so that it looks like an attack in case anyone is watching. If what Kyien said is correct, we no longer have boundary scouts.”
Fairhair rose from his seat and tapped the table lightly as he stood. “I’ll do you proud, Field General. Do you want me to leave immediately?”
“Get some of the other men together and make it appear as if you are the first to depart, and then break away toward Illigard.”
“Of course, sir.” Lieutenant Fairhair saluted until Lassen nodded and then moved toward the door and threw it open. He looked out at the frozen, snow-covered courtyard of the Stone Tower. “I’m going to miss this place, even though this stone was as cold as the ice itself.” 
He pulled a hood over his features and lowered his head as he ducked into the winds. Negotiating the stairs, he was already far away from the brooding mind of Lassen. 
“So will I,” whispered Lassen as the darkness of the night flooded the cold day. The corner room of the Stone Tower, formerly of Field General Lassen, was quiet for the last time with the musings of a great general of Culouth. 
 



  
ⱷ
The Barren Maiden
  
  
  
The High Warrior stalked ahead of the scout that had tracked the two humans of whom the Gagnion’Fe’rein had spoken. Behind them trailed a long line of Umordoc foot soldiers. Their black bodies were like shadows on the crystal surface of the Barren Maiden. They loomed over the place where E’Malkai and Arile had crouched and stopped. The High Warrior raised a mighty fist and then opened it, signaling them to stop. 
“This where the Ai’mun’hereun and the White One entered,” uttered the scout with a subservient bow. 
The High Warrior surveyed the glassy reflection and prodded at the ground with his spear. He dragged it along the surface until the grooves of the lip of the entrance were revealed. His dark glass eyes grew excitedly. 
“The Fallen can no longer hide from us,” he growled. 
Lines of Umordoc cascaded behind him, their raiding party one hundred beasts strong. An entire legion charged with the eradication of thousands of humans; they were more than a match for the population of the Fallen. They circled the opening as the High Warrior wrenched the lip free and looked down into the darkness.
“The hole must be widened,” he uttered.
Stepping away, several more stepped in his place. They raised mighty hammers into the air and drove them against the ice. The hammering resonated on the Barren Maiden as they cracked away the defense between their two worlds.
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The open common area of the Fallen had been cleared. At the center tethers had been stretched creating a circle of sorts. Around it the inhabitants of the surrounding houses gathered silently; their adobe homes shone dark and empty. 
In the middle of the circle a man stood.
His head was shaved. 
His pale skin matched the rest of his body; muscled arms were coils of iron and veins that coursed over his skin like a road map. He wore a dark shirt and pants. The shirt was drawn thin over his frame and cut off at the biceps. He walked at the center of the makeshift circle, his hands cracking against each other. 
E’Malkai approached.
Walking at his side, the aged figure of Mihen wore spectacles, whose chain draped over his neck and kept them from falling off completely. 
The wraps once again encapsulated E’Malkai. A familiar and almost comforting feeling came from them. He felt far more confident with them on. 
As he saw the man at the center of the ring, his eyes widened and he slowed. Mihen’s pushing hand kept him going forward until he neared Higald’s brazen figure. The chief looked at him dismissively, as if he mattered little. There was something beneath the look that E’Malkai recognized, a truth that the man hid well. 
“It seems that you endured a night with Mihen. I am pleased to see that his words did not cause your death before the rite of combat,” spoke Higald with his gravelly tone. 
“Huh?” E’Malkai looked at the leader quizzically. 
Mihen frowned at the grim smile on Higald’s face. “He believes that I spend far too much time talking about the past and not about the future of the Fallen. He would believe that a youth such as you would have died of boredom from my stories and histories.”
E’Malkai was nonplussed. “I wished to hear about my father. I was honored by his zeal to speak with me at great length,” and then added for the benefit of the incorrigible smirk on Higald’s face, “which is more than I can say for the rest of this place.”
Higald grunted. “There is still much about you that we are unable to believe. Seth Armen was a source of great strength during a very dark period in the history of the Fallen––times in which we condemned good men to exile. Seth was one such man. We were swayed by the words of a council. Needless to say, that council was disbanded when we found ourselves without a hunter and guide of the tundra. For many years we were rewarded with famine and death as standards of living. Only in the past few years have we begun to advance once again. For a ghost of that dark past to resurface during a time of great peace is inconvenient.”
E’Malkai nodded. The history of the Fallen was spotty at best. “I am sorry that my coming is a surprise to all of you. When my mother insisted that I find out more about my father and the Believer, I was compelled to come here. The trek here was an arduous one. However, seeing the halls in which my father walked is a delight.”
“I wish that our caution was not necessary, but your being here is a herald of dark times. Far darker if you prove to be who you say you are,” replied Higald as he turned his attention back to the center of the ring and motioned with one hand. “If you please, we can solve all of this quickly.”
E’Malkai stepped over the top of the fabric and watched the other man with a hard gaze. The man was about the same height, but his muscle mass was tremendous. The physical advantage was by far in the man’s favor. 
The youth watched the circle of the Fallen stare listlessly at the two warriors. He wondered what they thought of all this, if his coming was as much a portent as Higald, or even Mihen, believed. Bione entered the ring; his dark garb remained intact, and a sour look was spread across his features. 
“The Rite of Combat has been called by the outsider E’Malkai who talks in doublespeak of his past and his family name. This trial shall determine whether or not he speaks the truth. Do you, E’Malkai of the South, accept whatever occurs during the battle, be it death or life?”
E’Malkai nodded grimly. 
This was not going according to his liking at all. 
Bione turned to the gnarled mass of muscle. “Warrior Mete, do you also accept the outcome of what shall happen here?”
His grunt of acknowledgement reminded E’Malkai of Elcites. Bione nodded as he bowed and moved toward the far side of the circle before stepping over the fabric that held the ring in place. E’Malkai followed the man’s exit with his eyes and turned back to see that the warrior had moved toward him. His movement was graceful despite his size and obvious strength. 
The youth met the eyes of his combatant and felt a familiar sorrow. A vast emptiness churned in his stomach, for he knew what he must do. The words that the visage of his father had spoken were true. E’Malkai gritted his teeth, the muscles of his cheeks flexing in anguish. He would keep from releasing his power for as long as he could.
The battle might be won without it. 
The man stopped as he was almost upon E’Malkai. The blank stare that he wore faded. “Seth Armen was a great man, and I hope that you are truly his son. There could be no greater child than the one born of that man.”
E’Malkai blinked. He was blown away by the man’s words. “I profess to be nothing more than what I speak, the truth.”
The man bowed.
His eyes remained on E’Malkai. 
They both drew curved blades. E’Malkai had his father’s blade and Mete held a wicked-looking edge with three sharpened points, twin moons etched over one another. He carried it low, alongside his leg as they began to circle one another. E’Malkai felt a flush of adrenaline course through his blood. The exhilarating high of battle was something that he did not know how to comprehend properly. 
E’Malkai brandished the planedge away from his body. Choosing a loose grip on the blade, he assumed a fierce gaze of battle that mirrored an equally feral one on Mete’s face. The crowd that gathered did not cheer. Rather, it did not make a sound at all, as if they were collectively holding their breath in expectation of something more. 
Mete lashed out. 
E’Malkai parried.
Twisting his blade alongside the other, E’Malkai backed away, uncomfortable at the proximity of the points of the blades. Mete paced back only for a moment before he lunged again, sweeping the blade parallel to the ground. E’Malkai pulled his lower body back, his head and shoulders held above the attack. 
He tried to pull back the rest of his torso. 
But it was not enough, for Mete brought the edge of the blade up perpendicular to the ground and slashed across once he was in line with E’Malkai’s face. The sharpened edge of the steel caught him twice. Two lengthwise slashes bled alongside his cheek as he let loose a startled cry of pain. Mete rolled over once and then pushed off with his legs. The strength of his legs flipped him back to his feet to survey his work. 
E’Malkai winced as he ran his hand along the twin gashes and brought his hand in front of his face. Seeing the blood on his hand, he felt his rage burn like a great cloud trapped within him. He gripped the hilt of his father’s blade tight enough to make his knuckles white and wiped his hand against his wraps, a thick red mark evident as he did so. 
Mete flashed a line of white teeth.
E’Malkai charged forward with his shoulders lowered and the blade at his side. He arched as he leapt with the blade. Bringing it around the side of his body, he aimed for the warrior’s ribcage. Mete was ready for the attack and pivoted, placing one foot in E’Malkai’s path.
Mete grasped E’Malkai’s lead hand at the wrist. With the point of the blade turned away, he applied pressure while moving his arms in a circle. He wrapped the blade around the youth’s arm, trapping them both before wrenching the planedge free.
He continued to move E’Malkai’s arms in a circle, forcing him into the dirt face first. Those assembled showed no remorse or joy as Mete disarmed the youth. Mihen grimaced as he watched the youth’s pained expression when his face collided with the stone floors beneath the dirt. 
His blade in one hand, Mete stood over the youth and threw the planedge into the ground. The hilt stuck up and wavered as the blade dug into the earth. He wiped the sweat from his face and watched the youth for a moment. 
His chest heaved as he waited. 
E’Malkai breathed out, a puff of dirt and air scattered from his mouth. Blood oozed from inside his mouth and clumped with dirt. He grimaced at the coppery taste and blinked his eyes. His face hurt, the rush of blood bringing overwhelming heat to it. He licked his lips. The dryness in his throat constricting as he pushed himself up, his arms straightened out. 
He sighed as he rolled onto his back.
The act sent pain through his arm, the one Mete had so deftly manipulated. He glowered at the heaving figure of Mete and licked his lips again. The flow of blood had slowed, but it trickled on his jaw and swam in his mouth. Flooded with spit, he did just that into the dirt as he slowly pushed himself to his feet and faced Mete again. 
The warrior seemed unaffected by the youth’s resilience and came forward again just as E’Malkai steadied himself. The sudden rush of the man offset the lethargy he felt. He stepped past the blade. The rush of air passed over him, and the smell of the man’s sweat was overpowering.        
Mete spun and regrouped, transferring his blade to the other hand as he lunged with a gnarled fist which sailed wide. The arc of the accompanying slash came across E’Malkai’s forearm and the youth once more grunted as his flesh split, and a red badge was earned. 
E’Malkai swung his foot at the warrior’s midsection, but fell short. Mete blocked it with his free hand and then slashed along the youth’s thigh. Crimson stained his wraps as he pulled away with a startled, pained sound. 
Mete slowed and watched as E’Malkai lowered his body, his left hand clasped over the flowing wound. A grimace spread across the youth’s features as he tried to circle. E’Malkai hopped slightly as he moved closer to the edge of the ring.
He would not yield. 
His eyes were focused on Mete. 
The Fallen warrior looked at Higald. His almond eyes searched for an answer. The chieftain merely nodded. His mighty arms were laced over his chest. Mete sighed. The rite of combat ended in death, unless one yielded. E’Malkai would not. The Fallen warrior gripped his blade; its slickness was part sweat, part from what he must do. 
The laws of the Fallen were all that the tribe had in order to perpetuate its history. E’Malkai no longer looked like a youth. His hair fell loosely and wisps danced over his face, some plastered in sweat and others in blood. His blue eyes looked like a bruised storm on the horizon. Waves of anger flooded his mind.
“E’Malkai of the South, if you yield I can spare your life. You may leave the Fallen a free man. If not, I must take your life. It is the law of the rite that you have invoked.”
E’Malkai looked at the warrior, swallowing hard as he tried to stand as straight as he could. “My father is Seth Armen, and I will not yield unless that is recognized as the truth,” countered E’Malkai, his voice steely.
His cold gaze fell on Higald. The chief met his glare and shook his head. The shock of his hair shook with him as if it added authority to his decision. E’Malkai opened his mouth like a beached fish. Blood stained his teeth. He licked his tongue across them as he hobbled forward. Mete shook his head once more.
This was not how it was meant to be. 
Energy prickled across E’Malkai’s skin. It was subtle, a warmth that enveloped him comfortably. He began to glow, a slight hue that Mete did not notice, nor the sullen Fallen who were gathered. The youth had not called upon the power, yet it manifested as his blood ran and his heart raced. The Fallen warrior was worth a hundred normal men, even one as exceptional as E’Malkai. It was this glimpse of the deeper well that dwelled within the youth that would turn the tide.
Mete brandished the blade again, but this time with less urgency, and moved toward E’Malkai. The point was stained already with the blood of Armen. He thrust it out at the youth’s torso, only to have it knocked away. E’Malkai struck Mete across the face––aided by the considerable power that ebbed through him––and stood the man up. The sudden speed of E’Malkai proved too much for the seasoned warrior. 
Glowing hauntingly, E’Malkai pressed his hand against the chest of the Fallen warrior. The world was reduced to only them. Sound dissipated. The discharge from the youth’s palm lifted the more skilled warrior into the air. Mete fell onto his back. Dirt rose around him in a frivolous cloud. 
E’Malkai breathed hard as he waited for what seemed like an eternity. The world around slowed so much so that the seconds felt like hours. When Mete did not rise, E’Malkai moved over to him. Seeing his closed eyes and unmoving body, he bent close. The crowd was held in an even more tense silence than they were previously. The lack of sound was now deafening. E’Malkai held the warrior’s arm up and felt for a pulse. He found it, but it was weak. “We need a healer,” screamed E’Malkai as he stood, facing Higald. 
The chieftain nodded to men dressed in forest-green clothing befitting of rangers of the mighty wilderness. They stepped over the fabric and knelt close. Pushing E’Malkai away as they hovered over Mete, they whispered to one another. 
“Is this finished?” called E’Malkai, unable to hold back the angst in his words. 
“The rite of combat is concluded,” rumbled Higald.
E’Malkai moved to the edge of the fabric just opposite Higald and stared at him coldly. “Then what I have spoken is the truth?” Higald nodded. “And the fact that I beat a man unconscious proves that I am not liar. Violence is your proof of what I am?” yelled E’Malkai, his body as well as his mind beaten and bruised. 
Higald scowled and stood tall. His hands dropped to his sides. “You are what you speak because of your desire to continue. You could have yielded. Mete would have stood aside and allowed to walk from here as a liar. None of the Fallen would have blocked your exit. But, your resolve proved too strong. What is in you is truth, and your words are a reflection of that.”
E’Malkai stared. His body still churned with violence. His mind was still primal, attack and defense had taken over. “Where is Arile?” The youth looked around for the first time and realized that he was not present.
Mihen spoke, his voice tired. “The white hunter did not wish to watch the battle. He knew that you would be victorious. The chief of the Utiakth believed in you; therefore he has no reason to doubt. He is in the library.”
E’Malkai looked back as Mete rose to his waist and rubbed his head in disorientation. He looked in the youth’s direction and nodded. His bloodied smile was reciprocated and the youth turned back to Higald, taking in the passive eyes. “Do I now have free reign? Will my questions be answered? Will help be provided where it is needed?”
“The Fallen is yours to explore. Our elders and library are at your disposal,” he replied with a stern nod. The Fallen chieftain turned and disappeared. 
“He is a hard man to speak to,” commented E’Malkai as the adrenaline slowly wore off.
“He was not always as he is now. When your father was here, happiness was plentiful. Seth spent little time within the Fallen, but he never stopped caring for its inhabitants. His hunts and his discoveries are what allowed the Fallen to survive as it did. There was no place too far beyond his reach, no beast so insurmountable that he would not conquer it for the sake of this place,” replied Mihen. 
“What happened?” queried E’Malkai as he lowered himself to the ground and sat with an exasperated sigh. He soon laid all the way back, stretching his arms and wincing as the pain radiated over his limbs. 
“They found her, the girl Summer, in the north far beyond where they should have gone. There was much dissent. Ryan, his brother, would not listen to those who thought that she might be dangerous. The council, then Higald and the Three Warlocks and Three Sorceresses, wanted to exile the woman. Ryan would have none of it and told the council thus. Seth was once again thrust on to the tundra, but this time to walk a man to his death, a man called Fredrick…”
“I know this man,” interrupted E’Malkai, his hands laid across his face as he pursed his lips in pain. 
Mihen cleared his throat. “I would not have believed such a man would live this long, but it is fitting that he is still alive, for he fears life so greatly. Nevertheless, the death march was unwarranted. The Three Warlocks merely wanted to see Seth walk to his death. His place was a thorn in their plans. They wished to claim the Fallen as their own. Seth returned alive and threatened the council, and they forced him into exile. Weeks later, there were starving women and children and scores of novice hunters dying on the tundra without anything to show. Wolves had begun to find their way in through the back tunnels. That black door in the room where you met me leads deeper into the earth.”
The wintry scientist continued. “Higald blames himself for the exile, as he should in many ways. His word should have been law. He allowed himself to be manipulated by the Warlocks and paid the price, the loss of our greatest warrior to what we believed as death. But your presence here changes all of that. He sees the possibility of redemption in you.”
“He has a funny way of showing it.” 
Mihen helped the youth to his feet. “His distrust comes from the weight of his failure, of his sorrow. To see redemption so close, there is always doubt. To be given another chance after almost two decades must have seemed impossible to him.”
E’Malkai leaned against the old man. 
“I hope that he can help me.”
Mihen shook his head and waved his hand. “Enough of this. You need to soak for a while, and when you are refreshed we will tackle those texts that I spoke of. See if my theory was correct.”
They walked forward and E’Malkai croaked, “What theory?”
Mihen smiled broadly, a secret smile that held something deeper. E’Malkai was far too tired to pursue what was behind it all. In time he would have no choice, for the answers would lead him to his destiny. 
 



  
ⱷ
The Fallen Tunnels
  
  
  
The Umordoc entered the darkened passageways of the Fallen one at a time. Their mammoth bodies cramped as they crouched to pass through the tunnels made by men. The opening of the Fallen had been widened thrice-fold.
The warrior scout led.
His frame was smaller than the others. He sniffed at the air; the warmth felt damp and heavy in his lungs. The High Warrior was behind him. The length of his spear was tucked on his back and scraped against the ceiling as they moved forward. The darkness was illuminated by the luminescent fungus that thrived in the dampness. 
“We must tread softly,” growled the High Warrior. His heavy voice echoed in the dismal tunnels, and the dark warrior nodded. The scout’s footfalls were cautious as he crept with the grace of a creature half his size.
The weave of the halls were soon cluttered with their numbers, a train of darkness that burrowed deep into the shelter of men. As they reached the opening that led into the open area of the Fallen, they stared out with their dead eyes at a massacre in the making. 
 
  
  
 



  
ⱷ
Lassen
  
  
  
Field General Lassen watched with disdain as his men marched from the Stone Tower. Orders had been fulfilled. Now he waited for the changing of the guard, the return of High Marshal Kyien. 
Fairhair had departed without question. From atop his perch, the Field General could see the legions of those loyal to the Stone Tower trudge through the hills of ice and snow. 
Lassen gave into the sorrow and despair that had gripped his heart. The wave of those loyal to Culouth was a singular force unrivaled in sheer manpower. Even the tactical prowess of the Field Marshal stood little chance of conquering such a powerful foe. 
Plans had been set in motion on both sides of the battlefield, endeavors that would scar Terra, perhaps irrevocably. He stood near the spiral staircase that led to the keep that overlooked the ocean cliffs, the room that had been home to many meetings among the officers of the Stone Tower. It had then been in the service of a cause that had been justified. 
These days Lassen had to tell himself that T’elen would make Kyien and Culouth pay for what they were about to do. He crossed his arms over his chest and pulled the coat he wore closer to his frame. Beneath the gray skies, a frigid wind whipped from the east as if it meant to freeze a man in his tracks. 
The crimson transport was unchanged, except that white pockets of snow and ice could be seen along the sides as well as the top. The cold had no allegiance, for it tried to freeze them all into a slow death. 
The transport shuddered violently as it landed.
The whining creak of the ramp as it dug into the snow made Lassen wince. Fe’rein exited first. He never seemed to wear different clothing, or perhaps the mion possessed an unlimited supply of similar clothing. A dark cloak was wrapped around him that gave him the appearance of a wizard, albeit a shadow one with cold eyes and a shaven skull. 
The mion passed Lassen without speech or incident and merely moved up the staircase toward the southern keep. Kyien had chosen to bundle himself in layers upon layers until there was no room left for anything except warmth. 
He raised his hand over his eyes. The wind brought sheets of snow and freezing rain that at times made it difficult to see anything. “I see that the Stone Tower was emptied as I wished,” he called as he moved closer to Lassen.    
Lassen nodded and motioned for the High Marshal to proceed ahead of him. Kyien did so without hesitation. His short legs churned as he rocketed to the top as if it were a race. The outcome was comical. The image of him as he struggled up the ancient stairs brought a grim smile to Lassen’s face. 
Lassen breathed as he walked the stairs for what he hoped would not be the last time. He knew that a different time was upon both planes and there was little that he could do to sway that one way or the other. 
Once inside, Lassen closed the door. The strength of the winds fought with him until he had gotten past the halfway point––at which time he shut it with a hard sound. He turned back to the High Marshal and the mion and did not feel the fear that he should have. 
Kyien spoke first. His sober, self-aggrandizing tones were as obnoxious as his choice in attire. “Field General Lassen, may I present to you: the mion.”
Fe’rein did not turn and Lassen bowed shallowly. Neither seemed as anxious or content as the High Marshal did with their meeting. “The Stone Tower shall serve Culouth as it had never before. It shall be the beacon of our power on the Lower Plane as we fight to destroy the treacherous T’elen.”
Lassen cleared his throat. “The Stone Tower lies far from the war that you wish to fight. Field Marshal T’elen…”
Fe’rein interjected, his eyes consumed in shadow. “She no longer has that title. Her properties and titles have been stripped in accordance with her traitorous behavior.”
Lassen nodded, closing his eyes as he did. “T’elen will not come to the Stone Tower in force. A land war is surely in her favor, for the swamps of Illigard are as well-fortified as anything else in the empire. Unloading scores of soldiers from Culouth until they swarm the Lower Plane like locusts will only cost more lives than anything else.”
Kyien’s face flushed. He squished his hand against the table angrily. Fe’rein’s voice possessed no compassion. “T’elen will not attack those who are helpless. At her core, she is a warrior from a place that you cannot even fathom. She will restrain her blade and anger until such time that it suits us.”   
Lassen felt compelled to argue the point even though he had already thrown in with Illigard. It was a matter of principle that they understand the amount of harm they were going to inflict on their own. “T’elen is clever. She may not be influenced so simply by your games.”
“If I did not know better, I would think that perhaps you believed that T’elen will survive this exchange. That Illigard will even last the winter,” challenged Kyien, a distrustful glint in his eye. 
Lassen allowed himself to slow. “I only value the lives of my fellow soldiers and those drawn into the war that should not have been and will suffer as a result.”
Fe’rein rolled the cloak off his shoulders and placed it on the raised stone ridge that Lassen’s officers had often used as a seat. He sat and stared out on the Sea of Torment as he spoke. The mist covered the rage beneath the water, a murky fog that breathed the cold sap of the winter. “The welfare of Culouth will remain intact. Millions of citizens remain within their air-controlled walls that will be there no matter the outcome of this war.”
Lassen nodded. 
Fe’rein, despite his murderous intent, seemed to have at least allowed for probability and chance to take their due course. 
“That is all that I meant. I would hope that some semblance of humanity remains when the battlefield lay barren,” spoke Lassen worriedly.
Fe’rein did not answer, nor did he move. His eyes remained staring at the winter upon the seas, an incredible sight. “The matter of the Ai’mun’hereun is why we have requested that you stay.”
Lassen froze. 
A lump caught in his throat. 
The word was one he knew all too well. 
Fe’rein gave the Field Marshal a sidelong glance. His head turned only slightly before he looked back upon the ocean. “From your hesitation, I know that word has reached here as well. It matters little, except for what such rumors can do to the morale of soldiers and those in service to Culouth.”
Lassen did not have to fake his confusion. “Rumors, my mion?”
Kyien leaned across the table. His dark eyes bulged as he spoke. “You did not think that your precious T’elen would not use counter intelligence, a network of lies to perhaps sway some to join Illigard against us?”
Fe’rein did not give the Field General time to speak as he wheeled from his position beside the window. His dark cloak was bunched in his closed fist. “She thinks that if she appeals to the religious interest of those not affiliated with Culouth that they will join in a holy crusade of her making. I mention this only because I know that she visited you here. Came and spoke of an alliance.”
Lassen’s jaw dropped slightly, surprise evident on his face. “How could you know that? There isn’t a man within the Stone Tower who, before today, has even strayed from this place in months.”
Fe’rein did not seem capable of smiling, but the corners of his face tightened in joy seeing the Field General squirm. “An informant walked your walls: a squirrelly man who no doubt spent a great many days in your tavern without your notice.” Fe’rein faced the door as he spoke. “Fredrick, please come in.”
Fredrick entered. 
His disheveled appearance seemed unaffected by the coarse wintry winds. His beard had grown long and bushy. The pupils of his eyes were stained in red veins of sleep deprivation. 
He shuffled across the room.
His rank clothing seemed to immediately fester as the heat of the room returned with the closure of the door. His outer coat was torn. Pockets of white material shone from within the lining. The gloves he wore had holes that revealed the light blue of his hands, which had begun to feel the bitter effects of the cold. 
“Lassen––Field General Lassen, I mean.” He looked at Fe’rein for what to say, but the cold gaze gave away nothing. 
Lassen looked at the man and recognition kicked in. 
He had seen him, though only in passing. “I have seen you here before. You sat in a dark corner of the tavern. I remember the coat. It did not seem sufficient for such weather. I thought to ask what you were doing here since the Stone Tower was not an outpost with facilities like Illigard, but that seems rather irrelevant now. What matters is that you did not trust me, my mion.”
Fe’rein shrugged. 
“The precaution was necessary. Yioren, formerly of the House of Di’huere, was recently revealed as a traitor and met his end accordingly. But the possibility of insurrection here was especially important given previous allegiances to T’elen and Illigard.”
Kyien joined in. 
His manic glee seemed to feed off Fe’rein’s lack of emotion. “We know that your allegiances lie with Culouth. Still, we could not reasonably allow you to continue to occupy the Stone Tower given that you even entertained such a meeting. You will find there is little that can be hidden from the Intelligence. Their collective mind can see beyond the boundaries of steel and stone.”
Lassen moved toward the door and met the listless, almost drunken gaze of Fredrick. The general’s strength was enough that he could have squeezed him to death with minimal effort. “Move aside, drunkard. I do not have time to toil with your kind.”
Fredrick staggered aside as Lassen gripped the cold iron ring of the door and pulled on it. The corner crashed into Frederick’s shoulder. The impact sent the man sprawling on the cold stone floor, where he merely rolled onto his back and closed his eyes.
Rest, it seemed, had been something a long time coming. Lassen felt the cold lash of the wind against his face and realized how far behind his soldiers he was. He hoped that the lieutenant would complete the task that he had been given. 
“Field General Lassen, there is one more matter of which I would ask your opinion,” called Kyien. 
Lassen sighed.
The cold grip of winter seemed a far better companion than the High Marshal and the mion. He turned, taking one more look at the plains just outside of the Stone Tower. As he did so, the snarling visage of Fe’rein was upon him, inches between their faces. 
“Did you think that your clever ruse would go unnoticed? That we would not see that your lieutenant veered from the others, his course taking him toward Illigard without Culouth markings?” snapped Fe’rein as he grasped the collar of the Field General and threw him across the keep. 
His frame collided with the stone wall; his bones shook within his body. His face felt heavy as he lifted his head to see the shadow energy consume Fe’rein. 
Kyien sneered, his cruel features centered on his upturned lip. “Even if he survives the weather and makes it to Illigard, it will matter little. The information with which you provided him will be useless since neither he, nor you, will be affiliated with Culouth any longer. He will be branded a traitor by us and a spy by Illigard. You have given him a death sentence.”
Lassen coughed hard. 
The coppery taste of blood filled his mouth. He could only manage to raise himself to all fours and look up at the duo. “Why wait to kill me? Why take the time to talk?”
Fe’rein approached him. 
The wisps of shadows danced on his shoulders and over his shaven skull. He bent close to Lassen. “I wish to see you suffer as you cling to hope before watching it disappear. Your plots against me, an All-god, and the Intelligence will be undone.”
The mion struck him across the back, pushing Lassen into the puddle of blood. Backing away, a look of disgust spread across Fe’rein’s features. “Lower beings and their fluids,” scolded Fe’rein as he rubbed his boot against the stone. 
Lassen’s heart sank, his worst fears realized in Fe’rein’s words. There would be confusion on the battlefield. The men of the Stone Tower who had served under him for the better part of decade would fall under the blades of those who they should have fought beside. 
“The Ai’mun’hereun is not a––myth,” rasped Lassen. 
Kyien ran forward and kicked the Field General in the face. The High Marshal seemed less in control of his rage than normal. “You are a fool to speak those words. No one is going to save Illigard, just as no one is going to be your savior now,” spat Kyien with as much venom as he had in his bones. 
Lassen watched the dark lord pace.
His eyes were searching the floor when he felt a stabbing pain in his side. Expecting a mortal wound of some kind, he instead realized that it was his blade. He drew it while he kept his eyes on them. 
The knife slipped free without a sound.
Lassen tucked it beneath his hand as Kyien turned to him again, awaiting a response so that he could barrage him with more words. The Field General tried to push himself to his feet and managed only to lean back against the corner of the wall. The blade was tucked beneath his left wrist as he lazily brought his eyes up to the maniacal gaze of Kyien. 
“Have you nothing to say?” roared Kyien as his fists shook. 
Lassen swallowed hard. He summoned courage and strength from within and tried to steady his voice as much as he could. His voice was barely a hoarse whisper. “You were wrong.”
“What?” snapped Kyien as he edged closer.
Lassen swallowed again. The lump in his throat was like a piece of bread that was far too large to swallow. “I can save myself from one thing.”
Kyien smiled. 
The frown lifted and a sneer replaced it. 
“How might you do that?” 
And then his eyes widened as he saw the glint of the blade. 
Lassen lunged at Kyien, erasing the smug look on his face. 
Fe’rein proved too quick. 
Raising a hand, Lassen stopped mid-lunge. 
The mion threw the man to the ground. 
Much to Lassen’s horror, he watched as his hand that held the blade moved involuntarily toward his face. Jamming it into his own eye with a vicious thrust, Fe’rein remained emotionless as he watched the Field General stab himself. 
The force of it made Lassen jump, and then convulse. His eyes glazed over as tears and blood flowed freely from them. Then they shifted to a vacant look that seemed to stare far beyond those before him.        
Fe’rein approached the dead Field General, his shadow trail fading. He bent close and grasped the man’s chin. A river of blood flowed from the wound. 
The knife stuck out awkwardly. Fe’rein brought his finger against the blade and traced it close to the man’s eye. Cocking his head to the side, he watched the blood squeeze from the wound. 
“Bring M’iordi to the Stone Tower. It is time that he played a more physical role in this war,” called Fe’rein. His attention was captured by the slumped, deceased body of Lassen. A morbid fixation required him to look at the man in such an intense way that even Kyien took a step back at the crudeness of it. 
“And if he refuses?” replied Kyien.
He averted his eyes as the eyeball fell from the socket and plopped onto the floor with a sickening sound. The sphere had been severed and the blade still stuck through the cold, dark socket. 
Fe’rein picked up the pieces of the eyeball and held them in his hand. A viscous fluid seeped from them and pooled. He stood and turned to Kyien; his cupped hand extended toward the High Marshal. 
“Tell him our enemies are willing to give far more to their cause than some would to their mion. Tell him it is not a request, but a command.” The Dark Creator fiddled with the pieces, pushing them around before he threw them on the table and turned to Frederick. 
“Flee to Illigard. Tell them that you were in service to Lassen as a spy against Culouth. Tell them that I have killed Lassen and that Fairhair is my spy. Do whatever it takes to convince them.” Frederick bumbled to his feet and bowed his head a few times. “You must reach Illigard before the lieutenant. Is that understood?”
Frederick nodded and stumbled out the door, becoming sick once he was out of eyesight, though not earshot, of the High Marshal and Fe’rein. Kyien looked outside as the gray skies darkened to black and sighed. His head bowed, the weight and burden on his shoulders was his own making. 
“Is it wise to send that sniveling idiot?” Kyien watched as he staggered through the snow, laughing and crying as he did so. His mind was no longer his own just as Fe’rein was no longer the man called Ryan Armen.
“No better spy than a fool. He knows nothing of what we would do, nor can he comprehend what they plan. He will do as I have instructed. His mind belongs to me now.” Then as if an afterthought, he added. “He will neither rest nor eat until he reaches his destination. He will reach Illigard first.”
“How can you be so sure?” 
Kyien sat down into a chair. 
The cold made him feel tired, worn beyond his years. 
Fe’rein ignored the question and stared at Lassen’s lifeless body. “On the tundra you learn that sleep is death. It may be a slow and peaceful one, but death nonetheless. If you allow your guard to slip, there are things in the cold that will eat you while you sleep, tear off layers of flesh.”
Kyien looked at him boldly. 
Fe’rein met the gaze; his was far deeper and more intense. “This war is fought in winter and shall be won in winter. If you doze off because it is cold or because there seems to be nothing happening, then T’elen is going to sneak up on you and ram a dagger into your eye as the Field General has done here.”
Kyien was unimpressed, though inwardly a stab of fear struck his heart. “We have an army that is almost a million strong without the Stone Tower. She will fail.”
Fe’rein raised his hand, a vortex of pitch black power swirled in his palm. A shadow crossed his face as its fire leapt from his hands and consumed Lassen. His body disintegrated into ashes, which were swept away by the gales that ripped through the keep and out to the sea. 
“There is a power that will come. Whether or not it will be the nonsense that Illigard believes it to be does not concern me. You may begin to think that you are beyond my reach, perhaps not capable of feeling my wrath. I would have thought you wiser than that.”
Kyien shirked away, his brazen stance quivering. “I would never assume so much, my mion. My service is to you and the Intelligence, for you among all others can see our path when we cannot.”
Fe’rein flicked his hand back. A mass of shadow energy crept from his fingers in a bulbous web and clouded Kyien, forcing him from the room and out into the cold courtyard of the Stone Tower. The web flooded the open space in darkness and then as it dissipated, the door was shut again. The High Marshal sighed and wished for the days before the coming of the mion. It had been he who people trembled before: High Marshal Kyien, bearer of pain, not Fe’rein, bastard son of the tundra. 
 



  
ⱷ
Fairhair
  
  
  
The lieutenant plowed through the snow and cursed himself in soft, harsh tones as the frozen precipitation continued to fill his boots despite his best efforts. The watchtowers of Illigard now extended many miles into the swamps, twenty or thirty perhaps.
They were dark black steeples that reached toward the gray clouds of winter. Fairhair had walked for the better part of four days, not bothering to sleep except when he found a suitable conclave a day and a half into his journey, a beige outcropping in which he could still hear the crashing of the waves below. 
His mind had begun the slow degeneration that comes from such travel, a grueling trek that might cost him his life. He knew if he died that perhaps hundreds of thousands more would. 
Illigard was the foremost thing in his mind. 
The words of the Field General echoed in his head. 
There were hundreds of veins that sprung off the main road toward Illigard. Fairhair could swear by all that was holy, upon the Ai’mun’hereun himself, that he had stayed on the straightest of them. Yet, Illigard was still no closer, and the rolling hills seemed so much like those that he had just crossed. 
Suddenly, a horror gripped him. 
Had he become lost?
Had he actually veered from his path in a stupor somewhere in the past twenty miles or so? Would he be condemned to wander the slowly worsening hills until he either found his way back or wandered north into colder lands where an icy death waited? 
He slowed and felt the slump of his body as the wind swirled around him. The snow on the ground and the new powder that fell around him blew across his covered face. He had wrapped a dark strip of fabric around his features several times, leaving space for his nostrils and eyes only. 
His feet continued to move even though his body had instructed them to stop. He felt a cold chill as his foot plunged through the snow and deep into a pocket of water. Letting out a choked scream, he watched as half his leg was buried. He fell back and clawed at the ground desperately as the snow began to run with water, melting the delicate platform on which he had thought himself safe. 
His mind raced, primal instincts gripped his senses as he frantically dug his hands into the snow until he pulled free. The bottom half of his left leg was soaked, the moisture-darkened fabric showing the extent of the accident. 
He pulled himself to a sitting position and stretched his legs out. Cold winds hit his wet skin and he knew that in no time his legs would be useless, that he would suffer from frostbite and die on the spot, reduced to a meal for winter predators. He forced himself to his feet, a thickness already beginning to grow in his cold limbs as he staggered parallel to where the snow had given way.
He looked out in the distance, and his heart almost leapt from his chest. There in front of him, no more than a couple hundred feet away, was a dark shadow. A human shadow, and then another. They bore no colors of allegiance, nothing except white suits marred with black splotches, the camouflage of war. 
Fairhair did not have time to weigh his options, so he stumbled forward, waving his hands and falling forward. His leg stiffened like concrete. He cried out as he twisted his ankle, the sensation one that washed over his stomach and face. 
He felt like he was going to be sick. 
It had been days since he had eaten, and he knew that he would throw up only blood and water if he did. Fighting back the vigorous pounding in his head, he opened his eyes and tried to focus on the shadows. 
He rolled onto his back desperately and clutched his legs, rubbing them to try and warm them. He knew that he was fading and doing so fast. His breath slowed––the edges of his vision blurring as darkness began to close in around him. He saw a dark form bend; a glint of steel shone at its side.
  
*
  
Fairhair nearly jumped when he awoke. 
There was still darkness all around him. He blinked his eyes several times and rubbed them hard; trying to feel out what was real. Reaching his hand up, he touched at the darkness and felt taut fabric and allowed his hand to drop. He was safe, or perhaps he was dead. 
He couldn’t be certain. 
Fairhair groaned as he tried to lift his legs and found that there was little feeling, only a faint realization that they were still there, which he was thankful for given his former state. He did not know how long he had been unconscious or exactly what had happened during and after his collapse. 
Fairhair did know that the warmth of the tent was a comfort. Wintry gales blew against the enclosure. A shadow crept toward him. Only the sounds of the crunched snow beneath its boot caught the lieutenant’s attention. Frantically, he tried to raise himself.
The veins in his neck were ready to burst.
His face turned red, but it was no use. 
He laid back; breath exploded from his lungs and his hands shook. The lieutenant tried to concentrate on the warmth around him. He knew he should be thankful for whatever entity was responsible for placing him here. 
The sound stopped, and the lieutenant froze. 
His mind sharpened as he searched for a weapon with his eyes, but found nothing. When the tent flap opened, the lieutenant found that he pulled his hands to his chest and screamed. It was not a manly resonance of his masculinity, but a childish, frightened scream. He was abashed as he saw human eyes stare at him. The rest of the face was covered in the part white, part shadow fabric he had seen before. 
The figure pulled the fabric down around his face and smiled. His tan features wore a light beard. “You took quite a fall. Your legs would have been useless in a short time. You were lucky.” There was darkness in the hazel eyes of Xi’iom. 
“You are from Illigard, aren’t you?” queried Fairhair with a struggle. He realized for the first time that he was hungry. 
The commander nodded. “Commander Xi’iom. You are a Commerce soldier, from the Stone Tower. A deserter perhaps?” There was venom in his question, a hard inflection placed upon the word deserter.
Fairhair swallowed hard. 
Lassen had wanted him to speak to T’elen directly. Then again he had said to convey his orders no matter what, that the information needed to be delivered. “I am a lieutenant to Field General Lassen of the Stone Tower. He sent me with an urgent message for Field Marshal T’elen.”
Xi’iom sat just inside the tent. His presence made the small tent seemed cramped. “You are some way from Illigard and without gear to survive such a journey. Your uniform is that of a civilian as well. Why endanger your life?”
Fairhair looked at the cool demeanor of the commander. He wondered if all of those in Illigard seem unfazed with a leader like T’elen and a messiah on their side. 
“Kyien has evacuated the Stone Tower to fill it further with Commerce soldiers from Culouth. Thousands arrive each day, more than three quarters of a million men already. Lassen wanted T’elen to know that troops were being transported using families as cover and that Fe’rein would participate in the battles to come.”
The commander looked away and nodded. “This I have heard from another, though he believes there to be a million or more already on the Lower Plane. Your General Lassen would not have been foolhardy enough to cross the swamps in winter. It would seem that Kyien would do so without hesitation.”
“I fear that the soldiers of the Stone Tower are going to be used as an example for Illigard, to show them the might of Culouth.”
“Indeed,” replied Xi’iom with a considerable grunt as he placed a hand to his face. He rubbed at his chin as he stared back at the snow. “We are two days from Illigard. Perhaps three now, given that you cannot walk and will have to be carried. T’elen will wish to hear this from you. I intend on seeing that you do.”
“I do not plan to die here.”
Xi’iom grew grim. “There are scouts that we dispatched north of here. If they were correct, then Kyien may have already sent a legion into the swamps. Your injury will delay us.”
Fairhair froze. 
Commerce mercenaries did not sound promising at all. “Are you certain that they are already in the swamps? Commerce sweepers will not ask our allegiance. They will shoot and then examine our cold, dead carcasses to find out what side we fought for.”
 Fairhair tried to shrug to amplify his words.
Xi’iom turned to him, his gaze hard. “There is no need to tell me of sweepers. I have seen many things in service of Illigard and of the raped and pillaged border villages that sweepers had deemed traitorous. My men and I, we caught up to some of them. We slaughtered a platoon, forty-five of them atop their repulsor bikes. Do not fear them, lieutenant. Fear that Kyien has let loose an Umordoc squad. They will eat you and me alive. And when they do, we will hear our eyes pop and our skin sizzle.”
The lieutenant swallowed hard and averted his eyes from the intense, clear glare that Xi’iom had taken on. “Do you have something to eat?” 
His voice was weak. 
The talk of sizzling flesh did not hinder his appetite. 
He had heard worse. 
It was not the consequences that he feared, but the blatant ferocity of the Umordoc horde that Kyien commanded. They were not like the guardians who served the Houses of the Greater Commerce. Instead, they were as feral as they were believed to still be in the north, though smaller and incapable of thought outside a tight group. 
Xi’iom produced a strip of jerky and handed it to Fairhair. He took it gingerly despite the savage hunger that gnawed at his stomach. “This should be enough to make you sleep again. You must rest as much as you can. Once we begin again, the speed of the travel will keep you awake.”
The lieutenant nodded absently. The strip was held in both hands as he tore at it with his teeth. The muscles of his jaw flexed in unison as he chewed. “Will we be safe once we reach Illigard?”
Xi’iom looked over his shoulder. “Safe enough.”
The commander pushed back the flaps of the tent and departed into the winds and snow. They flapped back into place, leaving Fairhair alone as he gnawed at the first food he had eaten in days. 
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E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai opened his eyes. Sleep had not come to him as Mihen had promised. The ache of his muscles and wounds seemed unaffected by the time that he had spent in the warm recesses of the tub. He ran his hand down the line of his jaw, the lack of beard there comforting. 
He had felt constricted by it on the tundra, without a razor or a mirror to do it properly. His hands slid over the rim of the tub, hanging down along its blackened sides. He arched his head back; everything below his neck was submerged in the soapy fluid within. 
Turning sharply as a shadow entered, his hand reached across to a stool at the side of the bath. His hand gripped the planedge without hesitation. 
As his eyes came across the intruder, he reddened. 
Once more his instincts had betrayed him. The girl was as young as E’Malkai, perhaps even a little younger. Her dark red hair was cropped close to her shoulders; the left side was braided tightly in places, though not on the right. Her eyes were a deep brown, wide and innocent. The shape of her dress was made to hide her femininity, and she was dainty enough that it did so. The slender arc of her neck was all that was revealed. 
She carried a bowl in her hands, which might have easily outweighed her, for it was filled to the brim with warm, steaming water. E’Malkai leapt from the tub without thought. The pressing ache of his muscles was lost as he moved toward her to help. 
That was, of course, before he realized what he had done. 
He made it halfway to her before he looked down and realized his error. The spots of soap on his body did not hide the fact that he was nude. This made the scarlet of his complexion deepen. His eyes went wide, and he scratched his head in embarrassment. 
The girl dropped the bowl as she brought her hands to her face to cover her shock. Despite his nudity, he reached out and grasped the bowl by its edges. Half of the water spilled on the floor in the process. He did manage to keep it from shattering. 
He held it over his midsection.
His embarrassment did not keep him from being polite. 
E’Malkai opened his mouth and then closed it. He did not know the girl’s name, and she merely stared with her hand clamped over her mouth and her eyes wide as she waited in silence. 
“I’m sorry. I’m E’Malkai,” he stammered.
He tried then to reach his hand out as was done in polite conversation and forgot about the basin and had to squat down to catch it again. This time he rested the base on the floor and looked up sheepishly. 
She giggled. 
The sound of her laughter erased some of his embarrassment. He managed to smile as she took away her hand from her mouth and returned a smile. “I am Arivene.” She continued to stare and turned away quickly, spinning until her back was to him. “Please forgive me, I did not mean to startle you.”
E’Malkai wanted to move forward and touch her shoulder, comfort her. He looked down at the cumbersome basin at his feet and cleared his throat instead. 
“Would you like me to get back in the tub again?”
She nodded vigorously. 
E’Malkai turned and dumped the warm water into the tub. Placing the bowl beside the tub, he stepped into it. The heat of the new water was evident, for he winced as he sank into it. 
“Safe to turn around again,” he called playfully. 
She turned, her eyes lowered just in case. As she moved toward the tub, she bent to grab the basin. E’Malkai reached out and touched her forearm. 
Her eyes rose to meet his. 
There was hesitation in her eyes. 
“You did not need to pour in the water.”
E’Malkai pulled his things off the stool. Reaching over, he pulled it closer to the tub and slapped the top of it. “Would you maybe sit for a while with me? I haven’t talked to a pretty girl in some time.”
She giggled again and held her dress as she sat down on top of it. The empty basin was still held in her lap. “Perhaps for a little while,” she replied. 
E’Malkai sighed, one of contentment. 
“You are a handsome man, and strong,” she marveled. The ease with which she spoke startled E’Malkai. He would not have been able to say the same thing so simply. She tilted her head and looked down. “I watched the rite of combat. You fought well for one not of the Fallen. I thought that you were very strong.”
E’Malkai felt warmth rush over him, not just from the water, but also from the girl’s words. He felt a tightening in his groin, and his embarrassment flowed free once more. “I did all right, I suppose. Tell me about your family. I would like to hear about life here in the caverns.”
She hesitated. 
There was sadness in her eyes. 
“There is only my brother and I.”
E’Malkai turned to her, an eyebrow lifted. “Where are your mother and father?” He faltered as he spoke, for he knew what had happened. Death was an early exit for many of those among the Fallen. “I am sorry, Arivene. I should not have asked you such a thing.”
She smiled, the small line of her lips pursed as she did. “It is okay, E’Malkai of the South. I know of your father. He was a great warrior. My brother was very young when Seth was here, but he remembers that he was very noble.”
E’Malkai rested his head back comfortably once more. 
“That is kind of him. What is his name?”
“Mete,” she replied with a shrug. 
E’Malkai flopped in the tub. 
“Mete, as in the warrior who I just fought?”
She nodded, and he rolled his eyes, staring forward at the wall. “He wanted to say that he was honored to have fought with the son of Seth Armen. Your blade skills require some practice, which was what he wished to say.” Her voice tapered off as she spoke. She looked away, but E’Malkai merely smirked. 
“There is no reason for concern, Arivene. Your brother would know much better than me. I had not used my father’s planedge more than twice before the rite. He was far more skilled.”
She smiled again.
The beaming, radiant image made E’Malkai’s heart sink. He thought that in all his years within the dome of Culouth, he had never seen anyone who smiled so freely as this woman of the Fallen. “He would be pleased by your words. He looks far worse for the wear than you. But he is not soaking as you are. Instead he is patrolling the catacombs because that is his place within the Fallen.”
E’Malkai laughed. 
Her mirth was a welcome change to the somber tones of both Arile and Higald. His chest heaved beneath the water. “I ask that you stay with me, as my guide here in the Fallen. The tunnels can become dizzying, and I do not wish to stumble upon something that I should not.” 
It was E’Malkai now who was being coy with her, and she seemed to enjoy their exchange, giggling at his response. “It would be my honor to lead the son of such a great warrior around the caverns of his father’s home. I do not know what manner of guide I could be.”
“Far better than if I were to wander alone,” he laughed in return and then suddenly felt cold. The water, his muscles, everything chilled him. “I wish to get out of the bath now.”
She stared at him for a moment as if she did not understand and then blinked several times in succession before she stood up quickly. “Of course, I will turn my back.” She blushed. The scarlet in her pale cheeks was like a wild rose. She gripped the edges of her clothes as she turned away from him. 
He rose from the tub.
Reaching down, he grabbed a thick towel and began to dry himself roughly, scrubbing at his head and his chest. He paused to look at the scars that now marred his chest and fingered them in wonder. They had not been there before and seemed foreign to him in a way.  
He shrugged and threw aside the towel into a heap. Taking some of the Fallen clothes that had been left out for him, he pulled the tunic over his shoulders and the leggings over his feet. He pulled them to his waist, tying off the rope that served as a belt. He looked up at Arivene whose back was still turned while her hands remained near her mouth. 
“Is there something the matter, Arivene?” he called. He did not bother with the wraps. They remained in a loose coil next to the towel. 
Arivene shook her head and he smiled.
She was shy, nothing more. 
He laced his boots and gave himself a look over. Turning to the stool, he saw the sheath of his father’s blade on the ground and stared. He reached down and grabbed it, turning it over in his hands.
The skill and care that had gone into its making astounded E’Malkai. The materials necessary to create such a weapon were in limited supply within the caverns of the Fallen. He closed his eyes, and they fluttered beneath his tan lids, as if searching for an answer. Opening them, he strapped the blade around his waist. 
“All finished,” he announced.
She turned and surveyed him with a mock critical eye. Then giggling as he cocked his waist to the side, he posed as if he were at a royal ball. “It would seem that you are indeed ready, E’Malkai of the South,” she mused. 
He moved close to her, and she seemed to draw within herself. He placed his hands on her shoulders and looked deep into her wide reservoirs of autumn brown. “You do not need to call me E’Malkai of the South. E’Malkai will do just fine. We are friends now, right?”
She seemed to slacken at the word friend and managed a weak smile. “I would like it very much if we were friends.” She looked down solemnly, a glassy look in her eyes. “There are not many boys or girls here my age, and most are soldiers. I am lonely sometimes.”
E’Malkai could see the sadness in her eyes. He placed his hand underneath her chin and brought her eyes up to meet his. “If you need someone to talk to you, then you can come see me. All right? I would very much like to listen to anything you have to say.”
She cried now, though her sobs were contained. Tears streamed down her face and E’Malkai wiped them away with his thumb and forefinger. She fell against his chest, encircling him with her spindly arms. Her voice was muffled as she pressed her face against his muscles. 
“I am scared sometimes, too.”
E’Malkai pulled her away gently and looked at the streaked features and the wide pools of her eyes. He smiled as best he could. “It is okay to be afraid. There is no weakness in fear, for it is what makes you human.”
“That is what Mete says as well. You and he think a lot alike. He said that it would be silly if I did not wonder. That is what youth is for, to wonder about things I do not know.” 
She seemed distracted as she spoke. Her eyes flashed up again like she had just thought of something. “Can you tell me what it is like in the south?”
E’Malkai reached up and scratched the back of his neck and smirked. “I suppose I could tell you a few things. I do not want to upset you with what I say. There are some things that you might not understand.”
She blinked her eyes. “I would very much like to hear about a place that is not as cold as here. I get sick of it being cold all the time.”
“It is also winter where I came from. Snow is already on the ground, but it is not packed tightly like it is here; instead, it forms frothy drifts that you can move with your hands. There are great cities. Some are built from the ground up while another floats high in the sky beneath a clear dome that looks down on Terra.”
The water in her eyes seemed to crystallize as she listened. 
“That sounds magnificent. It must be a beautiful place.”
E’Malkai shrugged. 
His view of Culouth had been tarnished. “It is a place, like any other city, that has both beautiful and terrible things. There are a great many things about it that makes it a cause of fear as well as awe,” conceded E’Malkai with a heavy sigh. He could not find the silver lining of the Intelligence and Fe’rein.
She frowned, and her nose wrinkled as she did. “I could not understand how such a beautiful place could be a cause for alarm.”
“As I said, there might be things that you would not understand.”
She paused and seemed to think about that. “The best way to understand would be to see them up close, wouldn’t it?”
E’Malkai’s face brightened. 
“I’m glad you understand what I meant.”
“Then you will take me to see your home?”
“Huh?” E’Malkai pushed her out beyond an arm’s length. “You can’t be serious?”
She seemed disheartened by his reply. “You said that to view it would be to believe, did you not? Then I wish you to be my guide to the south, as I am for you here in the Fallen. Is that not fair?”
E’Malkai stuttered. He could not believe that she had so simply turned around his words. Staring dumbstruck at her, he spoke carefully. “I do not think that your brother or Higald would appreciate it if I did such a thing.”
E’Malkai felt the approach of Arile before he actually appeared next to the doorframe. His eyes followed as the shadow passed beneath. The thin frame of the white hunter seemed to materialize soundlessly into the room. 
Arivene seemed unfazed by his approach. She turned her back to E’Malkai and leaned into him. Arile placed his spear on the ground, as a hiker would his walking stick. 
“It would seem that you were getting rather comfortable here, E’Malkai of the South.”
E’Malkai looked down and realized that he had placed his arms around her shoulders without thought. He pulled them away and reddened. “Where have you been, Arile?” queried E’Malkai as he tried to dismiss the embarrassment. 
He rolled his eyes and moved closer to the wall, leaning against it. His spear was held loosely in his hands. “I did not wish to see the rite. I have seen many battles and did not wish to see you beaten, though it would appear that you are doing well enough.”
E’Malkai dismissed his sarcasm. 
“Why are you here now?”
He flicked his hand. 
“Higald wishes to speak with you.”
E’Malkai looked at Arivene. 
He was hesitant to cut their conversation short.
Arivene looked back at him, craning her neck to see him. Her height was evident for the first time as E’Malkai towered over her. “It would be best if we went to Higald. It must be important if he called you,” she reasoned.
Boom. 
The shudder reverberated into the halls and soon shallow screams echoed. Arivene turned. Concern, not fear, crossed her face, and she moved forward with her fists clenched. Arile wheeled as well, the spear tightened in his grasp. 
He cocked his head back as he spoke. “There is trouble.”
E’Malkai took a step forward. 
He stared. 
His body still. 
Arile took a few more steps, the screams echoing louder. “There is something in the caverns.” He turned back again. “Some of those screams were soldiers.”
E’Malkai scowled. 
He had felt a chill, the sickening final call of a man as his breath and life left him. He placed his hand on the planedge to try and center his thoughts. “Where could they have come from?”
“Something followed us from the tundra. It must have been that shadow you spoke of. Something tracked us.”
Arivene had crept ahead of Arile, and he swept her back with his free hand. “My brother, the others, you have to help them, E’Malkai,” she pleaded. 
E’Malkai pulled the handle of the blade free and moved beside Arile. He looked down at the girl with as much confidence and self-assurance as he could muster. “Stay here. Hide if you have to.”
She pushed her hands against his chest. “I wish to fight.”
E’Malkai placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and squeezed. 
“We do not know what lies out there. We cannot risk it.”
The fire in her eyes enhanced the deep brown pools. She thrust her hands to her side; her voice was strained as she skirted the edge of anger. “Had you not been here, I would already be in danger. This is the way of the Fallen. We fight and we die by the rules of the tundra and the creatures that roam it.”
He could not fault her logic. 
E’Malkai could not help but feel a pang in his heart at allowing her that close to danger. He tilted his head and squinted as he looked at her. “I would rather that you not, but we waste time deliberating. Stay close and do as I say.”
She nodded and lowered her center of gravity as she moved behind him. Arile took up the rear. His head swiveled back and forth as he surveyed the tunnel. 
“Which way?” called E’Malkai. The darkened tunnel extended each way for what seemed like an interminable distance. 
Arivene pointed in silence to their right.
E’Malkai stalked forward into the darkness. 
It took a moment for his eyes to adjust, but as he did he saw the curve of another tunnel. Arivene pointed without sound each time, guiding them through the catacombs as the screaming grew less frequent, but far more intense. 
Women and children could be heard. 
The tunnels grew larger as they pressed on, and the urgency of their progression increased. As they pushed through the final curve, back out into the light of the common area, they skidded to a halt. 
“By the Believer,” whispered E’Malkai without thought. 
Some of the adobe flats had caught fire. 
Others lay strewn in pieces as their owners had collapsed upon them, their bodies beaten, some mutilated. The main area was filled with Umordoc. Their bodies were covered in decorative skulls and skins. They did not hunt animals for their furs, but merely for food. 
It was humans that they killed for trophies. 
The Umordoc stood in a tangled mass. Some circled farther into the Fallen, where there were huddled groups of humans on their knees; some were beaten while others were fearful of what might become of them. The shock of Higald’s hair made him stand out at the center of the convoluted mass. 
E’Malkai moved forward only to be restrained by Arile. 
The High Warrior’s eyes narrowed. He extended his open hand toward the emerging trio, and the eyes of the dark warriors followed. As he closed his hand, a formation of Umordoc charged forward, ten or twelve strong. 
Arile brought his spear around again.
Separating from E’Malkai, he swept his arm over Arivene. She ducked beneath and stood her ground as he mumbled about her insolence and foolhardiness. E’Malkai’s eyes widened and he pulled the planedge free of its sheath. 
The goye, the designation for a troop of Umordoc, descended with a predator’s speed. Suddenly, E’Malkai felt like he had gone deaf, the world around him becoming surreally quiet. 
Arivene’s mouth opened wide, a scream echoing in the silence. The curve of her lip and the glassiness of her eyes knew the horror of what was to come. 
The goye swarmed around the youth. 
The sea of black fur and dark pink flesh flooded his vision, and he swung the blade as best he could amidst the flurry. Dark green fluids splattered across his face as he tore into their ranks. He felt the heat of their lifeblood on his face, on his skin.
His mind would not relent.
Before long his balance was compromised, and the world spun, the ceiling dominating his view now. He realized that he had been knocked down by one of them. The humanity of the face surprised him. Thoughts of Elcites made E’Malkai’s mind wander, drifting to a distant time and place from where he was. 
Reality zoomed back into perspective as the Umordoc bellowed. Its rank breath made E’Malkai turn as he held his hands against the chest of the creature. The point of his weapon was held by the beast. 
E’Malkai twisted his neck as he fought to regain control. Glancing sideways, he saw that Arile had glanced his way and was knee-deep in the Umordoc. Some were slain at his feet, others brandished weapons and roared.
E’Malkai’s muscles strained as he fought the embrace of the Umordoc. The point of its weapons neared his face. His eyes intensified as he found that he was losing the struggle. He craned his head again and saw Arivene. 
A fearful look was spread across her face.
An Umordoc reached for her. 
She seemed so small in its shadow. 
A cold shiver passed over E’Malkai, a feeling of hatred and unadulterated pain at her writhing beneath the grip of the enemy. She looked at him and her eyes pleaded, begged him to help. 
It came then. 
He could not hold back any longer.            
The Umordoc on top of him leapt back with pain and glowered down at E’Malkai. The youth was still on his back, but his body seemed consumed in flames. Strange wisps and tendrils of emerald and white poured from him. 
His eyes formed into white, listless globes much like the empty sockets of shadow that made up the Umordoc faces. He rose from the ground, levitating without bodily movement. 
The other Umordoc backed away as well; their attention was focused on E’Malkai as he turned to face them. 
Arile was absorbed in his battle. As the Umordoc continued to back away, he stared at E’Malkai; tendrils of energy flashed and swirled around his body. The Umordoc near Arivene backed away, and she fell aside.
She reached back with her arms to break her fall and then glared at the Umordoc with uncertainty. Turning to E’Malkai, she saw what had become of him. “E’Malkai,” whispered Arivene. 
She glanced at the others, before stumbling toward him. Reaching her hand out, her fingers passed through the aura around him. Her eyes became glassy. 
Sorrow consumed her face. 
“What has happened to you?”
E’Malkai continued to stare forward. 
A surge of energy fluxed out toward the Umordoc. 
“I have been given no choice.”
Arile approached him and placed a hand on Arivene’s shoulder. She turned. Her eyes were soft and scared. “This is something he has to do,” he whispered, not taking his eyes from the youth. 
Arivene allowed herself to be turned away. She looked at the back of E’Malkai, at the flare of his pants and shirt swirling around him. The Umordoc were hesitant. Their bodies were hunched and tense as an animal would be had it encountered another hunter in the woods. 
They sniffed the air cautiously as E’Malkai extended his right hand slowly and opened his fist, flexing his fingers through the open air. Motionless, they all gave him the same blank stare. One of them twitched; a light motion of its shoulder.
Energy erupted from E’Malkai’s hands, screamed across the air, and grasped the beast. The empty pocket of energy lifted the creature and eviscerated it. A light crawled beneath its skin and erupted from its mouth. It disintegrated into a pile of ash that smoldered as it settled to the ground.
E’Malkai turned his dead stare on the others. His face was barren except the bulbous white eyes riddled with emerald veins of energy. He spoke, his voice echoing 
“You should not have come here.”
They seemed to back away slightly.
Their attention was focused on the scattered ash that had been their brethren. Snorts and growls erupted from their lips. They moved around among themselves. Looking from one to the other, they uttered a collective howl and charged. Eleven darkened bodies converged on E’Malkai, their sickle weapons swinging.
The metal curve of the sickles shattered as they struck the outer shell of E’Malkai’s energy. They held the splintered shafts in their hands in awe, if their faces were capable of such an expression. 
E’Malkai grabbed one by the face, his hand spread wide over as much of the creature’s features as he could. The energy resonated from his shoulder through his hand like a cannon, disintegrating the bone and flesh. 
As the youth’s hand came free, he landed and snapped forward. His energized fist shot through another chest. The force and velocity of the strike burned the wound shut, cauterizing it. He ducked and spun around until he was beneath the next and lifted up. E’Malkai caught the third across the chin and lifted him from the ground. 
The creature’s face was no more as it fell back to the ground in convulsions. He continued as thus. His leg snapped around as he carried into the next Umordoc, catching it across the side. The force sent the creature several feet before it came to a halt against one of the stone walls of the caverns. 
The remainder turned as if to run, and E’Malkai extended his hand once more. Rings of power swirled over his body, some darker, some lighter. His hand opened, emerald and white lightning crawling across his fingertips. Leaping like electricity, the energy consumed the receding goye. 
Their bodies disappeared as the youth breathed out, his control absolute. He stepped forward. His feet scorched the rocky floor at his feet. The High Warrior, larger than the others, stood at the head of what remained. The youth was their death incarnate, the embodiment of the Ai’mun’hereun in their eyes.
It took a feral howl of the High Warrior to make them stand their ground. His grunted words were unintelligible to all save Arile, who at the moment was rather silent and wide-eyed. 
Many within the Fallen shared his awe. 
“Your death will be a ward against your kind coming to this place,” echoed E’Malkai, the gravity of his words not lost on the creature. 
The High Warrior stood his ground. His sickle dug into the earth as Arile often did to show his easiness; or uneasiness as it were. “He––say––you come,” gargled the High Warrior in the language of the Fallen, the words taking an incredible effort from the beast. 
“Your Gagnion’Fe’rein is not on this planet.”
The High Warrior nodded. 
“Your god did not come here with the Beast.” 
The two faced each other without fear. 
The High Warrior nodded once more. He picked up his weapon in one hand and beat the other against his chest. The thump echoed in the silence of the room. The only other sound was the crackle of the field around E’Malkai. 
The High Warrior roared. 
The sound was louder than any that the others had produced before their death. The High Warrior charged as they had, his weapon extended into the air as he rushed. The youth stood still, each of his hands rising slowly, straight-armed out in front of him. A dome formed around his hands, a half-circle that curled around his body. The smooth surface was extended toward the charging figure of the High Warrior.
The energy did not jump like electricity as it had before; rather, it burst forth in a beam of light that consumed the High Warrior mid-stride. His bones glowed beneath his flesh as they separated into two entities, one in front of the other, and then vanished as the energy dissipated.
E’Malkai lowered his hands to his sides. 
The remaining Umordoc turned and fled, escaping into the tunnels toward the entrance as fast as they could. E’Malkai moved forward, stepping instead of teleporting, for he did not yet possess the restraint necessary to wield that power. He turned and looked down at the slender fingers of the hand that had held him. 
He saw the fear-stricken face of Arivene. 
Her wide eyes looked at him in shock and awe. 
“What?” he managed. 
His voice had returned. 
E’Malkai shrugged and then bent forward, his hands at his temples. He threw his head back as the energy receded from his body. It sluiced from the top of his head and over his frame as if it were skin being ripped from his bones. 
After it dispersed, he fell to his knees. 
Steam rose from him. 
He clutched the sides of his head. His hair was wet against his skull, and pieces of his clothing smoldered. “My mind is on fire,” he murmured from beneath his hands. 
Arivene bent close. 
Her crimson hair fell over her shoulders like a shield. Her brown eyes sparkled as she met the worn and wasted eyes of E’Malkai. “They are gone now. It is gone now.”
E’Malkai gasped like he had not breathed in some time. Pushing the hair back from his face, he stood up and looked around as if seeing it again for the first time. “I saw you. You were in pain. Anger consumed me, took control of something inside me, something powerful.”
She nodded slowly and allowed him to use her hand to steady himself. Arile came from behind them in the shadows, a look of contemplation on his face. 
He moved around in front of E’Malkai. Lowering himself to one knee, he bowed his head. “I pledge my life and entrust those who I love to the Ai’mun’hereun.” 
E’Malkai looked at him in shock. 
Looking at the others of the Fallen, their blanks stares told him nothing. Some of them fell to one knee as well and murmured as Arile had. Soon, they all prostrated themselves before the youth. Their words echoed in the cavern––even Higald was among them. E’Malkai looked down at Arivene, and she averted her eyes and bowed as well. The same words rolled from her lips. 
The Final War had truly begun.
            
 



ⱷ
Fairhair
  
  
  
Lieutenant Fairhair, loyal to the late Field General Lassen, previously of the Stone Tower of Culouth, shoveled food into his mouth as if he were indeed the starving refugee of which he looked the part. Fairhair’s golden hair was cropped short out of necessity. The trek had proven fatal for his vanity.
Xi’iom and the others had returned without incident, though Illigard was not without its losses. Domaen had fallen and with him all his men. The circumstances were strange: there was only ash and brittle pieces of bone that remained when Xi’iom and his men had come upon them. 
“Field Marshal T’elen wishes to speak with you, just as she did several hours ago when we arrived. You will find that it is best not to keep her waiting. She can become rather cross when made to wait,” cautioned Xi’iom, though he could not hide the smirk that arose when looking upon the comical appearance of the lieutenant. 
His hair seemed darker now that it was cut close to his scalp. The bulge of his eyes and point of nose seemed more pronounced. His eyes rose from the near frantic pace at which he ate and looked at the commander with the best sullen glare that he could muster. 
“It feels like I haven’t eaten in days,” he whined. 
“You must have been well-fed where you came from, lieutenant. My men and I have survived on little more than what you have eaten, and we are not starving as you appear to be.”
Fairhair threw his fork into his food and pushed his chair back as he stood up with a fretful sigh. “Fine, this food is cold anyways.”
The men across the bar flashed him a strange look and returned to their vices as Xi’iom nodded. He motioned for the lieutenant to lead the way. 
Winter had settled in Illigard with a sweeping gesture. Its position promised snowfall more than anything else, though they were spared the erratic and relentless winds that could be found deeper into the swamps. 
They approached a crude metallic building that served as the war chambers for Illigard. Fairhair grimaced as he approached the structure. He knew of T’elen’s temper. She was well-respected and feared among her peers––for good reason. 
Xi’iom grasped the door handle and pulled it free of the icy buildup that had taken residence along the door frame. He held it open as the lieutenant stepped into the musty darkness within. The door shut with a thick sound. Xi’iom entered, brushing past Fairhair and moving into the short hallway that led into the next room. 
A thick oak table was placed at the center.
T’elen stood abreast the far side. 
Her white battle gear was stained with red splotches. There had been a skirmish north of Illigard when a transport vehicle coming from Duirin had been attacked by Culouth forces. Lucky for Illigard, and unlucky for Culouth, T’elen happened to be travelling with the transport. 
The disdain in her face was not well-hidden as she looked up from the wrinkled map that she held firmly underneath each palm. Her hair was pulled back as it always was. It was rumored that her hair had been taken down only once, and that was before the death of her first lover.
Leane stood to the right of her.
Her role of late was commander, not lady-in-waiting or worried mother as many had seen her. She wore a long weave of dark fabric fitted for her form, knee-high boots, and silver edges at her wrists and neckline. 
A grim smile spread across her lips.
“About damn time,” muttered T’elen, motioning them forward.
 Elcites moved behind Leane as if he were her shadow. His duties as wall guard were simple: allocation of soldiers and guardian to the mother of the Ai’mun’hereun. His arms seemed never to uncross from in front of his chest. His eyes followed everything and everyone, especially the gaunt figure of Fairhair as he passed.
“Sorry to keep you waiting. I was hungry,” replied Fairhair as he rubbed his stomach to accentuate his meaning. 
Leane rolled her eyes and snapped a finger at him. “Rather amusing, but the information you have is no longer our only source.”
Fairhair was shocked. “What are you talking about? General Lassen sent me,” returned Fairhair, his mirth and joy evaporating instantly. 
T’elen stepped forward. 
The click of her boots captured his attention. “Another has painted you as a traitor––had you perhaps come immediately this could have been avoided.” 
The interior of the war room seemed more like a dungeon than anything else. The high ceiling was littered with torches. The walls looked like they were constructed of stone, the familiarity a comfort for the lieutenant. 
“There is no other person. He sent me, personally.”
T’elen shrugged.
Waving her hand, another of the soldiers disappeared into the darkness at the back of the room. “We would have you know that this man is unreliable at best. That being said, you are still the enemy until you prove otherwise,” spoke Leane, the venom in her voice silencing him. 
The soldier returned with a craven man in tow. A strangled mass of hair and torn clothing piled in layers emerged. His cold eyes seemed lifeless. 
Fairhair snapped his fingers and pointed at the man, recalling a memory. “I know this idiot,” shouted the lieutenant, hoping his revelation would absolve him of their distrust. “He’s just some drunk.”           
T’elen nodded. His admonition had meant little. “He was indeed, and what a story he has to tell,” she replied as she pushed him ahead gruffly. 
Fredrick’s eyes opened wide as he looked at the lieutenant. He turned back to T’elen with fear: here indeed was the choice between the lesser of two evils. “I came from the Stone Tower.”
Fairhair looked from the Field Marshal to Leane, and then back to Fredrick. He did not understand what Fredrick could have said that would make them question his mission. “Well, get on with it,” pressed Fairhair. 
Fredrick gulped before he started and turned to T’elen, reaching out with his hands. “Can’t I have a drink first?” he pleaded. 
The shallow depths of his cheeks added to his desperation. T’elen knocked away his hand with enough force to spin him. He bowed a few times, realizing that there would be no negotiation. “Start with why you were in the Stone Tower,” ordered T’elen. 
The drunkard swallowed. “I was there because I was kicked out of Culouth, and then Duirin. It was the next closest place,” he answered with a half-whine.
T’elen turned to Fairhair. 
“Do you know that to be true?” she demanded.
The lieutenant shrugged. “Could be. I only saw him a couple of times in the tavern. He never said much, just watched from a back corner.”
T’elen nodded and then turned back to Fredrick. 
“Explain to him why you have come here.”    
Fairhair felt it then: this was what had changed. This is where the story was different. The lieutenant remained silent and stared at the drunkard. 
Fredrick shuffled and wrung his hands together. “I left because there was dissension within the ranks of the Stone Tower. That man right there killed the Field General. I fled, feared for my life,” he replied with a shaky voice. 
He was unable to meet the lieutenant’s eyes.
“That is a lie,” hissed Fairhair and moved toward him. 
Xi’iom restrained him, shaking his head in warning. 
T’elen ignored him and moved closer to Fredrick. Though the height difference was obvious, it seemed as if it was T’elen who towered over the pitiful Fredrick. “Tell us why the lieutenant would do that to a trusted friend?”
Fredrick squirmed more and shook his head. 
Clearly, he didn’t want to talk about it. 
Leane moved forward. “This is important, Fredrick. The lieutenant says something else happened. We need to hear you repeat what you said before,” added Leane. She allowed her voice to soften despite the fire in her eyes.
“General Lassen wanted to aid Illigard. That man did not want him to help. He wanted you to die,” he spoke with a soft sound. 
Fairhair nearly leapt out of his skin. 
He lunged before Xi’iom could restrain him––though not before Elcites wrapped his gigantic arms around him and lifted him off the ground. 
Fredrick stared wide-eyed, fear spreading across his face. 
“That must have been difficult. You may go, Fredrick,” Leane cooed as best she could. 
Fredrick nodded and allowed himself to be led from the room and out into the cold without a word. After the door had slammed behind him, T’elen nodded to Elcites. 
Fairhair fell free from the giant’s grasp. “That is complete drivel. Why would I come here if I killed Lassen? I didn’t even know he was dead,” shouted the lieutenant. 
T’elen allowed herself a simple smile. “Indeed. I did not say that I believed him, merely that there were conflicting stories. What we believe is that he is an agent of Culouth, and that Lassen’s death was orchestrated after you had left the Stone Tower.”
Fairhair’s anger slackened, but he was still bruised from the drunkard’s words. “Bastards killed Lassen,” spoke Fairhair as he turned and fumed, his fists clenched at his sides. 
 “What is it that your general wanted? Xi’iom said that you had a message from the Field General.”
Fairhair sighed. 
“He wanted you to know that the soldiers of the Stone Tower were at your disposal. That he wished to lend aid to Illigard. The drunkard did not lie about that,” he replied, the anger not yet dissolved. 
T’elen turned to Leane. “A couple hundred thousand troops: that could be rather significant in the coming days,” she whispered. 
“Doesn’t matter now,” Fairhair commented. 
 T’elen turned to him with her characteristic look of indifference. “Why?”
The lieutenant paced back toward the entrance, his hands locked behind his back. “Culouth went to some trouble to send that man ahead of me, to make sure that his information reached you first. I doubt that was the end of their planning. They have by this time informed the troops that I killed General Lassen, and they will want blood. Neither my insistence, nor yours, will make them think otherwise.”
T’elen’s face darkened. 
“You are right. He thought well ahead.”
Leane cast a disapproving look. “Could have been Fe’rein’s doing. He was sneaky long before he became an All-god.”
 “What about Fredrick? There is no doubt in my mind that he is an agent of Culouth,” challenged Fairhair. 
“He is a broken man,” spoke Elcites with a sad nod. 
“We cannot send him back. He does not know much, but the little he does could be helpful to them. Either way we have to keep him here,” reasoned T’elen as she placed her fists on her hips. 
“What of the border scouts?” queried Leane as she turned to Xi’iom. 
The commander shifted on his feet. 
“Domaen will not be returning to us. His squadron was taken just north of here, very strange circumstances. The border scouts have been taken care of and what little information they possessed was retrieved. The only useful morsel was the smuggling of soldiers by the thousands under cover of women and children.”
“Strange circumstances?” queried T’elen, her scowl deepened. 
Xi’iom nodded. 
“It appeared as if they were roasted alive, completely ravaged. I do not think it was desert creatures as the southern tribes insist, or wild Umordoc. They have not strayed beyond the northern marker since the Border Wars.”
T’elen nodded grimly. 
“What could it have been? Domaen was invaluable.” 
“It was Fe’rein,” stated Leane. 
“How do you know?” queried T’elen, suspicion in her voice.
“I would agree with Leane ilsen. It looks like something that would have been perpetuated by the mion. He can be quite cruel,” conceded Elcites with a nod of his shaggy mane. 
“These are perilous times indeed. Where will people turn when they cannot find the strength in themselves?”
Leane caught herself before speaking of E’Malkai. Instead, she placed a reassuring hand on the Field Marshal’s shoulder. “They will find a way. Illigard will be the source of their hope.”
T’elen looked at her. “And what of your son, to whom do you look for hope? Hope for E’Malkai? Without word of his safety, of his progress…”
Elcites cleared his throat. 
“He is strong, but the tundra can break the will of any man.”
Leane’s face steeled at the comment. “The tundra has never broken an Armen, and will not start with E’Malkai. He will survive, it is in his blood.”
Elcites nodded. 
T’elen did as well, though emotion filled her eyes ever so briefly. She cleared her throat and returned her hands to the maps; her gnarled fists pressed against the table as the others gathered around. 
The fate of an empire rested in their hands. 
 



  
ⱷ
Fe’rein
  
  
  
Fe’rein walked through the streets of what had been Duirin. The scorched houses smoldered in the winter air, and the walls that had stood for centuries crumbled as if they were day-old bread. It had been a city for those who wished to flee from Culouth. 
Now, it was no more. 
Umordoc walked farther behind him, their dark bodies adorned with crimson leathers––some held rifles, others pikes and sickles as their ancestors had. Human bodies: women and children lay ashen and brittle. Bones burnt until there was no more water within them, dried as if it was the dead of summer deep in the desert.
The siege had lasted exactly two hours. 
Fe’rein had flown over them, his shadowed form an albatross in the gray skies overhead. He rained shadow fire down upon them, innocents and soldiers alike consumed by his wrath. 
His show of power was mostly that: a ruse. 
A distraction meant to give the soldiers on the ground an advantage. With each passing day, Fe’rein felt his power dissipate like darkness in the face of the rising sun. However, by the time a defense had been mounted, Umordoc had breached the outer walls and begun their savage assault. 
He walked now, the messiah of a fallen people, their skulls and flesh crunched underfoot. The mion surveyed his massacre as an artist would a painting upon a canvas. He knew that there was no threat left in Duirin. 
Y’re had fled along with E’Malkai’s mother south to Illigard.
The courtyard that had once been lined with green trees and berry bushes was wilted and burnt. The scraggly fingers of the branches that remained were arcane reminders of nature. 
An Umordoc captain walked toward him, their social structure different under command of the mion. “Lord Fe’rein, we have found a survivor,” he growled. 
Fe’rein turned slowly, his mind numb and humming like a struck stone all at once. “I ordered none to be left alive,” he answered at a half-turn. 
The Umordoc captain did not hesitate. 
“He is an old man. He did not resist.”
Fe’rein sighed. He did not wish to see the fear in the man’s eyes, the hatred that he too felt in his own heart. “Bring him forward.”
They pushed the old man in front of Fe’rein. His wild mane of white hair matched his beard. The crazed look in his eyes spoke not of vengeance, but of an unknown fear. 
Fe’rein faced him. 
He recognized the face. 
The glint of that recognition was enough; Fe’rein knew this man before his ascension. “What is your name?” barked Fe’rein, his patience an extinct beast. 
The man looked at him strangely and then brought his fingers to his face, wiggling them. He spoke to the spindly appendages in a hurried voice. “The shadow man wishes to know my name,” he whispered. 
Fe’rein rolled his eyes. 
The man had lost his mind. “I do not have the time for this, old man. Tell me your name or I will end your life before you can utter another word.”
The old man peeked out from behind his writhing fingers. They stopped abruptly, still caught in a twist of knuckles. “I am Hugo, and you are––you were a boy. Yes, a boy who I had seen below.”
Fe’rein took a step forward and towered over the frail man. 
His shadow covered him completely. 
“What are you babbling about?”
“The tunnels––the day we escaped. You were there with another, a dark man,” he muttered. His fingers were again a swirl of motion: incomprehensible and nonsensical motion that only a man such as he could create. 
“You were the one who escaped with my brother,” whispered Fe’rein in horror. 
The mion did know the man. He was there after Summer had been destroyed, when the hatred had taken him completely––before he betrayed and killed his brother. 
He nodded furiously. “Yes. That was me as I was before.”
Fe’rein turned. The grim line of his mouth deepened. He stared off, gazing at the smoldering homes and blowing snow. “Release him.”
“My lord,” spoke the Umordoc captain in surprise. 
He placed a hand on Hugo’s shoulder, keeping him still. The muscles of Fe’rein’s face tightened. Ghosts of the past seemed unable to leave him in peace. “You heard me. Set him loose outside of the walls with a pack in tow. He is free.”
Bowing, the Umordoc pulled Hugo away, the man mumbling once more. His muttered words might as well have been in another language. Fe’rein felt the touch of those he served before he heard their voices. 
He stood alone among so much death. 
Child of Darkness, Creator of Destruction. We summon you.
Fe’rein gritted his teeth. 
A meeting with the tribunal was as far from his mind as anything could be. This war with Illigard would soon become a costly one. The forces of Illigard were craftier than the soldiers pulled from Culouth:
men soft from lack of action––from sitting in taverns and whoring––were now agents of war. 
Illigard settled border disputes and all other manner of skirmishes that took place on the Lower Plane on a daily basis. What they lacked in sheer numbers was made up in leadership and a desire to survive. 
They had a purpose.
We wish you to return here to us. There is much we must speak of.
Fe’rein allowed his anger to flow free.
The shadow energy exploded from within him. The arc of it crashed into the heavens, splitting the gray clouds with shadow fire. Energy overtook him as it always did, but he felt less in control of it than he had ever before.
Something else controlled his actions now. 
He lowered himself slightly, his muscles tensing. 
Then pushing up, his body hovered. 
Rising until he was airborne, he then extended his arms out in front of him. Air flew over and under him as he climbed into the atmosphere. He crashed through the mist, emerging atop the nebulous mass. Wisps and striations mixed with his shadow energy, twirling about him as his body spun and then leveled. 
The dome of Culouth was at the very apex of the world. Normally, there was a crystalline glow from within as he approached––the flawless texture like a virgin pearl. 
That had changed. 
A dark cloud had formed within the dome and circulated like poison. Technicians and soldiers who had been in charge of the machinery that regulated Culouth were called to war. The long neck of machinery that extended out from underneath Culouth eventually formed into a bulbous, spherical entity at its bottom: the keep of the tribunal, of the Intelligence, for they were one and the same. 
There were several openings along the outer texture of the dome, but most had been abandoned for the call to war. The only entrance available was a service duct along the vein of the machinery, a place of smoke and shadow that led deeper into the ducts and airways of Culouth. 
Fe’rein entered the duct system. 
It quickly became a maze in which he had to dodge one way or another to navigate the narrow, and sometimes sudden, turns. It soon opened into the chambers of the Intelligence. 
The door came to him in the darkness as it always did; appeared as if it knew he had been called. It was not unreasonable to believe that their power extended this far, and perhaps deeper yet. Fe’rein stepped into the dim light. He found himself in a cavern, one hollowed out of metal and bone. 
The mion stepped lightly. 
The darkness unnerved him. 
There was something different about it this time. Something watched him now as it had not before. “You summoned me,” he called out into the darkness. 
The echo answered him with his own words, though distorted and bloated. Lights hummed to life. “Why did you summon me here?”
The back of the cavern seemed to fluctuate as if it was a wave upon the ocean. Fe’rein cringed as he witnessed the Intelligence as he had never before. 
Cables ran into the walls and wound back to a centralized mass. It was a machine that filled the cavern; three ports were situated across its face. Pixilated viewscreens showed three distorted faces, vaguely human, that stared out at Fe’rein. From each screen, more cables ran into the lower half of its mass. 
It sizzled and churned like molten steel. 
“Your war does not increase our influence,” echoed the voice. It was the child, the giggling girl he had remembered. Though there was no mirth or feeling in the voice. 
“You divide those who would serve us,” scolded the second, the grandfather. 
“Each day the Ai’mun’hereun grows closer to Dok’Turmel, to where the true power resides. Your war distracts those who would destroy him,” echoed the final voice, the one from which darkness seemed to pour. 
Fe’rein’s anger boiled, but he held his words. To see the Intelligence free of pretense was frightening. “This war is necessary. Field Marshal T’elen stands opposed to all of Culouth, including the tribunal.”
Static erupted from the mass of machine: a
groan that almost felt human. “The soldier does not concern us. Wars will rage and many will die, but the Ai’mun’hereun must not rise,” spoke the first voice. 
“We did not transcend time and space to recreate a world so that the Original Creator could find us again. We will not allow what we have made to be destroyed,” screamed the second voice with the pitch of a malfunctioning machine. 
“You may believe that you have power, that you are the Gagnion’Fe’rein. You are a pawn. The real power is in a place where you can never go,” spoke the third voice. 
Fe’rein scowled. 
“Why have you called me here?” he challenged. 
“Your anger is your greatest asset, Ryan Armen of the Fallen,” rumbled the third voice. The illumination of the chamber grew and faded with the inflection of the voice. 
“Do not use that name, it haunts me.” 
“That is your name,” spoke the second voice with equal rage. 
“When the Ai’mun’hereun takes your life it shall be renamed in Dok’Turmel. This is the way of death. The dark road to the underworld is paved in the names that the Creator has taken,” explained the first voice, mirth returned. 
“Dok’Turmel does not concern me. Illigard and T’elen are what vex me. They are a thorn in the present,” shouted Fe’rein as he glared at the presumptuous forms of the Intelligence. 
“As well they should, but do not forget the trust and power we have placed in you,” cautioned the second voice. 
The mion sliced his hand through the air. 
“I took this power. It is mine to do with as I wish.” 
The shadow energy began to ripple, little waves distorting the air around him. The machine was incapable of emotion or conveying feelings, but its words were an amalgamation of shock and frustration. 
“You overestimate your worth to us, human. We have lived through the ages, centuries and generations of warlords and would-be tyrants who laid siege to this world, and others, in our name,” boomed the second voice. 
“We are connected to this planet. Only Dok’Turmel and the domain of the Ai’mun’hereun evade us. These things are shielded from our power by those who would seek to destroy us. Yet here you stand, an insect believing it is more powerful than the sun,” continued the first voice. The shrill pitch of the girl’s voice echoed in the chamber. 
The metallic visage of the Intelligence shimmered. 
A reaper appeared. 
A dark cloak and the steel of its sickle made it appear as the legends painted it. It extended one of its bony fingers forward; the joints cracked as it retracted the skeletal appendages. 
Waves of time and space poured from the long extensions as it became the image of a man: complete with a short gray beard and equally gray hair. It was the very picture of a grandfather: glasses and thick, coiled muscles from working outside most of his life juxtaposed with the grim line of his anger spread across grizzled features. 
That faded into something else: the image of a small child who was no more than ten. Her black shoes and dark skirt were marred with blood; her white blouse scorched in thunder and ash, face mangled. 
As she moved forward, she smiled. 
Insects poured from her mouth, covering her body until it was nothing more than a writhing mass of carapaces and twitching antennae. A dark light resonated from within and overtook the insects. A new image appeared, born from the crawling bodies: the man whose life Fe’rein had sacrificed for power, Seth Armen. 
The visage smirked: a terrible, ravenous smile that would never have graced Seth’s face. “Hey there, brother. Seems as if you are in crisis,” he spoke, the voice haunting. His mouth moved as Seth’s would have. Brown hair was cropped short as he never wore it; a goatee formed around his mouth. 
“You are not my brother,” replied Fe’rein as he backed up. 
The image of Seth shook his head. “How could I be Seth? You killed me after all. I am here as a reminder that those you serve can do what they wish with the dead.”
“I do not believe that. They said they cannot control Dok’Turmel. You cannot be my brother. You are an illusion.”
The visage paced toward him, his hands clasped behind his back as he did so. “Life is an illusion, especially this one. This planet, these people: no one is what they seem. The Fallen is no more real than gods walking among men. Yet you are here, the very image of what an All-god would be. The Fallen are real as well.”
Fe’rein watched the image of his brother. 
Each movement was as it had been. 
“You once told me that dreams were all we had. That without them life was a list of tasks that you can never finish. You would say that life is not really life, but perception. Do not preach this philosophical nonsense. I am alive, not you, brother.”
The visage laughed. 
Its teeth sparkled. 
“See there, you betray the words you have spoken. You called me brother when I could not be. You said yourself that I was not, but you speak to me as if I was.”
Fe’rein held his tongue. 
The muscles of his cheek flexed angrily. 
The visage shook a cautionary finger. “Anger is your power. The rage that wells inside you is what made you kill me. You sought vengeance and you knew that I would not take lives for payment. I would have battled those who you serve.”
“You are the Intelligence,” spoke Fe’rein through tight lips. 
“I am perspective, one that you did not have,” corrected the visage. 
“What is the point of this? I know that I killed my brother.”
The image shook its head. 
“This is because you do not know your place, brother.” 
The visage grasped Fe’rein and lifted him into the air by his neck. The mion kicked and groaned as he wrapped his own hands around the one that held him so simply. “There was a time when I could have killed you on a whim.”
Fe’rein gurgled. His eyes were wide open, his pulse racing. He did not have the power, the strength to which he had become so accustomed. 
“I––what…”
The visage tilted his head. “Is that fear I smell, brother? Your precious power is insignificant here. The Intelligence is your master. You are their slave.”
Fe’rein gurgled. The veins in his throat pulsed and his face reddened as he tried to speak. “What…”
“I cannot hear you, brother. Where is the venom? The anger that you wield as if it were a panacea. Your power is borrowed, a perversion of what once was, and will be again. Your foolhardiness and disregard has caused more trouble than you could have ever imagined. Set things into motion that cannot be reversed.”
“He––is––dead,” croaked Fe’rein. 
The visage scoffed and shook his head. “Are you a fool, brother? Would we be so upset if the boy had perished? He survived your little plan. He walks among the Fallen,” replied the visage, anger seeping into his voice. Allowing him to drop, he stepped away. Wiping his hands against one another, he paced away from Fe’rein’s crumpled figure. “Your idiocy knows no bounds, brother. You were a fool when you were Ryan Armen, and now as mion you have come unhinged at the seams.”
Fe’rein rubbed his throat with his hand and glowered at the towering image of his brother. “There was much that was hidden from me. Seclusion among the Fallen made the world so much smaller. The greater truths of this world evaded me.”
“That is something that you should have thought of before you killed me in cold blood for this power,” mocked the image, half-turning to the kneeling Fe’rein. 
“There is no way he could have survived an assault from a yotikai. How could he have escaped?” 
The visage sighed. “The son of Armen can feel his power now. He has more strength than you can fathom, brother. The pilgrimage is his to follow, and he shall do so to its end. There is nothing that you can do now. Hope that the journey into Dok’Turmel ends his life; you are lucky that Dok’Turmel does not align with either side. Death is its own judge.”
“What is it that you would have me do?” queried Fe’rein. 
The visage stopped and turned to Fe’rein. 
His cruel features sullied the memory of Seth, but Fe’rein couldn’t bring himself to say those words. “Win your war, child of darkness, and prepare for the battle with the Ai’mun’hereun. He will come for you if he survives Dok’Turmel. You may leave.” 
The image of Seth brushed at the air with his hand. Fe’rein felt the pang of the darkness and his eyes shut involuntarily, allowing the shadow energy to burn in his wake. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The library of the Fallen was a remnant of the past. Three walls were filled to the ceiling with books, some wrapped in oiled cloth and some dust jackets that had long since grown brittle. Two long wooden tables ran lengthwise adjacent to the entrance. Books were stacked in piles, some open and others shut. 
E’Malkai sat far from the entrance. His dark hair fell over his face as he ran his hands over the books. “Most of this is written in a Culouth dialect, but some of it I cannot understand––an older derivative of its written language perhaps. There is much here that you may not be aware of,” called E’Malkai without looking up. 
Mihen carried a large stack of books, turning at the youth’s words and lifting an eyebrow in question. “Let me sit down, my boy, and I will have myself a listen.”
E’Malkai nodded and continued to run his fingers over the text. His blue eyes followed the words as he mumbled to himself. “Most of it reads as riddles and prophecies, but there is much written about the coming of the Ai’mun’hereun.”
Mihen chuckled and sat down next to the youth. “That much I already know. Even though I could not read these particular texts, it was obvious that they were written in a before-time when riddles were a very common way of talking about an uncertain future, or an unknown past.”
The youth shook his head. “There is something different about this. There are references to Dok’Turmel and the residence of the Ti’ere’yuernen, as well the birthplace of the power of the Original Creator. They speak of the coming of the Ai’mun’hereun, ascending during the Final War. That he will walk through the darkness of Dok’Turmel and….”
Mihen was enraptured now. 
He leaned forward as the youth hesitated. 
“What is it?”
E’Malkai shook his head, his furrowed brow darkening. “I can’t be sure. It talks about the rebirth of the Original Creator in the coming centuries, or perhaps that it would take centuries for the vessel of the Original Creator to absorb the essence of the universe. I honestly cannot be certain. There is a variation in the sentence structure, an aberration of which I do not have a firm grasp. I wish Elcites was here, he could read it.”
Mihen raised an eyebrow as he leaned back. 
“Was he your instructor?”
E’Malkai shook his head. Closing the book, a cloud of dust exploded from its pages. “No, he was my guardian and I was his sien. He was an Umordoc.”
Mihen tightened. 
“You had an Umordoc as a guardian?”
“He was my friend as well. The Umordoc of Culouth are not as they are here in the tundra. Many of them are more intelligent than humans. Bakar serves on the Council of Six. The mindless killers of the north are a product of this environment, a vestige of their tribal ways.”
The tension lessened, but remained in place as Mihen shifted his posture. “Tell me of this place, Culouth, before we continue with the translations.”
E’Malkai sighed and placed his hands behind his head. Leaning back in the chair, he balanced one foot against the table. “Where to begin? What is that you would like to know?”
“Is it a large place?” offered Mihen with a gesture of his hand. 
E’Malkai chuckled. 
“In terms of its physical area or population?”
“Both.”
“Culouth spans several miles in length. There are several million people living within, and several million more in outposts on the Lower Plane––the land south of the northern marker.” 
Mihen was awestruck, his mouth hung open. 
“Millions?”
E’Malkai nodded. “There is war there now, millions could die. There are so many who believe I am this hero, this champion of the Light. Yet, I do not know where to begin to look for this power.”
Mihen seemed distracted and picked up the text, opening it in front of E’Malkai. “What else does the text speak of?”
E’Malkai pulled the book onto his lap and ran his finger over the words. “It says that within the breadth of the Texts of Remembrance the true history of man, and their escape from their home planet, is catalogued.”
“Home planet? Terra is our planet. Is it a portent, a prophecy?” 
The shake of his head dissuaded the old scientist. “This is a construction of a past, of one that took place millennia ago, but it is not clear. It constantly refers to the Texts of Remembrance.”
“I have never heard of such books. Does it say where they are housed?”
“It speaks of it being in the Bringer of Worlds, the Pathway of the Ancients: a vessel or ship that carried beings across space. Once again, whoever wrote this is not really divulging specifics. There are just archaic references.”
Mihen laced his hands through one another. “We need the texts it speaks of. I believe that the Final War of lore is upon us. I have never heard of such armies battling one another. It must be the end of days.”
E’Malkai’s face brightened. “It may not speak of the location of the texts themselves, but it does reference a location on what they call a road of sky glass. This is where this vessel should still be.”
“Where?” pressured Mihen. 
He was lost in thought now, the revelations maddening. 
The youth’s fingers scanned over the text, and then tapped the book as he stopped. “In the coldest reaches of this world there is an ancient place built of machines and metal, and within its walls the texts of a world lost and reborn are housed.”
Mihen looked at the youth, perplexed. 
E’Malkai put the book down and closed it. “The Temple of the Ancients. Arile spoke of it as we traversed the Maiden. That is where these books lead us.”
Mihen pushed himself up from the table and shook head. 
Pacing away from the youth, he spoke. “You are wrong, that is a dark and terrible place. It consumed your grandfather and almost took your father’s life as well. You must have interpreted it incorrectly.”
“I didn’t. It makes sense in a way. If that place is as modern as I believe, then it had to have been erected before the Fallen. Perhaps that is why the Re’klu’hereun faded. The knowledge they guarded was the key to all of this,” reassured E’Malkai as he placed his hands on the table. 
Mihen shook his head.
He did not believe. 
“What else is there?”
E’Malkai stared at him for a moment, and then sat back once more with a deflated sigh. “There is quite a bit about Dok’Turmel and the passing of the Original Power. Something about an offering of family. That is a literal translation. I can’t be entirely certain of the context. The wording jumps around from passage to passage, but it talks about the sacrifice of family, of origin.”
Mihen nodded absently and motioned for him to continue. 
“There is more. It speaks of the dissolution of the tundra people during the Final War: the people of the tundra may remain within the womb of their birth and wither, or burn brightly until they are extinguished.”
Mihen watched the youth. “Dire indeed.”
E’Malkai shut the book as he had before and leaned back, his hand gripping his chin. “There is a lot here, prophecies and rituals laid down ages ago. All of it points toward the Temple of the Ancients. If this is my journey, then that is a step toward my destination. Whatever answers I seek about my father, or this being that so many believe me to be, are in that place.”
The door opened to the library.
Mete and Arivene stood next to each other in the opening of the door. A dark green dress covered the girl from the curve of her pearly shoulder to the slip of her ankle. Her usual smile was gone, replaced with a grim line. Mete stood as he always did, arms crossed over his chest. Leather armor was drawn tight against his chest; a dark black sheath held the bulk of his planedge. 
“My Ai’mun’hereun,” he boomed with a curt nod. 
E’Malkai frowned despite Arivene’s presence. 
“Do not call me that, Mete.”
Arivene stepped forward. The swirl of her dress dusted the floor. “You cannot deny what you have become. You are the Ai’mun’hereun reborn. Your power has been foretold.”
E’Malkai moved to say something, but Mihen touched his chest. Nodding to him, the youth waved him away. “What brings the two of you here?”
Mete stepped past his sister, the coils of his arms hung at his sides. “Lord Higald seeks the council of the Ai’mun’hereun. The fate of the Fallen is at your feet.”
E’Malkai brushed aside Mihen and shot him a frustrated glare.
 “What has happened that requires my immediate attention?”
Arivene moved toward him and bowed slightly. “The entrance to the Fallen has been broken beyond repair. Soon the cold will freeze the caverns.”
“The Umordoc,” replied E’Malkai. 
“Indeed, my Ai’mun’hereun. Everyone has been assembled. They await your presence. We believe that you will lead us to a better place. We have waited for the coming of the Believer for some time.”
            
*
  
The assemblage of the Fallen was silent. Their brooding leader stood beside Bione. His thinner body seemed like a child next to the bear of man who was their chieftain. People stood unfazed, unblinking, as E’Malkai walked alongside the bleached stone walls of the common house. 
Arile stood against the corner, obscured by darkness. 
Mete and Arivene walked behind him. 
Mihen was the last to reach the common house. 
Higald spread his hands wide as E’Malkai reached him. 
“The Ai’mun’hereun,” he boomed. Closing the circle of his arms, he sat into a flat-backed seat behind him, motioning for E’Malkai to do the same. 
E’Malkai nodded and cast a sideways glance to the assembled Fallen. Their collective stare unnerved the youth more than he cared to show. “I would ask that you refer to me only as E’Malkai until things are sorted out.”
Higald smiled with a tilt of his head. “As you wish, though you have been called here because you have the Sight. There are things that have been set in motion that cannot be undone. The Fallen and her people are upon a precipice.”
E’Malkai wished to scream that it was not his problem, not his burden. But had he not come to the tundra, the Umordoc would not have torn the entrance to pieces. Whether or not he was the man they wished him to be, he had brought this tragedy down upon them. He was now responsible for their well-being despite their belief. 
“What is it that you would ask of me, Higald?”
Higald rose from his seat and turned in a circle. 
His eyes focused on the floor in thought. “Our home has been destroyed. Your presence here now speaks of what will come next. It is indeed time for us to move beyond the boundaries of our forbearers. We must follow the path you lay out before us.”
E’Malkai recalled the text, the words written about the tundra tribes and their place in the Final War. It rung hauntingly familiar. “You would ask that I lead you to your holy land as if I were a prophet who carried the standard of the old and new?”
Higald nodded. 
E’Malkai paced toward Higald. “If I agree to do this, you will do as I say? You will ask no questions?”
Higald hesitated. The undertone of the youth’s words hung in the air like a viscous substance. “We will do as you say. You are our guide.”
E’Malkai closed his eyes, already regretting the words he had not spoken. He stared out upon the gathered Fallen. Their apathetic stares were focused upon him. 
“Fathers and sons, mothers and daughters of the Fallen heed my words, for I speak them only once. For the spirit of the Fallen to survive, you must journey south. I have foreseen only death for you here in the north.”
There was a loud outburst. 
The words were mumbled, but the sentiment was not lost on E’Malkai. There were many who still believed that the marker dividing the tundra from the Lower Plane was the entrance to the underworld. To speak such heresy would cause commotion no matter who spoke it. 
E’Malkai turned to Higald, not bothering to hide his dissatisfaction at the reaction. “This is what I was afraid of: you would fear where destiny would take you,” he called to the stunned chieftain. 
The words of the youth and the reaction of his people weighed on him. “The south is a death march, my Ai’mun’hereun,” breathed Arivene. She moved close to E’Malkai, wrapping her slender arms around his. 
E’Malkai looked at her pleading, desperate eyes.
“This is the only way.” 
E’Malkai’s eyes shifted to Arile’s leaning, shadowed figure. 
Their eyes met and he flicked his head, motioning for him to come forward. Arile pushed himself from the wall, spear still held in hand, and approached the youth as the room erupted in whispers and angry voices. 
“Trouble in paradise?” chided Arile as he nodded to the girl. 
Her scolding eyes surveyed him as he stood without care. She thrust her arms out from her sides and pushed her face toward his. Her brown eyes were ablaze at his insolence. “Who are you to speak to the Original Creator with such mockery? He is a being worthy of respect and devotion. You would do well to remember that, speaker of beast tongues.”
Arile jabbed a finger at her and looked to E’Malkai. 
“There is a lot of fire in this one.” He turned back to her, his smile a shield against her anger. Looking to E’Malkai, he continued. “What is it that you wanted?”
Higald moved through the masses. 
The deep coals of his eyes seemed to ease them one by one. He turned back to the youth from within the crowd. It was truly a statement of his placement: a leader among his people. 
“In a moment, Arile.” 
E’Malkai lifted his hands above his head. 
“The Final War is upon Terra. The tundra is no safer than the south. Beyond the dark marker to the south is another place, one that was once a fertile and populated land. Now it stands at the crossroads of the Final War.”
E’Malkai continued. 
Once more there was silence. 
“The south is full of people who believe in the Ai’mun’hereun. The enemies of the Light outnumber them. It is written that the tribes of the tundra can become champions in the Final War if they choose to walk from their shelter and into the embrace of others. This is why I send you south. This is why the Utiakth and the mountain people will travel south from this cold prison.”
“Why would we fight for another?” queried Mete as he stepped forward beside his sister. His vacant expression mirrored those of his fellow Fallen. 
E’Malkai sighed. 
He did not have the strength to explain to these people why things must be done––that there was a greater good and a powerful evil that infected the land far beyond their comprehension. 
“There was a man who once walked among the Fallen.”
Mete’s face brightened. 
“You father, Seth Armen.”
E’Malkai shook his head. 
“There was another Armen, Ryan, who as well was banished with my father. When he was here, he was a different man: a boy like I am now. He was sensitive, kind. I did not know him as he was then. Darkness infects my uncle, the man you once knew as Ryan Armen. He took the power from the Desert of the Forgotten. He is no longer that child of the Fallen, but instead a monster called Fe’rein, a dark tyrant who claims the land as his. And it is his greed and lust for power that has brought your Final War of legend down upon the land. You should fight because those who oppose my uncle believe as you do in the possibility of a tomorrow––one without shadow and darkness.”
Higald moved toward the youth. 
His mouth was agape, eyes wide. 
“You speak of the Gagnion’Fe’rein. Ryan Armen is no more.”
“Will you do as I have spoken?” queried E’Malkai. 
Higald seemed far away as he looked at the youth. “We have little choice if the words of the ancient texts have come to pass. There is no room for error in those pages. They speak of past, present, and future.”
E’Malkai leaned in close to the chieftain. “You must begin the evacuation now. Soon more Umordoc will return in greater force to finish what the others started. That battle is one that cannot be won here.”
“What of the other tribes?”
E’Malkai turned to Arile and tapped him on the chest. “You must return to the Utiakth. Tell them their Ai’mun’hereun commands them south.” 
Arivene grabbed his arm and pulled him to face her. “You make it sound as if this is to be our doing. Can you not lead us all?”
Mihen had been slowly making his way to the front of the common house. He came up alongside the girl. His warm smile caused her to forget for a moment. 
“There is much for E’Malkai to do.”
Arivene’s eyes pooled and she stood in silence, staring at him without comment. “You cannot come with us to your home?”
E’Malkai shook his head. 
He felt a tug in his chest. “The Temple of the Ancients holds answers to the puzzle of who I am and what I must do. I am sorry, Arivene.”
She shook her head. 
“You promised that I could be your guide and I am going to hold you to that. You do not know the tundra as we do. You will need someone to lead you to the Temple of the Ancients,” she demanded. Her brown eyes hung on the edge of pleading and forcefulness. 
Mete stepped forward and placed a hand on the youth’s shoulder. “She cannot traverse the Maiden without a warrior.”
E’Malkai spread his hands, relieved at the man’s understanding.
The warrior folded his arms over his chest and continued. “That is why I will accompany you to the Temple of the Ancients, for I could not leave my sister to brave the cold alone. I have pledged my life to the Ai’mun’hereun.”
The youth threw up his hands and turned to Higald. 
“Gather the disciplinary soldiers and get these people going. Travel night and day until you reach the southern border where the black marker stands tall. There is a village three days’ journey south. Mention my name. They will remember me.”           
“And then what?”
E’Malkai crossed his arms, the long sleeves of the shirt he wore draped over one another. “Wait there for Arile and the Utiakth. Then make your way south along the coast––as far west as you can travel. You will find few friends for several days, weeks even, but you are searching for Illigard, a castle in the south. The leader there is woman named T’elen. My mother, Leane, is there as well.”
“That is where the warriors of the Light will be?”
“I believe so.”
E’Malkai closed his eyes and focused, slowing sounds and images around him as Elcites had taught him. He heard Higald’s voice slow and then it was distant, a lifetime away. The tundra flashed out before him, through the massive opening that led into the Fallen now and then over the Maiden––down through the pass to the east and over the mists of the Hall of Spines. 
He passed the miles between the northern marker and the Hall of Spines in an instant. Linar remained as it had been: common houses and the grayish brown tents littered around it. It seemed undisturbed, so the youth pushed south until he reached the smoking ruins of Duirin. 
Umordoc soldiers walked the streets. 
He could see the burnt and ravaged bodies. 
E’Malkai felt their pain and pushed on toward Illigard. Snow covered the swamps. Trenches had been built. Specks of soldiers were hidden deep within the snow. 
He moved to the east and saw the army that had been amassed, millions of bodies poised hundreds of miles from Illigard. The image of Fe’rein came into view and he felt his mind pulled toward him. His dark visage was surrounded in shadow fire. And as E’Malkai approached overhead, he felt an overwhelming urge to scream in terror. 
The face turned, the dark eyes burning into E’Malkai. 
Fe’rein opened his mouth and the shadow fire erupted.
E’Malkai jerked forward, his eyes fluttering. 
Reality flowed back into his vision. He was still standing, barely. Higald and the others looked at him with concern. His throat was tight and he felt thirsty. 
Licking his lips, he swallowed hard as he tried to speak. 
“You do have the Sight,” whispered Arivene in awe. 
E’Malkai looked around. “Water.”
Arivene nodded to her brother and he disappeared out of sight. 
She placed her hands on his face. 
“What did you see?”
E’Malkai shook his head and looked around. He felt inexplicably drunk. “It is the homing technique. Elcites taught it to me. He told me to use it to see what was necessary.”
“And what did you see?” urged Higald. 
E’Malkai closed his eyes and the flash of Fe’rein came again. 
He opened his eyes and sighed, sitting back in one of the flat-backed chairs. “I saw the path that we must take. There is already so much carnage. The place of my birth, Duirin, is destroyed, burnt to ashes and waste. The battlefield is set. Millions of soldiers stand ready for the Final War. Do you understand the capacity of millions of men?”
Higald nodded. 
“You will not encounter anyone in your trek south. The Final War has begun. Lines have been drawn in the sand. We can spare no more time. The Umordoc attack was meant to end my life. The Intelligence knows that I am alive. They will send more; they will come for me. You must leave immediately,” replied E’Malkai, his labored stare laced with urgency. 
Mete returned, a ceramic vase filled with water in his hands. 
E’Malkai grasped it gratefully. 
A thin smile crossed his lips as he drank from it. Water spilled over the sides of the bowl and down his face to his shirt. Higald turned without further word; around him the assemblage began to disperse. 
“Will journeying south save our people?” asked Mete as he gripped the hilt of his weapon tightly. 
E’Malkai pulled the bowl away from his face before he spoke. 
“It will give the Fallen a chance. The prophecies and ancient texts can be vague, open to interpretation, but the threat to the south is very real. The Fallen are tundra warriors, and this is a war waged in the winter.”
Arivene seemed uncomfortable with his words. “I have read some of the ancient texts. They speak of dark times without the Ai’mun’hereun.”
E’Malkai nodded. “That is why the journey to the Temple is necessary. The texts speak of it several times: a link exists. I must find out what it has to do with everything that is happening. The tundra is collapsing. The world around us is falling from the skies and if I am to be at the center of it, then I wish to know more of what is going on.”
Arile had a surreal way of remaining silent, as if he were merely an apparition. “The Temple is a sacred place. Do not forget that there are many things hidden in that darkness. Things that will kill you because of what you are,” he cautioned.
E’Malkai nodded. 
“You must tread softly,” the white hunter pressed. “The path that you have chosen is a difficult one. The path of the Fallen has always been one shrouded in misery and pain––since those who first walked away from the Re’klu’hereun and found solace in these caves. The Desert of the Forgotten is where your destiny lies. I hope that you find what you need.” He bowed. “Peace be to the Believer and those who walk in the Light.”
“That is what I hope to find in the Temple, the end of my journey,” replied E’Malkai. The white hunter extended his hand, which E’Malkai gripped tightly. The thin line of his smile twisted. “I hope.”
The common house was now empty. 
Darkened corners seemed to be infected with doubt and rage, the dwindling emotions that lingered in E’Malkai’s heart. Arile moved away from E’Malkai and the siblings. As his shadow crested the entrance, E’Malkai felt as if the embers of the fire that burned within him had been chilled by the winds of the tundra. 
 



  
ⱷ
Kyien
  
  
  
The Final War covered the land. Trenches had been dug by Illigard. Culouth forces had grown to several million, their numbers scattered in formation along the frozen, icy dunes cascading far off into the distance. Each solider was a copy of the one previous: bright yellow stripes on faded gray uniforms. Armored transports and assault vehicles moved sluggishly. 
The temperature on the battlefield grew ever colder.
The Intelligence had banned the construction of aerial assault vehicles. They had feared insurrection. With armored transports providing little help on a frozen battlefield, they had fallen to horseback. Something that was more primitive than any would care to admit.
A dark black stallion, shaggy and miserable, was fitted with silvery armor. One large spike extended from a helmet over its head, like the grand protrusion of a unicorn. Kyien sat atop it. His ceremonial robes were covered in layers of darks and grays, a hood covering his head. A red scarf was wrapped around his face to combat the cold winds.        
An Umordoc approached him. 
He wore the same leathery armor as the soldiers who had razed Duirin to the ground. He carried a sickle across his back. The dark black shaft was riddled with rusted finger grips. An assault rifle lay in his hands.
“High Marshal Kyien, we stand ready,” he growled. 
Kyien stared at the beast, holding his hand over the folds of the scarf to keep it in place. “What do we know of Illigard?” 
The Umordoc soldier shook his head. The tufts of his fur whipped as the wind swirled about him, crystals of snow and ice mixed within. “The Field Marshal…”
“Former Field Marshal, soldier. She is no longer an officer,” corrected Kyien. 
The Umordoc continued without hesitation. “T’elen has been vigilant in eluding our reconnaissance. We remain blind to her machinations.”
Kyien looked off into the distance. The cold, unforgiving landscape made the war more desolate, more apparent. Its presence was made immediate. “She hides behind Illigard.”
“That may be, High Marshal, but Illigard is waiting. Trenches extend to the gates of the outpost.”
Kyien stared again. 
He did not understand the tundra people, how they could look out upon the vast desolation that imprisoned them, generation after generation. It was a tomb, an interminable sentence in a cage from which one could never be sprung. 
He looked to the blade at his side. The ornate hilt and sheath were purely ceremonial. In his years as High Marshal, he had never drawn a blade against an opponent. He had fired an assault rifle from time to time, but nothing like the mayhem that this war would bring. 
Never had so many been assembled on a single battlefield. 
“How far until the first trench?” he asked. 
The Umordoc looked into the winds as well. 
The uncomfortable shifting of the soldiers was barely discernible. Most had the presence of mind to stifle their discomfort as best they could despite the conditions. “The swamp edge is a few hundred feet from here, and perhaps a mile from there is the first trench.”
“Are there signs of mines or pitfalls?” 
“None. There is some evidence of encampments, several actually. They are mostly scouts and border patrols from Illigard who will run at the first sign of attack, to a more fortified set of trenches closer to Illigard.”
The High Marshal hesitated before he spoke. “Send in the first wave, a hundred thousand. Run the scouts down and take the first trench. The rest shall camp here for now. We do not wish to allow our prey time to rest.”
The Umordoc moved off into the battlements.
Kyien watched him. 
The beasts disgusted him. The years among them in Culouth had not changed his opinion. He wished to exterminate them with the trash of Illigard, but Fe’rein and others in Culouth did not share his zeal for genocide.
He would have his day. 
Kyien watched as the Umordoc soldier, good to his word, barked orders. Men marched deeper into the frozen hills, their feet drowned in the slush that had collected around them. Waiting, he wondered if this could truly be an end to all things. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai paused as Mete and Arivene walked out ahead of him. Moving east toward the pass, he and the siblings would part with Arile once the Temple came into view. The procession of the Fallen moved slowly into the horizon to the south. 
This was the path of the Fallen: to leave their home because the Ai’mun’hereun had commanded it. He was their messiah, their leader. E’Malkai could hear their voices on the cold winds; soft, mournful tones spoken in a dialect that E’Malkai was not familiar with––an old tongue that spoke only of sadness. Their swift evacuation was done without panic or outcry. 
He felt alone. 
He had learned to silence the voices that whispered to him. Their haunting words echoed in his mind. He knew what was to come. The rhetoric of war rang hollowly in his mind, the utter uselessness of a perspective that cost lives. 
As he moved forward, he realized how light his pack was. He had given the majority of his food to the Fallen who traveled south. They needed far more than he did; at least that is what he had felt at the time. 
He watched the earth beneath him, finding great comfort in being surrounded by ice. The conformity overwhelmed him. There was no escaping the tundra.  
He looked out ahead, his face and body wrapped in the tight coils of the wraps once more. Arile moved out ahead of E’Malkai, his head lowered and his spear dug into the ground. The steely point was covered in a soft leather pouch to keep the harsh bite of the icy storm from blunting his weapon. 
Mete and Arivene walked side by side. 
She wore clothes that appeared twice her size. The layers upon layers covered weapons as well. He had watched her tuck knives and other small blades into sheaths. 
They had suffered in silence since leaving the Fallen. He had felt such a connection when they had first spoken, and to have it severed so suddenly stung. The emergence of his latent power had frightened many of the Fallen. They saw him as more than a man now, yet he felt only loneliness. 
He was a vagrant vessel upon the sea. 
Mete towed a sled behind him, much to the dismay of both Arivene and E’Malkai. She had seen it as unnecessary with the protection of the Ai’mun’hereun. The youth had felt Mete’s strengths and skills needed to be accessible, and would not be so if he were burdened with extra weight. E’Malkai had even offered to carry the pack, but neither sibling would hear of it. 
E’Malkai remained skeptical of their beliefs. The shadow of the Temple loomed the farther they traveled from the Fallen. The architecture was otherworldly.
He jogged forward. 
The fire in his lungs was put out of his mind as he closed the distance between the siblings and came up alongside Arivene––neither turned to him. 
“When was the Temple built?” he called over the winds. 
Mete grunted as he rolled his shoulder and allowed the leather restraints of the pack to settle on another patch of his bruised flesh. The fabric beneath where the straps had been was dark with sweat and blood. “We do not know. It has been here for as long as we can remember.” 
E’Malkai looked to Arivene, but the side of her face was shielded by a hooded cloak. Her hair hung out the front in feathery wisps. Strands that had not been buried beneath the collection of fabrics and warmth struggled free. “It does not look like a building,” replied E’Malkai, his attention focused on Arivene. “Not one that I have ever seen.”
Arivene turned slightly, the pale of her cheek a sliver inside the cloak. Deep brown eyes looked to him. “They say that it is not of this earth. They say that when the powers first came to Terra this is what they left behind,” she spoke.
The Temple was in full view now. 
E’Malkai slowed as he looked at the monstrosity. Something familiar lingered in his mind. The dark mouth that led deeper into the building resembled something that the youth could not yet place. Arile stood before the abysmal recess, his spear dug deep into the earth. The loose fabrics of his clothes blew all around him. E’Malkai moved up next to him as he stared at the monolith. 
“The Temple carries darkness, E’Malkai of the South,” spoke the white hunter. The use of his name brought a smile to the youth’s face. 
He abhorred being referred to as something that he believed he was not. “It is that very darkness that I speak of, Arile of the Re’klu’hereun,” returned E’Malkai with a dismal smile. 
The White One shrugged. 
Arile moved closer to the entrance and extended his hand out as E’Malkai had when he attacked the Umordoc. The youth closed his eyes, recalling the power that had surged over him. He felt as if he had little control over it, that soon it would consume him as it had consumed his uncle. 
The white hunter searched the wind for answers. He tilted his head as his hand swiveled. Mete and Arivene stood in silence, both staring at the ice beneath them. 
“It is empty,” Arile spoke.
E’Malkai’s wraps hid the confusion and surprise on his face. “What do you mean it is empty? I thought this was the final resting place of the guides and warriors of the tundra?”
Arile continued to reach with his outstretched hands, his eyes fluttering beneath his eyelids. “Once this place was teeming with spirits and darkness, but now I cannot hear them. The Temple runs deep into the earth. That is where the darkness must have receded to as well.”
“What darkness? What voices?” 
There was frustration in the youth’s voice. 
The white hunter’s eyes snapped open and he pulled his arm back to his side. “There is something different here now. It has been some time since I have felt the winds of the Temple. There were voices that screamed, darkness that writhed in the very fabric of the winds.”
E’Malkai moved in front of the warrior and placed his hands on the white hunter’s shoulders. “What are you talking about? What did the winds say to you?”
There was a quiet intensity in the eyes of the White One. Red vines seeped through the whites of his eyes as he spoke. “They speak of the coming of the Ai’mun’hereun and of the Final War. They say that they are expecting you, E’Malkai of the South.”            
E’Malkai let the hunter go. 
His eyes were wide as he backed away. He turned to the dark mouth of the Temple’s entrance, staring. His eyes were transfixed, his mind reeling at the words. They are waiting for me. He tried to put the words out of his mind.  
Culouth would soon wash over Illigard and the forces led by his friends and family. If he could not complete his journey, his pilgrimage to the Shaman, they would fade into ash. 
“Arile, you must get to the Utiakth. The Fallen cannot do this alone. I have foreseen them fighting side by side in the Final War,” called the youth over his shoulder. 
Arile stared at the Temple and nodded. 
His haggard features were focused. 
“As you wish, my Ai’mun’hereun.” 
E’Malkai nodded. 
He had to learn to believe that he was what they wished him to be, or soon more would die because of his inaction. His childish insecurity kept him from accepting something that each day became more apparent to those around him. 
Arile turned and disappeared, blending into the ice and snow of the Barren Maiden. Mete and Arivene watched the white hunter go without another word. Their languid gaze followed the hunter as he disappeared into the wintry mist that had settled in their travels. Mete shrugged again, the turn of his mighty shoulders and back resituated the leather straps. 
They waited uncomfortably as the youth watched the entrance without movement. His arms were flat at his side, head pointed forward. As he moved toward the entrance they followed, ice and snow crushing underfoot. 
As E’Malkai entered, he felt the warmth of the place immediately. He scanned the chamber in which they stood. Turing back to Mete and Arivene as they entered, he lifted his hand to stop them.
It was too late. 
The entrance closed. 
A metallic slab sealed them in. 
The control panel to the right of the door blinked to red. The siblings looked around in fear. Arivene drew a pair of blades and turned to the door with a panicked sound. Her brother pulled free a gargantuan axe from his back and slung the reins of the tow pack aside. “What is this wizardry?” called Mete as he looked all around the room. 
In the four corners were gargoyles, arcane statues depicting creatures of a forgotten world. E’Malkai shook his head as he pulled the wraps from his face. The air on his pores felt nice. “Put your weapons down. There is nothing mystical about what has happened here,” spoke E’Malkai as he made a lowering gesture with his hands. 
Arivene tucked the blades back within her cloaks. 
“What is this place?”
“This is your Temple of the Ancients,” replied E’Malkai as he moved toward the opposite end of the mammoth hall within which they had found themselves. There was a thin hall that led deeper into the place, and another panel protruded from the right side of the wall: a green light illuminated the steel.  
Mete strapped the axe back along the sling on his shoulders and crunched his knuckles against one another. “But what is this place?” he called.  
E’Malkai turned and smiled broadly. “This is a space vessel, and a large one at that. From what I can tell, it has been here for some time. I cannot explain why the front bay door was open. That seems rather ominous.”
Arivene shook her head and stepped forward. 
Her boots clicked on the slick surface of the docking bay. 
“A space vessel, from the sky?”
E’Malkai looked around, craning his neck as he surveyed the walls. “It might be from this planet. It has been here for some time. The fact that the systems are still running is certainly anomalous. I am not sure if this old thing can be moved.”
“Moved?” called Mete. “You mean this thing can fly?” 
E’Malkai sighed. 
He was allowing his imagination to get away from him. “Might not have her wings anymore, having been trapped in the tundra for so long. But, we came here to search the Temple and that is what we are going to do. If this is a space vessel, as I believe it to be, then there is a control room around here somewhere. And that shall give me the answers I need.” 
E’Malkai turned and moved down the narrow hallway, gray doors littered on either side. The language scrawled on the door was an archaic Culouth dialect, just like the language of the ancient texts about which Mihen was so curious.
Mete and Arivene followed closely behind him.
The darkened hallway ended with a clear tube with yet another panel at its side. This one had a keypad on its face adorned with symbols, numerical lettering that was vaguely Culouth. Ticks and marks enumerated the functions of the lift; the cylindrical tube had a pixelated floor. 
E’Malkai touched the clear material and it slid aside. 
The platform was lit from underneath, giving the floor the appearance of glowing. “Seems as if we are going down,” mused E’Malkai as he stepped forward. Turning to the two Fallen siblings, they were still outside the breadth of the tube. “Are you two coming?”
They looked at him as if he was asking them to walk into the very depths of the underworld. “You want us to get on that?” Arivene called weakly. 
E’Malkai nodded. “We have these back in Culouth. As long as the generators are still functioning we have nothing to worry about,” he replied with a knowing tilt of his head. 
Mete did not seem convinced by his words. “I do not think we should go, my Ai’mun’hereun. This is a holy place. It is not our place to walk within it walls so easily.”
Arivene nodded, craning her neck to see the depth of the blackness that lurked beneath the elevator. “I agree with Mete, we can wait here for you.”
E’Malkai did not wish to argue with them; strangely, he understood their hesitation. He would not just dive into something he did not understand, but he knew machinery. He had grown up around it. “I understand. You may stay here and wait for me. Do not touch anything or wander far from one another.” 
Mete’s confidence seemed restored. He pushed out his chest, surveying the area with a renewed sense of purpose. “We will remain vigilant, my Ai’mun’hereun. If there is anything that would pursue you, it will have to come through me first.”
Arivene shook her head at her brother and stepped closer to E’Malkai, placing a slender hand on one of his. She looked into his eyes. “Please be careful, E’Malkai. I would not wish anything bad to happen to you.” 
She wished to say more, they both felt it, but she pulled back. Her eyes glassy, she turned to her brother as E’Malkai shook his head. Fighting back the web of emotion that fluttered over him, he activated the elevator. A shuddering, violent sensation swept over him as he felt the air beneath him give out, realizing suddenly that the elevator had started to move. Arivene turned as he descended and he caught a quick glimpse of her fear. The darkness enveloped him. There was something else there: a feeling that he was not alone.
 



  
ⱷ
Arile
  
  
  
The Hall of Spines resembled a graveyard. It was painted with the brushstrokes of a haunted winter, but to the wasted and worn Arile it was a dream come true. 
It was home.
Arile moved along the wall of the canyon with a practiced ease. 
He made it to the bottom without incident, his spear never once leaving his hand. The white hunter pushed his way past the artificial wall that led into the caverns of the Utiakth, the humid fissures that he had missed when he was among the Fallen. 
The youth’s words had been imprinted upon his mind. Despite the white hunter’s outward strength, he was a devout adherent of the old ways. 
He believed in E’Malkai, and that gave him pause. 
Elder S’rean waited for him in the first of the bulbous passageways. His ebony features were haggard. The tundra had a way of siphoning the life from a man long before his time. The White One wondered to himself how it was that he had lived so much longer than most, for he was almost twice the age of S’rean. 
“You return without the Ai’mun’hereun,” called the old man.
Arile tucked his spear along his back, the first time he had done so since leaving the Hall of Spines weeks ago. “I am his messenger. He sends word to the Utiakth.”
S’rean wrinkled his nose. He stroked at the scruffs of his jagged beard. “What news does the Ai’mun’hereun send?”
“The Fallen were attacked. A goye of Umordoc destroyed the opening to the caverns and many were killed. The Ai’mun’hereun ordered them to evacuate and move south. He says there is a place for the tundra people in the Final War, Elder S’rean.”
The man looked at the white hunter without surprise. 
“What of the Umordoc? What happened to them?”
Arile shuffled uncomfortably. 
The visage of what E’Malkai had become chilled him to his bones. “He became consumed in a strange fire, not the shadow fire of the Gagnion’Fe’rein, but a pure power that billowed from him like a mist. He destroyed them all.”
“A pure power you say?” mused the elder. Turning, he moved back into the recesses of the caverns. Arile followed. He knew that this was not the end of their conversation.
They entered the chambers of the Elder. He sat cross-legged across from the entrance as he always did, and then motioned for Arile to close the door behind him. “Why do you believe this to be a pure power?”
Arile hesitated, his words caught in his throat. “The Umordoc are the enemy of the Light. They kill, ravage, and hurt for sport. He fought against the Umordoc without shadow fire,” replied Arile. 
S’rean pondered his words. Grabbing a fistful of bones, he shook them in his hands. “I shake the bones because they clear my mind. They do not tell me anything more than I wish to tell myself, which is the way of belief.”
“Do you doubt my words?”
S’rean smiled deviously. “I planted doubt in your mind to see where it would take you. Do you believe that you have tainted what truly happened because of circumstance and perspective?”
Arile held his anger at bay. 
He knew that this was the way of the Elder: finding truth through distortion of the truth, weeding out what is fallacy and what is reality. “No, he is torn. The sense of duty and love of his family divides him, as does his inexperience. When he battled the Umordoc, he did so after they hurt a young girl. It was in the defense of another that he called upon the power.”
S’rean smiled again. 
“He chose to go to the Temple despite my warnings. He will not stop until he has fulfilled his destiny. He is the Ai’mun’hereun of lore. The winds are more certain than any of us could be.”
S’rean seemed satisfied by the hunter’s words. “That is what I wished to hear. Did the Fallen accept the evacuation? Do they believe as you do?”
Arile nodded. “They do.”
S’rean rolled the bones. His eyes searched their shapes, reading nothing into something, something into nothing. “He said that the tundra people have a place in the Final War?”
“He did. He said that the Final War had already begun. He says that this war is for all humans, to reclaim what had been taken from us millennia before.”
S’rean pushed out his lips and nodded. 
“It seems our young messiah is wise beyond his years.”
“He is the Ai’mun’hereun, a son of the line of Armen. Would you truly expect anything less?” queried Arile as he leaned back against the wall, mindlessly inspecting the rock beneath his touch. 
“Does he yet know what he sacrifices for the power? For what he has no choice in taking?” challenged S’rean. 
“He has read the ancient texts. He knows of Dok’Turmel and the centuries it requires for his ascension. He may be a boy, but he has the mind of his father, and his father before him.”
S’rean groaned as he stood, his age beginning to wear upon him. “Did he tell you what to do if I did not wish to evacuate, if I did not want to listen to his words?”
They both moved as if they were going to exit back into the halls. It was Arile who smiled. “He has learned quickly to ask only those things that cannot be objected to.”
 



  
ⱷ
Eisley
  
  
  
Field Lieutenant Eisley had served Illigard for the better part of a decade, watching as men around him transferred to other posts. As he looked at the battlefield, he no longer saw those comrades who had fought beside him, but traitors to the cause. His wispy, sandy blonde hair was shaved along the right side of his head and grown to the shoulder on the other side. He wore a dark black optical enhancer over his right eye. Clicking noises erupted from it as he stared out upon the first wave of the Final War: a war to end all wars. 
The trench was dug several feet deep. It had taken months for them to be dug. Thousands of troops worked around the clock to create shrapnel devices and pitfalls. There were nearly thirty thousand soldiers there as the first wave of the Culouth Army made their approach. Their yellow stripes distinguished them from the crimson stripes those of Illigard wore. Forty-seven scouts had been sent to the second trench about a mile to the west of the First Company of Culouth.
Eisley watched them approach. His gray fatigues were darker than the others of his squadron. The metallic reflection of his rank insignia was iced over. He drew his rifle from around his back and lay against the bulk of the trench, his head and shoulders just above it. 
There was a notch where he would place the tip of his rifle and a thick strip of metal that guarded his face. The lieutenant raised his free hand up, the other held just over the trigger of the rifle. As he saw their forms clearly, no more than a couple hundred feet from the lip of the trench, he dropped his hand. The burst was like a cackled, single-tone symphony as the ground erupted. Snow and ice mixed with the brown dirt below as their riddled bodies convulsed and fell. More of them came, breaking lines and spreading out. The winter had reduced the war to nothing more than a land campaign the size the world had never seen. 
Yet, the tactics remained the same. The two edges of the trench wandered north and south about a mile from the lieutenant in each direction. A surgical strike had been long expected. They would fall back to the second trench while the Culouth regrouped: a game of cat and mouse. 
Eisley rose from a crouch as the troops of First Company fired once more and another line of the Culouth soldiers fell. Already some of the men had fled as they were instructed, leaving only minimal forces. Of the nearly thirty thousand who had stood, only a thousand remained. The bursts of their weapons, blue and orange, flashed across the frozen swamp. The First Company had been created only months before the impending war, but the lieutenant felt an obligation. He had orders to evacuate with the rest of them, leaving behind only ground support to make the retreat feasible. 
He pushed the order from his mind and moved down the trench to some of the remaining soldiers. Leaning against the hillside, they were a few feet from him. The men who had been instructed to flee had already done so. There was no point for him to follow. A field commander would be waiting in the second trench to command. He would stand with those who would give their lives. The yellow-striped soldiers of Culouth had broken ranks and were lowered to the ground.
Men fell on both sides. A thousand men turned into a hundred. There would be no triumph over adversity. It took exactly four and a half hours for Culouth to take the first trench. Their numbers had dwindled from one hundred thousand strong to less than sixty thousand. Slightly more than a thousand men had taken a stand against a force almost a hundred times their own.
The bait had been taken.
Culouth would not be fooled again. 
 



  
ⱷ
Fe’rein
  
  
  
The Stone Tower was a ghost town. Its occupancy by Fe’rein had been a political move. There was no need for the walls or the towers. The war was not coming to Culouth. The corner keep that Lassen had used as an office had become Fe’rein’s sanctuary. 
He sat cross-legged. 
His sullen face seemed haggard and used. 
He had grown a beard. 
Deep purple circles carved canyons beneath his eyes. Memories of sleep felt like years ago. His hands were placed on his knees. The mion was no longer capable of sleep. 
Since his last visit with the Intelligence, he had found that his power had waned. He no longer held as much sway over the shadow fire as he once did. On the way back to the Stone Tower, he had lost his balance in the air and crashed to the earth. 
Worse yet, he had bruises from the collision. 
He had not shown a mark from a battle in two decades. What the mion did not know about his borrowed power was it was indeed on loan. The forces of good and evil traded the power back and forth like copper pennies. The control over the power was tenuous at best, unless the bearer was willing to complete what had been started: to use the power as it was intended.
His eyes roamed beneath their lids as he careened through the darkness using the Sight. Fe’rein searched in vain, for he did not know where to begin. 
He watched the battlefields of Illigard. 
The mion could see the endless lines of armies. The uselessness of their deaths did not alarm him as it would alarm some. He was searching for the key to his restraints, the bonds that had been placed on him. Never had he felt drained or worn from using his power, but now it felt as if he needed to rest even when he contemplated using it. 
In his mind he moved over the land. 
There was a blur beneath his vision and then he was whisked away to Culouth. The domed capitol was as vacant as the Stone Tower. The abandonment of the city had been necessary in order to facilitate the war on the Lower Plane. 
Rape and theft was rampant. 
Already chaos was the ruling order. 
He shook his head and pushed past the images: the screaming women and children, the smoldering buildings. Fe’rein flashed to the center of the city; deep beneath it where the Intelligence resided, where they schemed against one and all. The door of darkness that bound them was closed. 
No matter how he tried, there was no way in. 
He sighed. 
His eyes snapped open. 
The cold, surreal reality flowed back to him as the door opened without a knock. M’iordi entered with Bakar. The councilman had surfaced some days after Yioren’s death. He explained that he was keeping a watchful eye out for the guardian and had lost him somewhere north of Duirin. They had not yet realized the guardian had circled back and returned to Illigard.  
Another being entered, a wheezing sound emanating from underneath the musty black cloak that surrounded it. Sickly green eyes stared out at the mion. “Is this the veneficus?”
M’iordi nodded and wrinkled his nose. 
The veneficus was indeed ripe. 
“I don’t really get smells with the Sight, kind of downside now that you are here,” commented Fe’rein. The mirth was lost on the shadowed figure. 
It pulled back its hood and it grotesqueness was revealed in full force. Its face was scarred in such a way that there was no longer any real flesh, but instead pockets of drawn and puckered skin that had been sewn together to keep its face from falling apart. There were silver rings, perfect circles that held some of the flaps of skin in place. A brownish green liquid pooled from its eye sockets, a heated mist rising from the globes that resided within the thrones of bone. “I am the veneficus.”
Fe’rein scowled as the smell was now overwhelming without the hood. The creature reached out with one of its hands, and it as well was nothing more than rotten bone littered with strips of sinewy flesh. 
“Can you give me back my power?”
The craven veneficus nodded. The protrusions of its stained teeth were rank and brown. “You are bound. There is something keeping you from what you were, restraints upon your power: the power of a Creator.”
The veneficus was a vagrant entity, one that was supposedly born of Dok’Turmel. It was a being that did not remain constant for very long. 
“You were difficult to find. What is that binds me?”
The spindly hands circled around Fe’rein, as if tracing a sphere. “There is a force that is quite powerful. It will fade away, the shadow fire burns through it with each passing moment. You will soon gain control of it once more, though you will never have full reign until the entity that bound you is destroyed.”
Fe’rein stood, the muscles of his body groaned at the effort. He felt weakness flow through him like a sickness, a thick fluid that coursed through his blood. “You are certain that it will dissipate?”
The veneficus nodded, and then pointed a curved finger. 
“In years it will have…”
Fe’rein sliced through the air with his hand, his eyes suddenly angry. “You said that it would dissipate. You never mentioned years.”
The veneficus could not be riled. It was eternal. “The web that has trapped you is vast. It will take time to recover what you were.”
Fe’rein shook his head. 
“Years are not a possibility. Can’t you do something?”
The veneficus tilted its head, the river of viscous fluid changed course and ran down the side of its head instead of the front of its face. “I can weave another web, one that will deceive the other. Entangle it as it has entangled your power.”
“How long would it take then, this web thing?” 
The veneficus shrugged. “What I do will take only a moment, but it will be days or weeks, depending on the potency of the initial web, before you begin to feel the power once more. The business of freeing power is never an easy path.”
Bakar stood impassive, his feature stoic. 
M’iordi watched with wide eyes. Uneasiness settled over him as he gazed upon the creepy caricature of the veneficus. Its body was hidden beneath the cloak; but if its face was any indication of the entirety of the creature, then that was more than enough to sicken M’iordi. “Are you sure about this, my mion?” spoke M’iordi with a gasp. 
Fe’rein did not have the strength to snap at the politician, though he desperately wished to do so. He felt as if he would collapse. “I am weak, M’iordi. If the Ai’mun’hereun comes, I will not be able to fight him and he will end this before we can take Illigard.”
M’iordi looked at the veneficus and nodded grimly. Swallowing hard, the lump his throat threatened to make him vomit at the very sight of the transient. 
“Let’s get this over with, veneficus.” 
The creature extended both of its hands out, the tips of its fingers exposed like claws. It began to murmur as it shuffled toward Fe’rein. A faint white glow grew around its hands until it became a large ball, and then larger yet, until it resonated with such force that it hummed from within. 
The sphere of white energy touched Fe’rein’s chest and he gasped slightly; it was as cold as ice. The coals of the creature’s eyes twinkled. Transfixing Fe’rein, the creature held him there as it thrust its right hand into the chest of the mion. 
Fe’rein threw his head back. 
Glowing in his throat, the white energy surrounded him. 
He made a choking sound as if he could not breathe. 
The veneficus twisted its outstretched hand, the claw passing through Fe’rein’s back. As suddenly as it passed through the mion, it pulled away, the energy dissipating like a fog stung by the sun. Fe’rein gasped again, taking large gulps of air as he fell forward, his arms thrust out to keep him from falling. 
“What––what––was that?” he struggled to speak. 
The veneficus pulled its hood back over its face and pulled its hands into the length of its sleeves. Only the impish eyes stared back at him. “The web is strong. The one who placed it is stronger, but the tendrils that I have weaved will rot away its foundation. Already you should feel the extremities of your power.”
Fe’rein looked up from the floor and flexed one of his hands as he used the other for support. He smiled tightly, there was still pain. “The control has weakened, I can feel it.” 
He groaned as he pushed himself to his feet, his face draining as he did. The muscles of his neck bulging, he stood tall and looked at the veneficus. The strange form was hazy now, not as complete as it had been before. “I can feel it disintegrate as my power pushes against it.”
The creature nodded. “Do not call upon me again.” 
The creature shimmered, the edges of its form bright and the center dull. A white flash accompanied its departure. Fe’rein could care less as he flexed his hands. He could begin to feel the flow of the shadow fire once more. 
 



  
ⱷ
Higald
  
  
  
The Fallen had reached the northern marker two days earlier, yet they remained. Their snow-colored tents whipped against the rocky formations just west of the marker. There had been talk of fleeing, disbanding. Already they had felt the warmth despite the season. There was no winter as harsh as the breathtaking chill that haunted the tundra and the Barren Maiden. 
The Fallen were only two thousand strong. 
Perhaps this was why Higald was forced to explain to his people why they had to remain. The deliberations had begun the dawn of the first day and they still raged. There was little faith left in the group after only two days camped in the south. 
The main tent could fit twenty people safely. The height was more than enough to stand, but at the moment there were at least thirty bodies pressed against one another. Fifty disciplinary soldiers more stood outside the flaps of the tent to make sure the talks remained cordial. 
Higald stood farthest from the door. 
Bione stood at his side. 
“The Ai’mun’hereun said that we must wait here for the Utiakth. Together we will lend aid in the Final War. That is why we journey from our home,” repeated Higald. 
“We want to go home. The boy knows nothing,” called one of the soldiers from the back. “I have a family and a child. I do not wish to risk them for another’s war. Let them fight their own battles, kill their own kind.”
“The caves have been compromised. We must have faith that the Ai’mun’hereun will not lead us astray,” reassured Higald as best he could. 
Another of them screamed. The voice was old and gravelly. “The boy brought the Umordoc. It was his doing. He wished to trick us into coming south. We march to our doom.”
Higald forced down his anger. “That is untrue. The youth saved us from the Umordoc. We would have been killed if he had not been there. We are great warriors, but we could not have beaten several goye of Umordoc when they had the element of surprise. Please do not allow foolish notions to rule your words.”
“What about going farther south? Why must we wait? The Utiakth do not care for the outside world, just as we do not,” called another voice from the thirty, though his was not as hostile as the others. 
“We are here, are we not? They, too, will come. The white hunter will persuade them. We are on a journey, one that we share with the Utiakth. That is why we must wait,” answered Higald. 
Murmurs persisted, but Higald waved them away. 
He raised his hands for silence. 
A bloodcurdling scream shot through the camp and the gathered Fallen poured from the tent, Higald the last to break through. He stopped dead as dark forms stalked toward them. They were accompanied by snarling hounds, frightening hybrids that snapped at each other as they bounded toward the camp. 
“Lord Higald, what are we to do?” queried Bione. 
The chieftain laid a hand on his forearm and looked at him sternly. “We stand before them. We do not back down and run,” he snarled in response. 
The soldiers who were closest to him felt his sense of justice, his determination in the face of certain death. Those who were farther away saw only that he stalked out ahead of all others; his massive broadsword drawn and his furs whipping around him. 
His shock of white and gray hair was a torrent of motion. 
Others joined him. 
Soon, warriors emerged from their tents. Spears, curved axes, swords, all manner of weapons were drawn as they joined the march to battle. 
Their High Warrior fell quickly. 
The Umordoc numbers, though vast, were greatly unorganized and dispersed widely. As Higald met another warrior of the goye on the field of battle, he realized that they were not frightening; they were flesh and bone. 
He swung the heavy blade in a high arc and came down on the Umordoc’s forearm as it tried to block the strike. The creature roared, cradling its limb. Higald did not relent. He swung again and slammed into the back of its knees, driving it to the ground. Spinning, the blade swung with him and lopped the creature’s head from its body. The chieftain reached down and grasped the curls of black hair and picked up the enormous head, raising it into the air. The specks of its blood dotted his furs. He roared, his other hand extending the blade high into the sky.
The battle wound down. 
As the disciplinary soldiers began to pull the mauled bodies of those who were blunted or injured, Higald called for them to fall back. More than thirty lay dead in the snow; one would have been too many. They had come too far to merely abandon their journey. 
The tents had already been pulled down by the women and children who had remained behind. As they saw their brothers and fathers running back toward them and the grizzled hybrids in pursuit, they moved up the steep wall at their backs. 
Hand over foot, children and women climbed.  
“There are too many, Lord Higald,” called Bione breathlessly. 
The light blade he carried in his hand was stained.
“Once we secure the high ground, they will have to scale to get to us,” returned Higald as he drove the point of blade into a snarling, leaping hybrid. Its ravenous tongue sagged as it fell dead, collapsing on the blood-stained earth. 
Umordoc pursued the fleeing Fallen up the walls. 
“Sir,” spoke Bione nervously. 
“Let us get up this damn wall,” roared Higald as he leapt up. His legs pushed him as high as he could. He grasped the outcropping of the rock. Groaning, he pulled his weight up. 
He looked to his left and saw the remainder of the disciplinary soldiers scaling as well. Their blades were either along their backs or abandoned. Those who had abandoned their weapons would be chastised if they survived. He then looked to his right and stopped short as he saw Bione struggling below. 
He had not made it to the wall. “Bione.”
The thin warrior had allowed his chieftain to flee. In doing so, he condemned himself to death. The hybrids were upon him as well the dark figures of the Umordoc; their spears ready for his flesh.   
       
*
  
Higald sat at the edge of the rocky wall. 
It was at least thirty feet down, maybe more. Still the hybrids leapt onto the walls, slick claws trying to dig into the rocky surface. The rock formation itself was an island. The point at which they had chosen to climb was the least steep of the four sides.
Once again, they had their backs against a wall. 
Bione’s body had not been moved. Some of the hybrids would sniff at it as they passed. Even from this height, he knew it no longer resembled his friend. He picked up a handful of rocks and chose a large, uneven one. The edge was sharp, the weight burdensome. He threw it down, his body lurching forward as he did. A hand restrained him, a dark-clad soldier held him back. 
“Well done, Lord Higald,” mused the soldier. The rock had flown true and struck one of the Umordoc across the flat of their face, to the right of its eye. It looked up and howled. Its words lost on him for he did not speak Umordoc. “Some of the others would like to know what we do next.”
Higald laughed, the violence making him silly. 
“Wait them out?” he replied. 
The man’s face was serious as he rose to his full height. “Are you sure that is the best course of action, sir? They could remain there indefinitely if they had to. We are trapped.”     
Higald pushed back the lunacy that had crawled into his mind.
“Do we have any bows? Arrows, perhaps?”
“I believe so.”
Higald pushed himself to his feet. “Hand them out to those proficient in their use. Bring me one as well. We will use this stone island to our advantage.”
The soldier nodded, obviously pleased to be doing something, anything. Higald peered over the edge as he half-listened to the soldier bellowing to the others, calling for archers. Less than an hour later there were thirteen women and five men who stood at the edge of the cliff side. Half carried wooden shafts and serrated steel heads; the others carried wooden shafts fitted with fabric heads. A child ran behind them and ignited the tip before they were launched. 
“On my mark,” called Higald as he drew back the bow. 
The muscles of his arm and shoulders were not accustomed to the resistance of the bow. He watched as the Umordoc turned at his voice, their dead eyes looking up at him. The glow of the fabric catching fire reflected in their eyes. 
“Fire.”
The shafts streaked out; the ones that were consumed in a soft flame ignited several of the Umordoc. Their shrieks and cries echoed on the wind. Another of the arrows slammed into the flank of one of the hybrids, which in turn went berserk and crashed through a supply tow and caught rations on fire. 
Higald could smell the meat burning. 
Eighteen arrows flew and eighteen beasts fell. 
The chieftain smiled despite their situation. 
“Again,” he called. 
He could hear the collective sound of the arrows being notched and the hiss of the flame as it touched the fabric. Then the ping as the arrow left the bow and whistled through the air, striking again. It went on that way for some time before the Umordoc fled back out of range and into the darkness of the tundra. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai walked through the darkened halls carefully. The flickering bulbs offered little in the way of luminance; however, he was grateful that the pale glow was enough for him to navigate the halls. The hair on the back of his neck rose as he turned another corner. He had felt something stalking his footsteps, but it had not felt as close as it did now. 
E’Malkai fingered the hilt of his father’s blade as he plastered himself against the wall; whatever it was crept right behind him. He had been wandering the level for close to an hour, but had not yet found the engine room or the control room from which everything could be accessed. He drew the blade, the exit from its sheath like a whisper. 
Gripping it tightly, his fear was replaced with purpose. 
The shadow passed the corner. 
It was still headed forward. 
E’Malkai moved quickly. 
His free hand wrapped around the shadow’s arm and pulled it around its back. The edge of the blade immediately went to its throat. “Make a sound and I will slit your throat. Nod slowly if you understand,” growled E’Malkai. 
The figure nodded and let itself be pulled into the light. E’Malkai craned its neck back and saw that it was man. Shaggy brown hair and an equally disheveled beard framed frightened features. 
He brought his hands together, clasping them with a slick sound and wringing them against one another. A whimpering sound emanated from his throat. “Please don’t kill me, the master told me you were coming. She said that you were here,” he crooned.
E’Malkai looked down at the man. “I am going to take the blade away from your throat. If you run I will kill you, do you understand?”    
The man nodded again and E’Malkai pulled away, depositing his blade back into its sheath. The man turned to him, his figure hunched slightly and a maniacal look on his face. “She said that you would come,” he repeated. 
“Where is your master?” 
E’Malkai looked around the darkened corridor. He did not trust the strange old man, but then again he lived here, or at least had working knowledge of where things were.
“You wish to see the master?” he called, the question hollow. His head tilted as he spoke. He laughed then, a tiny, almost child-like sound. “Of course you wish to see the master. That is why you are here.”
“Can you take me to her?
He nodded several times and then bounded down the opposite hall into which E’Malkai had ducked. The youth had to jog to keep up with the man, who turned back occasionally. Scampering forward until he came to a corner, he stopped and waited, watching E’Malkai. 
“Fast for an old man, aren’t you?” 
The man nodded and bolted again, his stifled laughter echoed in the halls. The lights flashed over E’Malkai as he dodged down corridors. Disorientation swept over him as he realized that he did not know where the old man had gone. 
“Stop,” he called. 
The old man obeyed, sliding to a stop and bounding back to him like a hound. “Is your master the owner of this vessel?” queried E’Malkai breathlessly. 
He shook his head and reached his hands out toward the ceiling, his fingers flexed. “She is eternal.”
E’Malkai pointed to the walls and the darkness. 
“Where are we? This place is like a maze.”
He jumped up and down, spittle forming at the corners of his mouth. “Almost there.”
E’Malkai opened his mouth to speak again, but the man was off once more. He ran on all fours now, and then on two. E’Malkai couldn’t be certain. The flashes of light and darkness played tricks on his eyes. He could have sworn he saw small mechanical creatures moving about in the darkness, climbing in and out of ducts; synthetic webbing cast in purposeful patterns where there was injury to the walls.
The man skidded to a stop in front of a steel door. Lettering had been scratched away; eroded from time, or something else, he thought as he looked to the crazed old man who shook as he touched the door, rubbing the words. There was a possibility that it had been rubbed away. Though he would bet everything he owned that this was the control room and that his master was not a woman at all. 
He touched both hands to the door, rubbing it gently. “This is master’s room,” the old man spoke reverently. His face darkened and he spun on E’Malkai, face scrunched and eyes hateful. “Be nice to master. She is kind and gives me answers when I ask.”
E’Malkai nodded. “I will be polite.”
The craven little man pushed the door open and revealed exactly what the youth had expected, except for the smell. He worshiped the ship’s computer. 
“Master, I have brought him.”
The lights of the control board glowed and flickered. Automated controls had been programmed before the ship had crashed. The voice was indeed feminine. “Biological sample retrieved. Two more remain on first deck.”
The man’s face showed his horror. “There are two more?”
E’Malkai stifled a laugh. “Your master didn’t tell you?”
The man slapped himself in the face and moved toward the control board. “Master, why did you not tell me of the other two?” he called desperately. 
The control board whirred. 
“Request not understood, please repeat command.”
The man placed his hands over his lips as if he held a clever secret in his grasp. “She is being coy. She sometimes plays games, tests me.”
“I see,” replied E’Malkai and then stepped forward. “Computer, restore voice protocol and activate level mapping.”
The old man looked at him in horror. “You cannot speak to her like that it. It is rude to demand things of her.”
E’Malkai ignored him as he approached the screen above the board. It encompassed the entire wall and hummed to life as the pixilated dimensional outline of the vessel flooded the screen. There was a dark seat in front of the control board and E’Malkai plopped into it. 
The old man nearly screamed, a vein popping out of his forehead as he spoke. “That is the altar to the master. You cannot sit upon it.” 
E’Malkai craned his neck to look at the man. “You are worshiping a machine, you ass. Sit down and shut up before I finish what I started in the hall.”
The man wrinkled his face. “She is the master.”
“And you are an idiot,” returned E’Malkai without turning, and then touched the control board. “Activate inner ship communications.” Static answered him, signaling that the channel was indeed open. 
  
*
  
Mete and Arivene sat near each other in silence. There had not been a word exchanged since the youth had stepped aboard the elevator. The static of the ship’s communications startled them both, their weapons drawn. 
Eyes were wide in anticipation of battle. 
“You guys still alive up there?” echoed E’Malkai’s voice. 
Mete rose, his face ashen. 
“By the Believer, the Ai’mun’hereun is a ghost.”
The laughter rolled through the ship, though the pitch was higher than it should have been thanks to the communicators. “I’m not a ghost, Mete. I’m using the ship’s communications to talk to you.”
Arivene tapped the walls with the tip of her blade. 
“Are you trapped in the walls?” she called. 
The laugh came again. 
“Just follow the halls that have light. Is that easy enough?” 
The lights of the elevator illuminated and the panel flooded with color. The siblings turned and walked toward it hesitantly, touching the outer clear shell, jumping back as it slid away. Their startled cries were stifled as they realized there was no threat.
“No need to fear. I’m in control of it,” called out the youth’s voice once again. The siblings nodded to one another and stepped onto the platform. They were subsequently wrenched into the darkness below. 
  
*
  
E’Malkai chuckled to himself and turned around to the see that the crazed old man had curled into a ball and was sleeping rather loudly. The lack of the man’s irritating narrative was reward enough. “Computer, play back last visual memory of the vessel.”
The whir of the computer came and went, attempting once more before the automated voice responded. “Unable to retrieve last visual file. File has been corrupted.”
E’Malkai smirked and leaned back in the chair, his hands behind his head. “Computer, history of planet Terra.”
“Terra was created during the 31200th century of the Mitior Empire. Its purpose was the 2nd field-testing of the program 3RF: The Intelligence. The program was designed to colonize uninhabitable worlds.”
E’Malkai sat forward, his words hurried. “Computer, suspend program.” The computer sat quietly as E’Malkai leaned back in confusion. “Computer, history of planet Earth.” 
The voice continued. “Class 112-A planetary entity established in the 4133rd century of the Mitior Empire. It was invaded and eventually destroyed.”
“Computer, suspend program,” repeated E’Malkai, his mind reeling. He began to whisper to himself. “This cannot be true.” E’Malkai looked over at the old man. “Computer, specifications of this vessel.”
The computer whirred. “Serial code UFSTK-0120 Galaxy VII. Transport vessel of the Mitior Empire. Phoenix-Class freighter. Capacity for seventeen times the speed of light.”
“Computer, location of the survivors of the Galaxy VII.”        
There was no hesitation this time. 
“There are no living survivors of the crash of the Galaxy VII.”
“Computer, were there survivors at the time of the crash?”
“Seven survivors and the entity chamber of Culouth.”
“Computer, what is the entity chamber of Culouth?”
“The entity chamber of the Culouth is the collected knowledge and protocol of the invasion forces of the governmental house of Mitior. It is programmed to simulate society and to enslave humanity as it has done on previous worlds.”
“Computer, where is the location of the entity chamber?”       
“The entity chamber is within the confines of the largest gathering of heat signatures, several miles into the atmosphere.”
“Computer, what is the status of the entity chamber?”
“Evolved beyond its capacity, it now yearns for destruction of what has been created. There is a statistical possibility that it will succeed in global decimation.”
The outer lock opened and E’Malkai did not bother to turn, his eyes were focused on the screen. He knew that either the old man had crept away, which would not mean much considering that he could track him from the control room, or that the siblings had arrived. That was not nearly as important as the information that he had unlocked. He got his answer as Arivene crept alongside him, her head coming over his shoulder. 
Her delicate hand rested on his arm. 
“What is all of this?” she wondered, her eyes sparkling. 
E’Malkai had left the floor mapping system on the screen while he had been investigating the histories of what he had come to know as fact and fiction. 
“They are computerized readouts of the vessel. They detail every inch of the ship and its components. Exactly what we need if we intend on getting this ship airborne once again,” replied E’Malkai, his usual exuberance tainted by what the computer had revealed to him. 
“What is a computer?”
He sighed, flicking his fingers, searching for a way to explain. “They are advanced machines that you can tell what to do. They can be programmed to carry out tasks. They are very common on the Lower Plane.”
“Why would someone want a machine to do their work for them?” queried Mete, stepping close. The red glow of the ship’s schematics cast a crossing pattern of colors over his face. 
E’Malkai could not argue that. “It is not that they wished to replace men with machines, but that the workload became far more than humans alone could handle. Machines had to be built to sustain processes while humans continued to advance. I suspect this is something that you will not be able to understand. I doubt you would ever understand, even if you lived ten lifetimes.”
“Computer,” whispered Arivene as she reached out to touch the control board.
The control board fluttered and the female voice returned. 
“Please continue verbal command.”
Arivene looked to E’Malkai and he smiled. “Ask the computer something. You must always say Computer first, and then the command second.”
She paused and looked back at her brother who merely shrugged. This was as foreign to him as it was to her. “Computer, where are the Fallen?”
The computerized noises startled her and she fell into E’Malkai’s lap, blushing a shade of scarlet. She was quickly on her feet again as the computer responded. “The Fallen is an inappropriate command phrase, please rephrase command.”
She scowled and looked at the youth. 
“I thought you said it would answer my question.”      
“It doesn’t recognize the name. Let me try for you.” She nodded and stepped aside. “Computer, locate largest group of heat signatures within a thousand-mile radius.”
The sounds came and went much quicker this time. “Location approximately two hundred miles southwest of present location.”
E’Malkai gestured to the screen. “There you go. The Fallen have made it to the northern marker as I had asked them.”
She nodded slowly, obviously not believing the strange words that came from a machine, and backpedaled toward her brother. “My Ai’mun’hereun, how did you find this place?” spoke Mete. 
E’Malkai pointed back to the curled-up old man. “Found this crazy old bird in the hallways. He led me here, kept telling me that this computer was his master.”
Mete crouched next to the slumbering man and pushed back his hair. Upon seeing the grizzled features and wrinkled face, he leapt back as if he had been struck. “This is Councilman Tresnre,” he exclaimed.
E’Malkai stood. “I thought there was no longer a council? How can he be a councilman?”
Arivene knelt beside the man and nodded as well. “I was a child when I saw the Three Warlocks banished. I had assumed that they had perished, but it appears as if he survived here in the Temple.”
E’Malkai approached the man and fixed him with a critical eye. “Makes sense, I guess. There are vacuum-sealed rations aboard, in a cargo bay or mess hall perhaps. He could survive for a long time here.” He cocked his head to the side and his eyes widened as if in sudden understanding. “He is one of the ones who participated in my father’s banishment, isn’t he? This is what happened to the ones who Higald cast from the Fallen.”
Mete nodded grimly as the man’s eyes snapped open. 
He pushed himself to his feet, his legs kicking out from underneath him as he tried to scramble away. “Demons,” he screamed as he thrust his hands out, falling against both E’Malkai’s and Mete’s arms as they tried to restrain him. “You brought demons to the master’s chambers.”
Arivene stepped forward and smacked him across the face. Her small hand stung. His wide eyes watched her in silence. “Tresnre of the Fallen, stop this madness,” she commanded, her voice stern. 
“Well done, sister,” commented Mete with a smile as he pulled his hands back. 
“Indeed,” echoed E’Malkai.
“That name,” he whispered, not taking his eyes from the autumn pools of Arivene’s eyes. 
“That name is your name. You are Tresnre of the Fallen, once a council to chieftain Higald, banished for your betrayal of Seth Armen, son of Evan,” finished Mete as he looked at his sister. 
She watched the old man closely. 
“Seth Armen,” whispered Tresnre. 
There was a light of recognition in his eyes. 
“My father,” spoke E’Malkai. 
Tresnre looked at the son of Armen. 
He knew. 
“You are Seth Armen’s son?” Mete and Arivene watched closely as E’Malkai nodded. “And I am Tresnre of the Fallen?” he queried with a strange glow in his eyes. 
“You betrayed my father and condemned my family to death,” finished E’Malkai with a restrained nod. “How is it that you came to be in this place?”
Tresnre looked to each of them and did not find the faces of friends. Instead, they saw him for what he was: an enemy. “It is all fuzzy, I have not spoken of the Fallen in, I don’t know how long…”
“It has been nearly two decades,” answered Mete with a nod. 
The man looked at Mete in shock, but continued. “Yes, the others and I came here to hide. There were Umordoc in the Temple. We fought some of them, but eventually they just left and took the lives of the other warlocks with them. Some time ago, the voice started to speak of heat signatures and people coming. I honestly did not understand what was going on.”
E’Malkai watched the man’s eyes and turned away. With a sigh, he sat back into the chair once more. “Computer, report capacity of the core.” 
The screen blinked from the red outline of the floor mapping to statistical and numerical graphs and figures that lined each side of the screen. “Magnetic engines intact, ionized warp core stable. There are at this time no fuel leakages or malfunctions.”
“Computer, initialize engine.”
A louder sound emanated now. 
Though it was not from the control board, but from the ship itself, a shaking sound that shuddered through every piece of machinery. Arivene cried out as she fell to the floor, her balance offset by the thunderous motion that shook the ship. Mete as well was forced to place a hand against the wall to keep him from falling.
“What in the name of the Believer is going on?” called Mete over the noise of the ship. 
E’Malkai reached out and steadied himself against the control board as the thunderous shaking evened itself out. The roar of the engine could now be heard clearly. 
“We are about to see whether or not we can use this ancient hunk of junk,” commented the youth over his shoulder. Steadying himself in the seat, he acknowledged the computer once more. “Computer, engage startup sequence for thrusters.”
The control board snapped alive for the first time. The lights blinked and rebounded off one another. “The startup sequence has been commenced. Only remaining viable pod is the control deck; current occupancy four heat signatures. Estimated time of viable flight is twelve hours and forty-seven minutes.”
E’Malkai sat back. 
He spun the chair, using his legs to push him around in a spin. “That gives us less than twelve hours to figure out where the Desert of the Forgotten is, and how to fly this thing,” he announced, the set of his brow serious. The others merely stared. This was a journey that would forever change their lives. 
 



  
ⱷ
Higald
  
  
  
Higald awoke suddenly at dawn. The first light of the day peeked through the gray cloud cover. He realized that in all his years on this earth he had never witnessed a sunrise. The orange and gold broke through the clouds, setting the horizon on fire as it rose to greet the darkness. He pushed himself up onto his elbows and peered through the front flap of his tent. 
This was the first time he had worn so little clothes outside, but the tundra and this winter were like fall and summer to the chieftain. He reached to his side and pulled the coat around his shoulders before pushing past the tent flap. He had slept with his boots on, a sign of being on the tundra for too long. Carrying his mammoth broadsword in one hand, the other touched the mist of the morning air, caressing the tendrils that whisked by him. 
He closed his eyes and thoughts of a life that would soon be forgotten flooded his mind: images of the Fallen when he was a youth; Evan Armen leading parties out on to the tundra without fear; memories of he and Seth pretending to be guides themselves; dancing around in the caverns of the Fallen, not yet ready for the responsibilities that would tether them both.  
Opening his eyes, he saw the dark-garbed disciplinary soldier approach. His usually clean-shaven face wore the brown lines of a growing beard as most had begun to. The chieftain thought it strange that they chose to do so when they had reached a warmer climate. 
He knew the man’s presence was a portent of danger and despair; he was the very same soldier who had approached him before the arrow assault on the Umordoc. The man had become a leader among the disciplinary soldiers, their conduit to the chieftain. He bowed curtly, his hands at his sides as he reached the powerfully built chieftain. “Lord Higald, there is something that you must see.”
The chieftain nodded, realizing that perhaps he had slept late. That many of the disciplinary soldiers had not bothered to sleep at all. This made him feel as if he were betraying his own people. He made a mental note not to make the same mistake again. 
“Lead the way.”
The cliff side was no more than a hundred feet from where the chieftain had chosen to erect a tent, but as he looked down he saw the cause for alarm. The mist had covered everything below them. Bulbous clouds that had settled showed evidence of writhing, dark shapes close to the cliff face. The chieftain watched in horror as they moved up through the clouds.
“When did this begin?”
The soldier was calm despite the circumstances. “No more than an hour ago. There was some motion in the cloud bank. Some of the sentries spotted dark shapes moving about.”
“Umordoc cannot climb easily, unless they believe the mist extends as thickly up here as it is down there,” reasoned Higald. He looked back down into the mist. The number of dark forms had doubled. 
They had grown closer. 
“I want the women and children moved as far from this cliff face as possible. Leave a few disciplinary soldiers with them; have all the others report here. We need this done fast, understood?” whispered Higald. 
The possibility of the shadows hearing him grew with each passing second. Disappearing back into the thinner mists, the chieftain watched as more and more dark forms appeared beneath him. The cliff face was not a large structure by any means, but there was some distance to climb before they would reach the apex. 
Voices grew from the fog and soon the shadows had breached the cliffs and poured from its edge. Higald raised his arm, readying his troops. His broadsword was strapped along his back; the bow in his hands was pulled tight, an arrow already notched. There were hundreds now. The Fallen watched them from behind a small ridge of rocks they had pushed together as a shield. 
“Higald, chieftain of the Fallen, are you here? We did not find your body among the others,” called a voice from the shadowy forms within the mist.
Higald crept out from behind the rock shield. The chieftain moved along the edge of the formation so his voice would not give away the placement of the other soldiers. 
“I am Higald of the Fallen. Who are you?” called back Higald as he let the tension drift from his bow and tucked the arrow back into the quiver along his back. He pulled his broadsword free with his right hand. 
“I am a friend,” returned the voice. 
The shadows had stopped. 
They were searching for him in the mist. 
Higald watched the ground beneath him as he nimbly stepped over tufts of root, hard stalks of plants that had survived the weather, and uneven patches of dirt and stone. He could see the shadows now. 
He was within several feet of the voice. 
“Does my friend have a name?” called Higald as he crept toward the form, his broadsword held at his side. He approached the figure, bringing his weapon around over his head as he prepared to split it in half as it turned and faced him. 
Arile’s grim smile was revealed. “I am called the White One by many, but the Ai’mun’hereun called me Arile and friend,” spoke the white hunter as the mighty chieftain restrained his swinging arm and looked at the man in shock. 
“I thought you were one of those beasts,” replied Higald as he pulled back his weapon. 
Arile pointed to the blade with a grin. “I am gathering as much. I did not think I made such a terrible impression the last time I saw you. See that you had some Umordoc trouble. There were none left when we came upon them. We saw the burnt bodies and figured this is where you would have gone.”
“How did you know?” Higald replaced the blade on his back. 
“We followed the Umordoc tracks south of the Hall of Spines. We knew you were traveling in that direction and figured the Umordoc did as well,” chided Arile, his half-smile infectious as Higald smiled back and chuckled. 
The soldiers of the Fallen approached cautiously. The voice of the disciplinary soldier who had approached Higald filtered through the thin fog. “Lord Higald, is everything alright?”
Higald turned at the sound of the soldier’s voice and smirked. He had forgotten about them for the moment. “Yes, they are not Umordoc. It is the Utiakth, our brothers.”
  
*
            
It took several hours for the Fallen to make their way off of the rock formation. Supplies had to be repackaged once more and the party made ready to move again. Introductions were made all around and Higald learned the name of the soldier who had taken charge. 
He was called Welker by the others. 
Higald found it strange that he had not learned his name before that, but in the last two decades there had been much with which he had lost touch. The procession pushed forward again, the ranks of the Fallen and Utiakth walking side by side. The trek to Linar took three days exactly, almost as long as it had taken Elcites and E’Malkai a lifetime before. 
When they arrived, it was not what they expected. 
Arile walked out ahead of the group. 
As they came up upon the stone building at the center of the minuscule township, they realized that they had expected much more from E’Malkai’s description. They had believed that all cities were as grandiose as Culouth. 
Arile raised a hand for them to stop. 
“What is the matter?” queried S’rean, his dark face wrapped in gray fabrics to fend off the wind. His piercing brown eyes watched the snow-covered terrain carefully. 
Arile had closed his eyes as he often did to speak to the winds. The air whipped around him, sending the loose ends of his coat into fits. Snow joined the dance. His right arm was outstretched, his fingers flexing in the winds. “There is death here, much death. There are none alive.”
Higald stepped out in front of him. 
“This is where the Ai’mun’hereun had instructed us to go.”
Arile turned, his eyes opening. His hand fell to his side; the other one gripped his spear tightly. “He said that we could find shelter here. Our destination is to the south in a place called Illigard, where the Final War rages. The winds speak of a horrific war to the south, many have died. Many more will before enough blood has been spilled for the earth to be content.”
S’rean looked grim as he walked toward the stone building and grasped the iron ring there. His hands were covered in gray gloves. He pulled it free of the ice that had bound it; the darkness within was warm and humid. The stench that greeted him was death, musty, spoiled death. 
“There is nothing for us here, Higald of the Fallen.”
Higald looked into the darkness and could see bodies strewn against walls; some were slumped, others in heaps. “It would appear that the village of Linar will not be sheltering us this night or any other. The war is our calling.”
S’rean nodded sadly as he stalked away from the odor of death. “Let us hope that we can be of aid there. Perhaps if we had been faster, what happened to these people might have been averted.”
Higald looked south. 
The horizon was white, frozen, and not so different from what they had called home. “If we are meant to help, then we shall. If not, then we too shall drift into the wind to greet our ancestors.”
Arile, S’rean, and Higald stood against the winds, their cloaks thrown all around them as the day faded once more. Night would soon envelope the gray soupiness of the sky. The Final War was one that encompassed all scopes of humanity, no matter how small or inconsequential they might seem.
 



  
ⱷ
Xi’iom
  
  
  
The second trench was taken after three days of war. More than fifty thousand men died in a single battle. Culouth owned the lion’s share of casualties. The margin for affordable losses was far greater for Culouth than it was for Illigard. 
The armies of the empire encompassed several million. 
Illigard would be lucky to boast a tenth of that, already thousands of men and women had paid the price for freedom. Those who had survived the carnage of the second trench fell back to the third. There were only two strongholds more before the force of Culouth could walk up to the walls of Illigard. 
The third trench was designed more like a camp. 
Towers lined the front of the canal with soldiers stationed atop them. The First and Second Company of Illigard had fallen back to the heavily fortified third trench. They had named themselves the Forgotten Company, as most belonged to a mass of different divisions from Illigard. Some had defected to Illigard from the Stone Tower prior to the war. 
Commander Xi’iom had been placed in charge of the third trench. The other commanders would not allow the Field Marshal to man a trench. Elcites and Dean were present as field lieutenants. Each commanded a portion of the fifty-five thousand strong who were littered throughout the third trench. 
Kyien personally led half of the remaining land soldiers, something to the tune of near two million strong, in a march toward the third trench. In doing so he entrenched their pursuit of Illigard forces, creating more problems than it solved. 
Minefields doubled and tripled in placement close to the third trench. Scouts willing to gamble their lives had agreed to go outside of their perimeter defense to lay more mines in the path of the stalled Culouth forces.
“Commander Xi’iom,” bellowed a young officer. His gray uniform was splattered with so much blood that the red stripe was barely discernible running from his shoulder down his pant leg. He saluted despite his disheveled appearance. 
Xi’iom looked far worse for the wear. He still wore the snow camouflage, but the blood splatters were not the only thing that littered his uniform. 
“What is it?” he barked. 
The sound of shouting had already begun to fill the air. 
The Culouth army was close now. 
The commander could feel it. 
The man’s hand shot down and Xi’iom watched his face and saw that he had a deep black gash from his lip to his right ear. The cold had protected it somewhat. Had this been a war in the heat, he would have been exhausted already. “I bring word from Illigard, sir.”
Xi’iom did not bother to hide his confusion. 
“From Illigard? What could the Field Marshal want now?”
“Perimeter scouts have witnessed a marching force of several million strong. Field Marshal T’elen wants Field Lieutenant Elcites to move around the south side of their forces, after the first wave, in order to trap them. She has instructed me to tell you that you are to take a legion to the north. Field Lieutenant Dean is charged to hold down the third trench until it becomes clear that it must be abandoned. He is to then join Field Lieutenant Elcites to the south for a continued assault there.”
The soldier stood at attention as the commander absorbed the information. His dark eyes scanned nothing as he processed the words. He looked to the solider and dismissed him. Saluting once more, he then disappeared deeper into the trenches. Red-striped soldiers moved all about Xi’iom. As one passed close, he grasped the man by the arm and wrenched him away from his destination. 
“Sir,” the man stammered. 
Xi’iom turned to the man. 
“Bring me Field Lieutenants Elcites and Dean.” 
The man nodded and continued on in the direction that he had been going. Mumbled words followed him as he disappeared. The two field lieutenants appeared a few minutes later. 
Both appeared as stressed as Xi’iom felt.        
Elcites watched with his dark eyes, but said nothing. 
Xi’iom sighed before he began. 
“I have orders from Illigard, from the Field Marshal.”
“And?” Dean’s impatience was evident.  
“She wants us to wait until after the initial wave of Culouth has been taken by the mines, and then break the division. I am to take a force north and flank them, and Elcites is supposed to do the same to the south. Kyien has marched more than two million soldiers against the third trench. He means to end the war here,” explained Xi’iom with a grim look. 
Both were unfazed by the news. 
It was a sound tactic.  
“What am I to do?” queried Dean. 
“You are to remain until the necessity to fall back presents itself, and then join Elcites to the south in hopes of forcing Culouth into a pincer position,” replied Xi’iom. 
“I suppose I might not be walking away from this one alive.”
Xi’iom smiled thinly. 
“I don’t think any of us will walk away from this war.”
  
*
            
The Culouth army barreled through the stretch of minefields. Scattered body parts of their ranks were flung all over the snowy hills. A stained bog had begun to thaw beneath the trample of the armies over top. They pushed through until the hollow sounds of the mines were a dim memory. 
Thirteen thousand men were killed by the mines, and then twice that number was injured beyond use. Just outside of the mines were the pitfalls. Shards of metal protruded savagely from the ground beneath. 
Kyien drove them forward with a belligerence that was unbecoming of a wise commander. But they did so without thought, most falling atop each other and soon filling the thousands of holes that were littered in no discernible pattern. The holes filled with blood and dismembered parts until those behind them could walk right over them. 
The snow field was stained crimson once more. 
Xi’iom watched unflinchingly. 
War had made him numb. 
They were the enemy. 
He could debate the ethics of it once he had returned alive and the war was done. The stern commander stood along the northern flank, as he hoped Elcites was doing in the south, watching the wake of destruction left by Kyien’s ineptitude. Plasma rifle bursts exploded across the tainted fields; men fell left and right. 
The camouflaged ranks of Xi’iom’s unit darted north in a wide arc. Hoping their retreat had not been seen, they moved far away from the battle. The sounds of the war echoed on the drifting wind and the commander shut out the sounds as they pressed forward. The lives of the soldiers in the third trench depended on how quickly they brought horror to the unsuspecting flank of the Culouth forces. 
 



  
ⱷ
Dean
  
  
  
Field Lieutenant Dean watched as the unit led by Elcites departed. Most of them were from the wall guard that he had led briefly while in Illigard. There were several Umordoc as well, all of whom brandished the red stripe of their allegiance proudly. Continuing forward, men tripped over the bodies of soldiers they had called friends and comrades. 
He looked to the north and saw that Xi’iom had been true to his word. Both had completed their instructions to the letter. If they were too slow, or did not create enough of an impact, Culouth would roll right over top of the third trench and force their way on to the fourth and fifth trenches, which were not nearly as well-fortified. Field Marshal T’elen had wanted to make the third trench the strongest point. 
From there, any who were forced to fall back would in theory not be facing as many men, and would merely be secondary cover as they trudged back to Illigard. There had just not been enough time, most of the other trenches suffered from the speed with which Kyien brought war. 
Dean barked orders to his men who stood their ground without question. In a matter of hours, the twenty-two thousand men who had remained were only four and half thousand strong. Culouth had erected makeshift fortifications in the portions of the canal they had taken by force. Dean carried his plasma rifle in one hand and a blood-soaked saber in the other. 
Neither would see an end to war anytime soon. 
“Fall back,” he roared as he drove the point of the blade into the ground and opened fire with the remaining core of the plasma rifle. The bluish bursts scarred the earth that it touched, searing the flesh of those who suffered beneath its heat. 
A soldier stood beside him. 
His shoulder length hair was pressed back from his face by blood and sweat. The hollow sockets of his eyes were hazy. Dean knew the man––Allen something.
Dean turned to the soldier, but not before a volley of fire flashed across his vision. Screams echoed as bodies were charred beyond recognition. 
“Get out of here,” yelled Dean as he struck the top of the weapon and the bluish streams turned to orange. “Take some of the others and meet up with Field Commander Elcites to the south.”
The young soldier looked at him strangely and nodded as Dean took another step toward the enemy and opened fire. Strangled bursts of his assault rifle began to turn from blue to red––a sign that the power core was dissipating. 
The young soldier looked back once more and watched as Field Lieutenant Dean, praetor of the people of Duirin and granduncle of the Ai’mun’hereun, charged with his saber into the mist of war. Turning back, the young soldier merged into the fleeing ranks of Illigard.
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai tugged at the straps of the chair. Mete, Arivene, and Tresnre were situated similarly, though the councilman had chosen to occupy a seat at the farthest corner of the room. Not a word had been spoken to him since the engines had commenced. The screen was flooded in a detailed map. Some regions were shaded darker than others. Dark lines wove through the land mass like veins through a jungle. 
E’Malkai pointed to the white blinking beacon. 
“That is us in the Galaxy VII,” he called as he touched the white speck. He touched the panel and the imaged changed. “This is a thermal geological readout. Basically shows us where there are temperature spikes as well as the gradient of the landmass.”
He clicked on the screen again and it condensed around Illigard. Moving east toward the Stone Tower and then around the bend along the Sea of Torments, it settled on a place that was rarely traveled except by some of the southern villages. 
Mostly it was a wide open space of nothingness, a cold desert of sorts. There were areas of light and one solitary patch of a darkly shaded area in the center of the gray. “This here is our proverbial hot spot. We are sitting in the middle of a global winter and amidst all that there is one place that is putting off temperatures that are far above normal. The texts spoke of a fire in the dead of winter, carved in man’s image. I don’t know about the three of you, but that looks like someone’s face. This here is our desert. It is said that when the pilgrim enters the fire, the Shaman will show him the way.”
“How can we be certain that the Desert of the Forgotten is there?” asked Arivene.       
“The Desert of the Forgotten is what is referred to as transient. It is usually within a certain vicinity of where it has been before, but not the exact same place twice. We are looking for a desert, and there is no place on this planet that is warmer than that stretch of land right there. Its position is shielded from those who would find it by happenstance. It would not appear from above, or by the human eye. If it were not for the sensors in this ship, we would be unable to see it,” replied E’Malkai as he craned his neck. 
“What of the ancient texts in the libraries of the Fallen?”  
“They spoke of it once being far to the south, beyond the borders of man. This is almost as far south as we can go unless we crossed the Sea of Torments. The histories there predate even the Fallen,” returned E’Malkai as he moved his fingers over the control board.
“Could the darkness not find this place if it is only heat in the midst of so much cold?” pressed Arivene, her face tense as the engine rattled and groaned.
E’Malkai shook his head. 
“If another were to approach the desert, it would simply dissipate into the winds. It is there now only because I search for it, and will only be there as long as I search.”
Tresnre’s face tightened, but he said nothing.  
“Computer engage primary thrusters,” echoed E’Malkai as he tested the straps once more. He knew what was coming. The interior of the control room shuddered as the engine core energized and a flash of energy flowed over the vessel. 
  
*
  
Outside the Temple had unearthed itself, rising from the frozen surface of the tundra; the ice around it shattered and split––cracks and veins stretching out away from it. 
Pale walls sluiced with warmed ice that now flowed like a river from its sides. The heat from its departure turned the ice to a lake of steaming water that would freeze once more. 
The vessel took shape as it wrestled with the earth; the tail end wrapped around the fire of its thrusters, scorching the ground as it rose. Its length was more than ten times what was visible from the surface, a sheer monstrosity as its shadow formed over top the crystallizing pool beneath it. 
A tidal wave rose with it. Stirring from the depths of the crash site, it flowed over the Maiden, burying everything in another layer of ice, one that would last another lifetime. Had the Fallen not abandoned their home, they would have been buried for an eternity. As the ship reached hundreds of feet into the air, the control pod jettisoned and streaked off into the distance. And with a mournful groan, what was left of the Temple of the Ancients settled back into the swollen tundra.
  
*
  
E’Malkai smiled broadly as he felt the pull of gravity as the pod hovered in the air above the earth below. He craned his neck back to see the faces of the others and was met only with pale, ashen complexions. 
“Computer, proceed to the programmed coordinates.”
The sound of the computer processing was drowned out as the pod lunged forward. The pull of gravity pushed them back against their seats. E’Malkai’s eyes were pooled and tears streamed back. “Was that great or what?” he roared as he chuckled, wiping tears from his cheeks. 
“Fantastic,” whispered Mete, undoing the straps of the chair. He fell forward on his knees gasping for air, the queasy look on his face a testament to his discomfort. 
“Computer, restore outside imagery.”
The screen dissolved into a picture of the world below, an unrelenting image of snow and rocks. “Magnificent,” marveled Arivene as she laid a hand on her brother’s shoulder. 
Moving past him, she stood next to E’Malkai. 
E’Malkai looked back at her glowing features and smiled. 
“Magnificent indeed.”
Mete rose from his crouch and wiped at his mouth sheepishly before moving to the other side of the youth. “Sorry about that, not really much for flying.”
E’Malkai laughed, as did Arivene. 
They were now situated just north of Duirin. Devastation carved the landscape. Scorched buildings and scarred earth showed the price it paid for not aligning with Culouth. Arivene whimpered and fell against his shoulder. 
E’Malkai patted her head in silence. 
The city no longer looked as it had before. 
Walls had crumbled and there were only dark marks where there had once been homes. Anger boiled in the pit of his stomach, but E’Malkai fought it away. 
There was nothing that he could do for them now. 
They passed over the snowy plains and soon the battlefield came into view. Gray-garbed bodies were strewn all over the badlands before Illigard. Arivene gasped at the sight, much of it was stained brown: dried blood. 
“Is that the Final War?” she breathed out slowly. 
Tresnre had approached the screen in silence. He stood a distance back, surveying the damage. His voice was gravelly at best. “The end of days.”
E’Malkai nodded grimly. Truer words could not have been spoken. “This war they fight is because of the misuse of power, of one man’s greed. This is why I must find the Shaman and end this death. This useless battle has already cost far too many lives.”
“And more violence will end it?” challenged Tresnre. 
His nasal voice was an irritation. 
“I will take my uncle and the Intelligence from this world. That is the extent to which I will use my power,” returned E’Malkai with equal nastiness. “Fe’rein will not be beaten by words. There is no good left to appeal to. All he knows now is pain and death. Those are his weapons. He will try and blind me with that power, and to combat it I must not allow him to play the game by his rules. I must make it my own.”
“Why would they do this?” whispered Arivene as she reached out toward the screen. Static crackled as she touched it. Her eyes pooled, lips restrained as if she were fighting tears. 
E’Malkai watched her with sadness. “Those with power desire more. Those without freedom fight for it. They meet somewhere in war. The balance of the universe requires things to have a reciprocal representation of itself, one cannot define something without its opposite. Hence without war as a measure, people would not understand freedom and peace.” 
She turned back to him. “I have known peace before this day. I had not imagined the cost and breadth of war, of violence, in the hands of those who seek it.”
E’Malkai nodded. 
He felt strongly about those below; their war was his war. He felt distant from them now, removed as if he were no longer a person at all, but instead an invisible entity without a place. The vessel cruised forward over the battlefield, the lines of snow and despair soon beyond their vision. Only a dubious landscape cascaded beneath them. The rocky shore soon gave way to the torrents of the Sea of Torments. 
Calm, sandy dunes carved a perfect circle in the storm. There was such serenity to its placement there, so innocent and simple. E’Malkai moved his hands over the controls, pushing Arivene gently away from where he needed to go. 
“We need to find a place to set down,” spoke E’Malkai as he activated a panel and the screen changed from the panoramic view to the geological impression mapping that had been used earlier. His eyes watched the pixels and then pointed at the lighter shade just alongside the southern edge of the circle. 
The thrusters turned as the pod slowed to land. The rush of the winds battled the pull of gravity, creating a shaky descent. A whine rose from all around them, a high-pitched screech that cut through them like a banshee’s scream.
Arivene looked to E’Malkai, the fear in her eyes clear. “What is happening?” she cried out as she grabbed onto the back of his chair, the pod shaking and tilting slightly. 
E’Malkai, who was still strapped into his seat, remained unfazed when the occupants of the control room were suddenly thrown about. He grimaced, his facial features drawn tight. “There is something locking up the controls.” 
The screen had begun to take on a crimson glow. 
Filled with words and phrases that were incomprehensible to the members of the Fallen, the youth understood too well what it was saying: impact imminent, danger. The suddenness of the drop jarred their senses. The pod dove into an uncontrollable spin. The screen began to flash now. Dark black lines surrounded the bulbous red phrases, seeming to scream without sound. 
“Hold tight.”
The force of the free fall hit them as if they had struck a stone wall. There was a momentary pause in motion, their balance restored for the slightest of seconds, and then the spiraling sensation began once more. As the pod struck the ground below, they felt the impact in every bone, every cell of their body. 
The control room flooded with darkness. 
It became a dank infestation that sputtered with flashes of lights trying to spring to life anew. The strange images on the viewscreen ran with viscous liquid, the information unable to manifest itself. 
E’Malkai coughed against the rising cloud of smoke and debris. He opened his eyes, taking in the dire scene. The dark straps of the chair held him in place as he hung upside down. He felt along the side of his face: a gash caused by the treacherous landing. 
It was not meant for flight after all, thought the youth. 
“E’Malkai….” 
The youth turned at the sound of her voice and unlatched the straps. He had not prepared himself for the collision with the ground below him. Groaning as he connected with the metal floor, E’Malkai rolled onto his back. The coppery taste of blood flowed freely in his mouth. He rolled onto all fours and crawled toward where he had heard her voice. 
“Arivene.”
“E’Malkai, you’re alive,” she called back. Her voice sounded healthy, almost jubilant considering their situation. His voice sounded as if it had been dragged over gravel and then boiled. 
He moved toward her voice. 
The room, though not large, seemed far larger with the shadow and smoke. As the youth neared her, he saw her clearly. Dirt marred her face. Her hair was disheveled.  She cradled a head in her hands. Blood flowed from his mouth; some even crept from his eyes. 
Tresnre was fading. 
Arivene looked to E’Malkai. 
“Can’t you do something?” she pleaded. 
E’Malkai looked at his own hands, the abrasions deep shades of red. Blood from his face was smeared over his palms. “I….” He opened his mouth as if to speak, but he could not find the words. 
He was no savior. 
Her lip quivered as she looked at him, her glassy eyes pleading. “You are the Ai’mun’hereun. There must be something that you can do. You are a Creator,” she urged.
There was bitterness in her voice. 
The youth shook his head. 
“I am not what you believe I am.”
Tresnre’s eyes were wide open, a glazed, listless glean to them. His mouth parted slightly as his eyes shifted to E’Malkai. His words were dried and useless. “You––can be no more than what you are.”
The words echoed. 
Footfalls answered the voice as the heavy plodding neared them. Mete’s face appeared through the mist. He knelt without words and placed a hand on his sister’s shoulder, looking down at Tresnre. “He was a traitor, but still one of the Fallen. I wish his death to be swift, for that is how I would wish mine to be as well,” he spoke. 
Tresnre swallowed hard. 
His neck bulged and his head dipped. 
His eyes grew wide as he prepared to speak again. Groaning sounds leaked through his lips as if he did not have the moisture to use his tongue and speak. “I wronged––your father. I wronged Seth––Armen.”
E’Malkai nodded, his eyes closing as he did so. 
He did not have the strength for anger.  
Tresnre gulped again. 
“I am glad––to have––met the…”Arivene propped his head up for him, her dark eyes dried. He closed his eyes as he struggled for breath, and then as he opened them again the veins in his neck bulged. A thick, vein protruded from his forehead and the red lines coursed through his eyes. “…the son.” 
His words escaped from his mouth like a gas. He slumped against Arivene’s hands, his body limp. His head fell aside. Tears streamed from his eyes as they stared out into nothingness. 
Death had found Tresnre of the Fallen. 
Arivene held her lips tight as she laid his head down softly. The tears in her eyes shimmered as if they were raindrops waiting to burst. She touched his face with her hand and closed his eyes. “Another son of the Fallen, whether or not he was exiled, has died for the sake of the Believer. This is the wake of those who would suffer the pilgrimage.”
Mete looked at her. “That is no way to speak, sister.”
Arivene stood quickly. 
“If he cannot have faith in himself, then why should we?” 
Mete dusted his hands against his leggings. Despite the crash, he did not look as if he had suffered at all. “You saw what he can do, what he has done. There has never been another so bathed in the power of the Light. His faith will come in time.”
“We have to find a way out,” mumbled E’Malkai as he pushed himself up from a crouch, rubbing his hands against one another. “This place is going to be uninhabitable very soon.” 
Arivene looked at the body. 
“What about him? We can’t leave him here to rot.”
E’Malkai had started to move forward, but stopped and cocked his head to the side. Only a sliver of his face was revealed to her. “Bring him, Mete. We will bury him properly outside before we enter the Shaman’s temple.”
Mete nodded and reached down, picking up the frail body of the once Warlock of the Fallen with ease. The pod rocked again and Arivene fell forward. E’Malkai reached out and caught her, drawing her into his embrace. His eyes watched the ship cautiously, but as he turned to meet her gaze he reddened and allowed her free. 
Rubbing his temples, he closed his eyes. 
Voices had sprung up in his mind, thousands of them: screaming, writhing, and calling out. Some were voices from the past, others he had never heard before, but they all knew his name and pleaded for him to hear them. 
“My Ai’mun’hereun,” whispered Mete as the youth fell forward.
Arivene moved toward E’Malkai, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder. “Are you alright?” she asked. 
The volume of the voices was now deafening, but he heard her. Her small voice broke past the others and his eyes snapped open. The pupils of his eyes were glassy. His vision was hazy and he turned slowly. 
He stammered, unable to speak the words. 
The concern on her face grew as she moved in closer. 
Her words were hushed. 
“What is the matter, what do you see?” 
He shook his head. The voices were still present, but dulled. “I heard voices, thousands, millions. I can’t tell how many. They are screaming to be heard.”
Mete’s face darkened. “The voices of Dok’Turmel.”
E’Malkai looked up. 
The dark red circles around his eyes were wet with tears. 
“Dok’Turmel: where the dead walk.”
Arivene nodded and squeezed her hand tightly on his shoulder. “It is because we are close to the Shaman. The voices seek out the vessel of the Ai’mun’hereun, desperately seeking, wanting, to be heard.”
A whine echoed through the pod as it shook violently. 
“The pod is coming apart. We have to get out of here.”
E’Malkai wiped his face. 
The smear of dirt was a dark line that gave the appearance of a shadow across his features. The control board sparked now, the arc of electricity running along the walls. Smoke had risen to the ceiling and low-lying areas were flooded in shards of broken steel and fragments of the ruined flight board. E’Malkai grabbed Arivene’s hand and pulled her forward as Mete stepped through the rubble around the control room. Together, they disappeared into the hallway that led deeper into the vessel. 
Once outside, the trio watched as the pod sank deeper into the sands. More than half of it had been swallowed deep into the sun-colored ground. The snow raged all around them. They could see the walls of ice and wind that seemed to be kept at bay. It was as if the place was guarded by an unseen force. 
Perhaps it did not exist at all. 
The pod was partially absorbed by the snow and partially by the sands beneath their feet. A dark opening lay before them; it was not a cave, nor was it a vertical opening into another world.  
It merely was. 
The sun above was blocked from view by the mass of gray clouds; yet there within the desert the sun shone brightly. “How is this possible?” queried Arivene as she turned several times and watched the anomaly all around her. 
Snow brushed up against the desert sand. 
E’Malkai allowed his hands to fall to his sides. “This is the Desert of the Forgotten. Would you have pictured it bathed in snow as everything else?” replied E’Malkai without turning. 
Moving toward the hole that was not really a hole but a swirling, shadowy mass of sphere that bounced at the center of a center––a sphere within a sphere––he reached his hand out and touched it. The web of viscid fluid slithered down his fingers like a snake. It was cold to the touch and E’Malkai reeled away immediately. This drew the substance away from the mass before it rebounded back. 
Mete placed Tresnre on the ground. 
The sand swirled gently at their feet.
“I would never have thought I would be standing here,” whispered the warrior in awe.
“Nor I,” admitted Arivene as she moved past E’Malkai and watched the slithering globe of shadow that hummed before them. “Is this the gateway to the Shaman?”
E’Malkai did not wish to argue anymore. Their faith no longer mattered to him. He would find the answers to his questions. “There does not seem to be any other place for us to go,” he acquiesced with a shrug. 
“What about Tresnre? You said that we would give him a proper burial,” spoke Mete. 
E’Malkai watched the wall of snow that surrounded them and sighed. The ground below them was only sand, digging into it would not be difficult. “You wish to bury him in the ground?” queried E’Malkai as he turned. 
Mete shook his head solemnly. “He must be burnt, his ashes scattered on the wind. That is the way of the Fallen.” 
E’Malkai looked to Arivene, who nodded; her head bowed, her eyes planted on the ground. The youth threw his hands up in frustration. “Fine, let us get this over with.” 
They scavenged the pod, and a pyre was built. The heat from it was scalding beneath the sun of the desert. The fire danced in his eyes. They watched the pyre until it burnt down, and then gave themselves over to the sphere of darkness. 
 



  
ⱷ
Kyien
  
  
  
Kyien sat atop a mammoth war beast, watching from a distance. The rolling hills of the swamps stretched back for miles. He watched the skirmish from a distance. 
Playing both ends against the middle, the stranded regiment of Culouth soldiers was now trapped between Illigard and advancing forces. The High Marshal was no different than any other officer who warred without weapons: he surrounded himself with ambassadors and councils of war. They were the men and women who fed the ego of a pious, self-righteous leader. 
“The traitor is clever,” crooned one of the men. 
He was one of the many types of council in whom Kyien placed stock, though not in war, but in agreeing with his words without question. He wore a bright yellow sash around his waist. The material glowed; as did the bright blue body suit he wore, neither befitting of war. Culouth had not seen a skirmish since the Border Wars, and it was a bloodbath those in power merely watched. His hawk-like green eyes surveyed the battlefield with indifference. 
“Council Pierce, she is cunning to the end. That will not save her from what I am going to do to Illigard,” snarled Kyien. His head was adorned with a ceremonial war helmet, steel horns rising from the top of it; the grate in front made his face appear like a demon. 
Council Pierce was not a paragon of war. 
His slender hands were laid across his lap. Milk-white skin and a flawless face made him appear as if he were not real at all. His eyebrows were pencil thin and as he frowned, the expression on his face was pronounced as a result. “T’elen has been nothing more than an amateur her whole life. She could only wish to be as brilliant on the battlefield as you, Lord Kyien.”
Kyien shifted on the horse as an explosion rocked the battlefield. From this distance they all appeared the same, the divisions of faith unrecognizable. “She will soon launch an attack from Illigard. All of those trapped between will be fodder for her war machine.”
Pierce nodded, not bothering to avert his glance from the field below. The other councils were dressed all in black. They carried weapons of war. Pierce was a concierge or sorts, a messenger who never felt the bitter touch of war. “She will choke on her vanity. Our hordes will devour her pathetic attempt.”
Kyien cocked an eyebrow and turned back to the man. 
“Our hordes?”
Pierce was unaffected, his verbal misstep rectified easily. “The legions of Culouth under your command will roll over top of them as if they were not standing against you at all, my liege.”
Kyien scoffed. “Send in another hundred thousand. Continue to do so until they are obliterated,” he spoke. 
Pierce nodded and turned his mare.
Kyien stopped him with a wave of his hand. 
“Yes, my lord?”
The High Marshal pulled the reins to the side and his steed turned in the direction that Pierce had begun to take. As they passed, he spoke. “Never mind, I will carry this out myself. I wish to see T’elen die upon by my blade.”
Pierce nodded again, falling in behind Kyien. The armored members of his war council followed down into the valley below, joining the assembled ranks of the empire of Culouth. 
 



  
ⱷ
T’elen
  
  
  
T’elen paced the war room of Illigard like a great jungle cat. Her left hand gripped the handle of her blade tightly, and her free hand struck whatever surface she was near. The frustration and anger that coursed through her veins shone through each time Leane looked at her furrowed brow and bloodshot eyes. 
Leane pushed her fists into the tables, the knuckles of her hands cracking as she did so. “T’elen, you need to calm down. We will hear from them soon enough.”
T’elen stopped and spun, her boots clicking on the stone floor. “Do you know how it feels to lead someone, a trusted friend, into battle and have no understanding of when they may come back? If they are still alive?”
Leane did not allow the other woman’s surly tone to disrupt her calm. “You know that I have not, but that does…”
T’elen moved toward the wide oak table and slammed her fist against it, interrupting Leane. A large crack climbed its way across the fibers. “Then you will not tell me to calm down when you have no idea why I lose my calm.”
Leane lifted her hands from the table slowly and crossed them just underneath her breasts. She stared at the Field Marshal. “All I was going to say was that getting worked up does not bring back word of them any faster. I was not assuming I understood your concern,” she responded without malice. 
T’elen continued to glare at her, but faltered after a moment. Her head fell to her chest as she leaned forward against the table for support. “I am sorry, Leane.”
“You are under a lot of stress, I get that. But word will come. Elcites is strong, as is Commander Xi’iom. Dean was an Armen long before he came to this place. He will hold out until his last breath, unless that has already expired.”
T’elen nodded and stood, wiping back the loose strands of her hair. “I know.”
“Why do I sense a but coming on?” 
T’elen smiled thinly. “But, this war is going to cost us lives. What I had them do was dangerous. I am relying on what I know about Kyien––he is headstrong and overestimates his influence. He assumes very much the same about me. I would not sacrifice so many men, as he did for his war.”
“His war,” echoed Leane with a reproachful glance. 
“This war, the one that was created by Culouth, by the Intelligence,” she finished with a huff. Pushing herself from the table, she grasped her blade once more. “He will not stop, nor can I. This war will consume the world and there is nothing that we can do to avert that now. What I do on the battlefield affects the future of this realm.”
The door swung inward and the cold draft that passed over them was like a slap in the face. A man entered, his dark hair covered by an equally dark shawl thrown around his wire-thin frame. In his clenched fist he carried a package covered in an oil-wrapped cloth; the tan parchment beneath it was evident as he stalked forward. 
The snow had once again begun to fall. It came in waves; indiscernible blowing storms that threatened to the blanket the earth until no living soul could move. 
He approached T’elen with long steps, bowing as he neared her. Pale cheeks were almost blue from the cold outside. A thin beard covered his jaw line as he spoke. “I bring word from Commander Elcites,” he spoke. His voice was hard and without inflection. He extended the package and T’elen accepted it with a nod, tearing through the oil-wrapped sheets. 
She scanned the words quickly, looking up several times at the soldier. Several moments passed before she spoke. “Is what he said true?”
The soldier nodded. “Commander Elcites has led a grand campaign into the heart of the Culouth Army. The Culouth force is divided.”
Leane smiled, but T’elen did not. 
The muscles of her face merely twitched. T’elen eyed the soldier as she placed the parchment aside. “Do you know their location now?”
The soldier nodded again. “Yes, Commander Elcites assumed that you would move out as soon as you got word that your plan had been carried through successfully.” He smiled ever so slightly as he spoke the words. 
T’elen sheathed her sword along her back. “We move immediately. If we have them reeling, then Kyien will send more. He will try and make us lose the ground that we have gained.” She moved toward the edge of the room. 
Leane turned to follow, just behind the soldier.
T’elen spun as she reached the open door. 
“You are not coming, Leane.”
Leane acted as if T’elen had said nothing at all. Continuing to file out after the soldier, the Field Marshal extended an arm across the archway and turned to the Fallen woman. She spoke again, the inflection of her voice restrained. “You cannot come, Leane. I am serious about this.”
Leane turned to look at her. 
The red-striped soldiers moved about like a well-oiled machine, totting weapons and armor back and forth as the sky spewed a white coat atop them. 
“There is no reason…”
T’elen pushed her way in front of her, her boots several inches deep in snow. “There is every reason, Leane, every reason in the world.”
Leane tried to push past the Field Marshal, but T’elen would not have it. Shoving her back, the mother reeled, her face flushed. “You cannot continue to protect me from this war because of my son. I realize that he may never come back, but I am a warrior. I want to fight. I have the right to fight alongside the others.” 
T’elen looked at the woman and placed her hands back on the door frame, leaning into them. “I do not wish you to stay here because of E’Malkai, or because I think that you are not fit to fight this war. I ask you to stay because if I am killed, or Illigard needs leadership in my absence, I would have them look to you.”
Leane’s face was still scarlet, her eyes wide. 
“T’elen, I did not know…”
T’elen closed her eyes and waved her hands dismissively. “You could not have known. As you said, these are times built on stress. Your words were a result of that. You thought that I meant something that I did not. It is not the first time that something like that has happened, nor will it be the last.”
Leane’s features softened. 
“I do not think that I can lead them, T’elen.”
“You must. There are few left who can lead. Many will follow because of who you are and what your son represents to this world. Illigard is the pillar that stands against what Culouth has done, and will continue to do. Trust in them and they will trust in you.” 
T’elen turned without another word and stalked out into the snow-covered grounds of Illigard. Her frame disappeared into a mass of soldiers; her barking voice overshadowed them all. 
Leane leaned against the doorframe of the war building and watched them depart, another chapter of war that the children of the future would never understand. She sat and watched for a long time, long after the armies of Illigard passed once more beneath the gates and onto the battlefield of the Final War. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai reached out in the darkness. Blinking his eyes repeatedly, his fingers skirted the shadowy edges of nothingness. Everything was similar to everything else, yet dissimilar at the same time. He was free-floating; his body weightless as it slow-danced in place, over and through nothing at all. He tried to reach back in his memories. 
He knew that there was a reason for all this: the reason he had stepped into the darkness. Remembering slowly, like the trickle from a fountain as it began to rain overhead: the ship, the crash, the tundra, the Fallen. 
It came back to him slowly. 
He opened his eyes and saw a far light, a distant twinkling ember that glowed from a distance. Churning his arms toward it, he swam in a sea of darkness that surrounded him. 
A voice echoed in his mind. 
It was feminine: a girl. 
He knew the voice, but his mind had cleared. The embrace of the darkness was intoxicating, holding him, nurturing him in silence and shadow. The light seemed farther with each breath he took, with each swing and curl of his arms. 
“E’Malkai.” 
The voice hovered on the shadows. His feelings drifted. The comfort of the place was like a drug from which he could not find a reprieve. Moving forward again, the light was grander, larger, and far closer than it had been before. A face emerged from it, formed at its center: the delicate features of a girl who was not yet a woman.
“E’Malkai.” 
The voice was stronger now. 
It was not as distant, but had become more of an annoyance; it hurt in a way. It struck him like a hammer slamming into the sides of his mind. He pushed his body toward the light and watched as it fell farther and farther from his reach: one more thing to add to his frustration. Throwing his hands aside, he lay flat on his back again. He did not understand much, but he felt as if he did not have to. 
He was at ease: no worries, no pain.
Pain shot over him and he sat upright. His eyes snapped open wide and his mouth opened to scream, but there was no sound. A long, wide gash ran the length of his hand. He cradled it with his free hand as the blood flowed freely, running down his arm. It sluiced onto the shadow, glowing as it struck the darkness and drained into a half-sphere below him. 
The energy came to him without thought: the pain triggered it. It crawled like a snake across the shadows. White and emerald energy filled his vision until it struck him, igniting his body in a heatless flame. He opened his mouth as the energy glowed from within him and pillars of the strange force erupted from his mouth and into the shadow around him.                       
E’Malkai smacked himself as if he were on fire. 
His eyes were frantic as the images of Mete and Arivene bent over him roused him from his panic. He clawed at the ground and winced as he felt the pain in his hand. Bringing it in front of his face, he saw that the imagined wound was real. He looked to Arivene who looked away quickly, a smear of blood on her hands. 
“I am sorry, E’Malkai. I could not get you to wake,” she muttered as she stood up and turned her back to him. 
Mete nodded. 
“We tried for some time before she decided to cut you.”
E’Malkai opened his mouth, the effort immense. 
“Where….” 
His words trailed off as he turned and looked at the wall behind them. The obsidian sheen was much like the sphere that they had passed through in the desert. 
Arivene did not turn as she spoke. 
“Beneath the Desert of the Forgotten.”
His head pounded. The voices returned slowly at first, dark whispers in the corners of his mind. “Where is the Shaman?” E’Malkai spoke, barely managing to keep his voice audible. 
Mete rose and spread his hands out in front of him. 
“We arrived here much as you did. We see only caves as well.”
E’Malkai pushed himself from the ground shakily and staggered as he found his feet beneath him once more. He turned his head to the side and peered at the troubled look on Arivene’s face. 
“We’ll get through this.”
She huffed and turned again, her arms over her chest. 
“That is not why I frown, E’Malkai, son of Seth.”
“Why then do you look so sad? I will keep you safe. Your brother will keep you safe,” insisted E’Malkai as he tried to steady his voice. The disorientation had not yet left him. 
She sniffled and wiped at her face. “I am afraid that I will be punished for cutting you, especially here in the Temple of the Shaman where the power of the Believer is the strongest. Have I not committed a grave sin against my faith?”
E’Malkai was surprised by her words.
He stumbled for the proper response. 
She turned and faced him. A stream of tears riddled either cheek. Her fearful gaze hurt the youth, made him feel sorrow despite the anguish in his mind. 
“I should not have done that, as I should not have spoken to you as I did when we crashed. I do not know why I did those things. You make me feel as if I need to be passionate, to take chances.”
Mete moved closer to them. 
His much taller frame overshadowed them both. 
E’Malkai turned to the warrior and saw that he, too, was apprehensive. They were deeply religious in a way that E’Malkai could not understand. He was their messiah. “If I am what you believe, then it is my word that you would fear, yes?”
They both nodded. 
“Then I say we move forward because you have done nothing wrong. Free will is the right of every human being. You made choices and that is no more than I could ask of you, whether or not I am what you believe me to be,” he replied.
Arivene reached out and touched his shoulder. 
He turned and looked at her for a moment. 
“I am sorry for any harm I have caused you,” she whispered. 
He tilted his head as if to nod. “I accept your apology, but we must reach the Shaman. That is our purpose here.” 
E’Malkai continued forward. 
The caverns were warm, though not oppressively hot as the desert had been; instead, they were muggy and damp. The walls were slick to the touch and moss grew as it had in the tunnels of the Fallen. Sharpened stalactites hung from the ceilings. They resembled the rows of some monster’s enormous jaws that threatened to consume them as they lost themselves within its seemingly interminable halls. 
Minutes passed into hours. 
The winding tunnels seemed to extend forever. The ground beneath them showed the prints of life, small rodents and serpents. The tracks were muddled; the ground was damp and the air oppressive. 
The grade of the terrain rose and fell like the breath that escaped them; sweat poured from their bodies, though that was quickly remedied as layers were shed and garments removed. E’Malkai had torn the wraps from his torso and shed the coats and cloaks he had worn upon the tundra. His bare chest had not lost the tan that he had acquired living within the artificial environment of Culouth. His dark hair fell over his shoulders, more than twice as long as it had been. Unrestrained, it flew wild and abandoned; wavy in some places, straight in others. 
Mete had tied his shirt around his waist. His barrel chest was heavily muscled. Arivene had pulled the blouse that she wore up under her breasts, her bare belly showing. She pulled free the ends of the leggings that she had been forced to wear within the Fallen and instead wore thin pants that breathed in the caverns. The end they sought was an abrupt one. Born from the scattered rock formation was the mouth of another cave, one that seemed inconsistent with the others. 
The opening was built, not made from the movement of the earth. It had been chiseled into an entrance that was large enough to allow Mete to enter without ducking. 
There was no door, only a dark opening. 
E’Malkai approached it first, running his hands over the sides of the doorframe. There were markings, ancient words. “This must be the keep of the Shaman,” he mumbled. 
Arivene was mesmerized by the appearance of the mystical opening. “How can you be sure? Can you read the lettering around the outside?”
E’Malkai nodded. “Some of it. It is an ancient script much like everything else that is connected to the myth of the Ai’mun’hereun. The things I found in the Fallen, as well as the vessel, were all variations of the same language––some just older than others. This is far older than any of them. It says something about the home of the Ti’ere’yuernen, the Shaman in the tongue of the Fallen. But the script itself reads as if it were a very complicated Culouth dialect.”
Darkness whirled as they watched veins of light infect the shadow. It expanded then, as if it opened from within, until the edges of the shadow were no more and it was only a doorway of light. 
“By the Believer,” whispered Arivene, bringing her hand up to shield her eyes. A figure materialized from within the light. His dark wavy hair was shoulder length and pulled back into a ponytail. His olive skin shimmered as he emerged from the light. The ring of beads around his wrist were bleached and polished; the tunic he wore was dark blue. A dark cloak worn outside of it hid the musculature of his frame. 
“Son of Seth, I have been waiting for you,” he spoke. 
The siblings simply stared. 
“I have come for you, Ti’ere’yuernen,” replied the youth, bowing at his waist. He watched the Shaman with a certain level of interest. 
The Shaman reached out and touched E’Malkai’s back. “You must be worn from your travels,” he began and then looked to the siblings, continuing, “All of you.”
Arivene continued to stare as she spoke. 
“Where are we? What is this place?”
The Shaman motioned for E’Malkai to rise and crossed his hands beneath the folds of his cloak. “The Desert of the Forgotten serves as gateway between what was once Dak’Tan and what is Terra. There is only such a need because the Gagnion’Fe’rein chooses to jump from plane to plane.”
Mete wrinkled his nose; he did not understand. 
“This place is not of this world?” he queried with a heavy tone. 
The Shaman nodded. “Yes, there are many questions that you have. Please come inside and I will answer them.” He turned to walk back through the doorway of light whence he came, but paused as none of them followed him. 
“There are more answers that I require before I walk through that door,” spoke E’Malkai, standing his ground. 
The siblings were in awe, but stood firm behind the youth. The Shaman turned and smirked tightly, nodding his head as he walked back toward them. 
“You do not trust me?” he queried with an arched eyebrow. 
Mete stammered as he spoke. “It is not that…”
The youth interrupted him. “It is exactly that. We have come too far to be led astray so close to what we seek. If you are the Shaman, then I apologize now for the inconvenience. We must be certain of what you are before we step into another unknown.”
The Shaman chuckled and pulled his hands from inside the sleeves of his cloak. “That is wise of you. If you had been too eager, then perhaps you would not have been as strong as was believed. Your hesitation is an indication that you do not walk blindly into what you must do,” he answered with a dark smile. 
E’Malkai nodded. 
“What is this place?” he asked. 
The Shaman paced, his hands gesturing to the walls. 
“This is but a pocket in the universe. It is a place just this side of Dok’Turmel, but not on Terra, U’Mor, or Dak’Tan. It isn’t really a place at all as much as it is home to an ancient force that cannot be destroyed, or buried as many that wield the darkness would hope.”
E’Malkai nodded. “That is why the Desert of the Forgotten is never in the same place. It shifts because it is not bound to this reality.”
The Shaman pointed at the youth emphatically. 
“Exactly. This is just another of a thousand realities in which the darkness and Light fight. There is no name for this place. Some call it the birthplace of the ancient power, or the Temple of the Shaman, but there truly is no name for it. It does not exist, in the metaphorical sense, and therefore it does not merit a name,” spoke the Shaman as he continued to pace, running his hands over the rocky walls. 
E’Malkai started to speak, but stopped. 
Turning with a grin on his face, the Shaman looked at E’Malkai. “They need to hear your question as well as the answer, son of Seth.”
The youth nodded. “Are we on Earth?”
The Shaman looked to the siblings. 
Once again, shock and disbelief were their only responses. 
“That is a question that many who have found this place have asked. Though there were few who already knew the answer before they walked in here.”
E’Malkai opened his mouth to protest, but he knew.
The Shaman eyed him before he spoke again. 
“What you ask is true. The Earth that your people remember is just that: a memory. Terra is an artificial place, a world that was not meant to be inhabitable. But when the scavengers and remnants of the human race crashed here, they found that it was more than an image of their home world. Rites and histories were passed down as if nothing had happened; that the Umordoc wars and the coming of the Intelligence to Earth had happened within the course of natural human history.” They were mesmerized by his words, of the history of a world long forgotten. “The coming of the Intelligence happened twice. The first time was when Earth was taken and stripped, and then again when a piece of what had first attacked mankind came with the humans to Terra and carried through with its original protocol: assimilation and destruction.” 
E’Malkai was the first to speak. “Then the history recorded aboard the Galaxy VII was correct. We have been deceived.”
Arivene was looking down throughout the exchange. 
“It was all lies.”
Mete waved his hand dismissively. “What about the Believer and the Fallen? What about everything we have worked toward and believed in for generations? Was that all lies as well?”
The Shaman moved toward the doorway once more. “I’m afraid so––tailored histories to serve a purpose: to keep humanity from becoming as vain as it had been when the Intelligence first came to Earth, when your kind was wiped clean of the planet on which it was spawned.”
There was a stunned silence. The words of the Shaman were like a fantastic weight placed on their minds that they could not shed. Generations of lies to cover something that affected them so profoundly was not easily accepted. 
“Then I am not the Believer,” sighed E’Malkai in relief. 
The Shaman looked at him. 
There was no mirth in the stare he leveled at the youth. 
“The Believer was a name given to something much more powerful, something that the Fallen could never understand. The essence of the Ai’mun’hereun is what calls out to you; that is what drew you here. Within Dok’Turmel there is the energy that you seek, the power that can break this planet or create it anew. You know of the one called Fe’rein. You have seen what happens when the power is taken by those of the darkness. He did not journey through Dok’Turmel.” The Shaman’s voice trailed off and he paced away from the youth once again. 
“I thought that the power of the Original Creator was trapped within Dok’Turmel?” challenged E’Malkai. 
The Shaman nodded, but did not turn. His voice echoed in the chambers. “The power that he took did not require him to travel into Dok’Turmel.”
E’Malkai stalked toward him, past the siblings. 
“I do not understand.”
The Shaman turned, his eyes glowing as he watched the youth. “That is something that I cannot explain to you. The answers are within Dok’Turmel.” He sauntered back and stood before the revolving light of the doorway, looking at them all. “It would be best for all of you if you rested before undertaking the journey into Dok’Turmel.”
As they stepped through the doorway, the light faded to darkness. Their bodies melted into the liquid-like substance that was created by the door. The earth stilled and the rocky cavern disappeared. The desert and the sphere that had brought them there dissolved into nothing––absorbed by the cold surroundings. They had stepped from one reality into another; one they hoped would offer salvation. 
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Winter proved a sluggish companion for T’elen and the twenty-five thousand men and women she led from Illigard out past the abandoned fourth trench. They reached the trench in less than a day, though only because the weather steadied for a time. Finding it barren, it was as if there had not been a battle at all. 
The fourth trench served as the final line of defense, the last barrier before Culouth could attack Illigard without pause. T’elen stalked out ahead of the lines of soldiers, a dirtied white cloak hung over her body. Her face was wrapped so that only her eyes peeked out. The burst of her hilt extended just behind her head and dark snow-stained glasses clung tightly to her face. 
A broad-shouldered solider stood alongside her. 
Soldiers of Illigard did not wear rank insignia; T’elen detested such vanities. As such, he was known only as lieutenant through word-of-mouth. His position was founded on respect, not designation. He was similarly dressed, though his fatigues were more faded; splotches of pure darkness marred the fabrics.
“Lady T’elen, this place is wrong,” he whispered. 
His hoarse voice lingered on the howling winds. 
T’elen nodded. Her face was grim buried beneath the wraps that shielded her face. “It appears as though there was never anyone here, ever.”
The gales responded, kicking snow and particles of ice. Slicing through the air like broken glass, they collided against the wooden towers of the battlefield. 
The lieutenant shifted uncomfortably, bringing his rifle around into his hands. He scanned the exterior of the undisturbed ridge. “There were thirty thousand men here only days ago, and now nothing. Vanished as if into thin air,” he trailed off as he marveled at the barren spectacle. 
T’elen moved forward and touched the ground, rubbing the snow between her fingertips before brushing her hand against her leg. She ran up the side of the trench, clawing at the ground until she found herself on the other side. The lieutenant followed. Her sudden movement drew him forward––if only to indulge his curiosity. 
Once she crested the trench, she saw what had happened to the company that was occupying the trenches. The answer was splattered across the frozen fields: bloody stains soaked deep into the cold reserves of the winter. There were dark lines of figures just over the horizon and farther into the distance. The Field Marshal, being gifted with abnormally good sight, saw exactly what had laid waste to the Illigard soldiers: Umordoc. 
“Lieutenant,” she snapped. 
The song of her blade leaving its sheath accompanied her commanding tone. The broad-shouldered soldier pulled himself over the lip of the trench and gawked at the goye of Umordoc a thousand strong standing just beyond the ridge. 
“By the…” he murmured. 
T’elen looked at him sharply, gripping the blade in her hand. “Get those men up here now,” she ordered and started to stalk forward. 
She crunched ice and snow alike beneath her march. 
He continued to stare forward. 
She struck him for his reticence. The back of her hand collided against his chest, lifting him off the ground and setting him upon his back. He looked at her wildly; the vein in his head bulged as the wraps fell from his face. 
“Of course, Lady T’elen.”
T’elen did not watch him go.
The long line of Umordoc turned back toward the Field Marshal. They had picked up her scent; the smell of fresh meat was far too enticing for Umordoc warriors who had already killed that day.
The two forces met as one on the battlefield. 
Swords sung and rifles sizzled flesh. 
The smell of death overwhelmed them; the terrors and pleasures of violence surged through their veins. T’elen was as one with her blade, slashing and spinning, driving and parrying. 
Death smiled through her as she fought. 
A thousand Umordoc were wiped clean from a field of soiled snow; yet the rage was unabated. There would be more bloodletting before this war saw an end. 
T’elen stood alone. 
The men of her company finished what they had started: some stabbed the dead bodies of the Umordoc, splattering their features with the blood of their enemies; some finished those who were still alive. Having never seen such violence, a few fell on their own weapons. 
They found they had no taste for it. 
The leader of Illigard stood at the center of massacre and stared far off into the distance at the bodies of Umordoc and men alike. They would become memories of a war that had scarred a realm so completely. She looked farther to the east, to where Elcites stood waiting for her help; perhaps they had been able to push the Culouth force back, but tens of thousands against millions did not seem feasible. She pushed the thoughts from her mind. She had men who needed her help, and T’elen would die fighting before she would let them down. 
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E’Malkai awoke suddenly from a deep sleep; his dreams forgotten as his mind drifted back to reality. But for a moment he felt as if he were still dreaming. He rolled onto his back and a bright white sphere of light stared back. 
The ceiling and walls were lined with globes of swimming liquid. The Shaman had explained that within these spheres of energy all the power of the universe was locked away without a key. 
“Locked away without a key,” murmured the youth as he placed his hands behind his head. The siblings had been given appropriate accommodations: beds and food. 
E’Malkai had declined both. 
The Shaman’s voice surprised him. “All that power and no way to retrieve it. Many have tried. Many of my predecessors have tried to free that power only to be met with failure and expulsion from this place.” 
The Shaman had donned a burgundy short-sleeve shirt. The tailored satin fabric seemed to shimmer as he lowered himself into a cross-legged position beside the youth. 
E’Malkai did not turn to face him, but instead remained on his back while the Shaman faced the other direction. “Who would wish for such power?”
The Shaman smiled, though the youth could not see it. 
“Spoken like someone who should wield such a charge.”
E’Malkai craned his neck to see the Shaman. 
“I do not want to be a god. I never asked to be what I am.” 
“Nor did the darkness ask for the coming of the Light, but it happened and there is nothing that can be done to change that. Just as there is nothing that can be done to make you anything other than what you are,” echoed the Shaman as he watched the globes collide with one another. The pale glow changed from red to orange, and then to darkness. Once more it drifted to a bright light, always changing, unperturbed by the will of the sentient. 
“What is it like?” queried E’Malkai, watching the colors dance from blue to green. 
The collisions created a canvas of hues.
“I have only passed through once, before I came here. It was a wasteland of darkness and lies. There is truth there as well.”
“What must I know to survive?”
“There is much about Dok’Turmel that is hidden, obscured. There is no end or beginning to it. You merely exist, and within all of the inconsistencies is a perfect place: the Grove, a shelter within the cell that contains the power that you seek. It should always be foremost in your mind.”
E’Malkai pushed himself up so that he was sitting. 
“How can I find the Grove?”
“You will have a guide, whether you wish one or not. Dok’Turmel has been called the underworld in some cultures, though paradise hides within it as well. The Grove is a place of peace. Those who walk within Dok’Turmel are neither human nor dead. They are apparitions of a long dead past, but they can still lead you astray. Make you wander for eternity without ever finding an exit. Once you enter Dok’Turmel, you will be unable to leave until you reach the Grove. The entrance we create will disappear the moment you cross over, but you must seek it out once you have the power.”
“How did you leave?”
The Shaman sighed. 
“That was in a before-time, one in which the laws of time and space did not exist as they do now. A hole was created. In doing so a balance had to be restored; such a breach could not be repaired. Once Dok’Turmel is opened, there is no way to close it completely. A tear would grow for all eternity, until it happened upon something else that wished to come through. The exit that was created to allow me passage was sealed by those of my kind, the only ones who could have ever performed such a ritual. I am the last. They have all passed on and will greet you in the Grove.”
E’Malkai smirked. “If I make it.”
“Indeed,” acquiesced the Shaman with a sad nod of his head. 
E’Malkai looked away from the Shaman, watching the iridescent walls sparkle around them. “Will I see my father?”
“You may at that, E’Malkai, you may at that,” replied the Shaman, as well losing himself in the lights all around them. 
E’Malkai remained silent. 
There were questions to which he sought answers. 
“You know of the sacrifice of family. That is what plagues your mind, isn’t it?” queried the Shaman with a sidelong look. 
The youth nodded. 
“And you believe that they must die, at your hands perhaps?”
E’Malkai looked at him shocked, horrified even. 
The Shaman shook his head. 
“The sacrifice of family has to be a willing one. They must believe that you are the one. That love and trust will open a window into Dok’Turmel.”
E’Malkai draped his hands over his knees and pulled them toward himself. “And if they will not? What then? There can be no journey into Dok’Turmel?”
“I have already spoken to them,” began the Shaman as he pushed up from the ground and dusted his hands off against one another. “They have agreed to participate in the ritual as long as you are present. The window of opportunity is brief, and must be capitalized upon.” 
E’Malkai stared forward. 
He had not expected them to be asked so frankly. 
Yet, there was something the Shaman was not telling him.
“I did not know that you were going to ask them so simply. I guess I didn’t realize what this was all about: the way to open Dok’Turmel.”
“There is much more that I cannot explain because I have never entered the Grove, for I am neither dead nor the vessel of the Original Creator. It is different for each man, woman, or child who enters that place. Your experience, most of all, will be unique because you enter alive where others have only entered when death had claimed them.”
“What?”
“As I said, Dok’Turmel is the underworld, a realm of death,” he replied with a self-explanatory shrug. “A mortal walking among the dead will not go unnoticed.”
E’Malkai looked at him blankly.
There was much about his journey that he did not yet understand. It had all blurred together: battling Fe’rein within Culouth; recovering in Illigard; journeying north to find the Fallen.  
The Shaman smirked. He had dwelled beneath the Desert of the Forgotten for eternity, and in that time the questions had always remained the same. 
“Time is strange within Dok’Turmel. Though only days or weeks will pass in the world that you call Terra, years will pass within Dok’Turmel. If and when you emerge once more, you will not be the same as when you entered. It has been said that those who walk within Dok’Turmel lose what they once were and are born again anew.”
“Did my father change?” queried E’Malkai.    
The Shaman shook his head. 
“The power that your father sought rested here in these caverns. There had not been a taint on it as there is now. When your uncle, the one called Fe’rein, took the power from your father, it forced the true power into safekeeping within the Grove––as it had been done before when the power was threatened by the darkness.”
“Will I not wither and die searching for the Grove?”
“You are still rooted in this reality, so you will not age physically more than the time that has transpired upon Terra. Once you return, you will no longer age. Eternal life will be yours.”
E’Malkai’s thoughts drifted to Arivene, and then his mother; the dark look on T’elen’s face when last he saw her. Memories are what would haunt his eternal life, dreams of those who had passed on. “What if I fail? What if I cannot make it back?” 
The Shaman looked down at him. 
His cool eyes watched the youth with a comforting gaze. “Then all you know will fade to darkness. The people who have died to defend you, so that you might come this far, will have died in vain. The Intelligence will have won. Dak’Tan will have won a war it started millennia upon millennia ago.”
E’Malkai laughed. “No matter the outcome, there will always be more war. It is inevitable, isn’t it? If I defeat the evil of this world, more will come. Drawn to what I have. It will never end.”
“You speak the truth, son of Seth. The path that you have chosen is one that makes you a herald of war. There will be those who will try and use your power for their own gain, and others who will wish to take it from you,” replied the Shaman with a knowing shake of his head as he touched the walls. A glow passed over his hands and illuminated the beads at his wrist. 
E’Malkai pushed himself to his feet and approached the far side of the room. There was smooth black obsidian stone on which there were no globes of flowing energies. 
It looked like an archway. The youth ran in his fingers over the rock and felt how cold it was. “Why is this stone so cold?” he called over his shoulder. 
The Shaman was at his side in an instant. He held the youth’s forearm away from the dark stone. “That is the archway into Dok’Turmel. It would be unwise to touch it.”
“Why?”  
“They can feel you, E’Malkai. They can feel what you are. We would hope to make your presence there a surprise, one that the shadows of that realm cannot mold to their advantage,” replied the Shaman as he let go of the youth’s arm. 
E’Malkai pulled his hand away, all the while watching the dark stone. “When do I go?”
“In the morning. You should get more sleep. You may not sleep for some time once you enter,” answered the Shaman as he disappeared from the youth’s side. 
E’Malkai turned and watched as the back of the Shaman blended into the darkness. Looking down at his hand again, dark veins of shadow coursed through them for a moment and then disappeared. 
He could already feel the evil of Dok’Turmel.
 



  
ⱷ
The Fog of War
  
  
  
The ridge of the second trench had been abandoned for weeks. Elcites and Xi’iom had found shelter there, as most of the fortifications had remained intact despite the siege. The guardian wore leather armor like his brethren, but the pole he carried was not adorned with the flesh and skulls of the lives he had taken. Instead, it was painted in the colors of Illigard: red and black, blood and death. 
The ruse had worked. 
As Xi’iom had begun to lose footing, Elcites charged north against the backs of those who pursued the company. With a mutual effort, the two commanders were able to split the Culouth forces and drive them back east as they took a much-needed rest within the confines and cover of the second trench. 
They sat across from each other around a blazing fire. Embers crackled as the grip of winter threatened to expunge it, but it stood fast––much like the warriors of Illigard. 
At the moment, rest was their only concern. 
Elcites grunted as he tore into a large slab of jerky, the venison having grown hard from the cold weather. “She will come,” he growled as he gorged himself on the meat, moistening his palate to swallow the coarse strips. 
Xi’iom stared into the fire, the climbing flames dancing in his almond eyes. “Will it be soon enough? Kyien is no fool. He will see what we have done and send a hundred thousand men down upon us. Maybe twice that, who can tell.”
Elcites nodded as he tore a piece of the meat off and stuffed the rest into a pocket of the leather armor. There were maybe fourteen thousand men left between the two commanders. Considering how many Culouth soldiers were dead and frozen, it went considerably well. 
“I wonder if Dean survived. I have not seen him since we separated,” spoke Xi’iom as he tossed a blackened twig into the center of the flames. 
The Umordoc guardian shook his head. “There were many from Dean’s division who met up with my company several hours after we split. One of them swore he saw the old man charge to his death,” replied Elcites as he swallowed the last of the meat that he had torn free. 
A shrill pitch echoed through the camp that urged both commanders to their feet. The noise sang again. It was an early warning call. There were troops approaching from the east. 
Elcites pulled his weapon from the ground beside him and bounded up the edge of the ridge in two steps. Night had fallen as they made camp. The field ahead of them was a haze of snow and blowing winds. There were markers of fire that were clear even through the limited visibility.
They were close. 
It did not take long for the company to assemble behind their commanders. Xi’iom lowered to one knee as he accepted binoculars and nodded grimly as he placed them over his eyes. 
“The front ranks are a thousand or more side by side. They could extend back farther than I can see in this haze. There could be more than a hundred thousand. I can’t be certain,” whispered Xi’iom as he turned and adjusted the controls. Sucking in air, he pulled them from his face and turned to Elcites. “Kyien is with them, full horse regale and everything. Ten or twenty mounted alongside him, armored as well.”
The guardian sighed and watched the horizon as the fiery glow of their torches became more and more clear. “We should divide our ranks again. There are too many.”
Xi’iom nodded. “There is a ridge about a mile from here along the southern coast of the swamps. There are caves and some inlet streams that run through the lower caverns. We could mount a protracted defense there,” reasoned the solemn commander as he stood. 
“We do it quietly so that they march right into the trench, and hopefully do not notice until we have a decent lead on them,” spoke Elcites as he plunged his spear into the sleeve along his back. Xi’iom nodded, waving back to the troops as they began to move around the enemy in hopes of a reprieve from the icy grip of death that threatened their every step.
  
*
  
T’elen had started down the south side of the swamps the moment she left Illigard. She knew that Kyien had little working knowledge of the layout of the badlands, especially with the perils of fighting in the winter. The company she commanded was still almost twenty thousand strong.
Several hundred would succumb to the weather and illness. Some had contracted a vicious flu and had to be cut loose, lest they infect the entire company. As they passed the third trench, the scars of war revealed the terrors that haunted the winter winds. Soldiering on, T’elen thought only of her men stranded among the jackals of Culouth.        
  
*
  
Kyien’s horse kicked at the cold earth and snorted loudly as the High Marshal pulled on the reins so that the steed did not stray too close to the edge of the trench. He surveyed the empty ditch with a note of disdain. Pierce was at his side as he often was; his soft features marred by a look of disgust at their defeat, though not an outright one. 
They had been tricked. 
“They could not have gotten far in this weather, High Marshal Kyien,” spoke Pierce matter-of-factly.
“Are you a tracker, Pierce?” snapped Kyien. 
“Of course not.”
“Then how can you know how far they have gotten, or how long they have been gone? They might have seen our torches and escaped back the way they came. Perhaps they pushed toward the Stone Tower around our legions. There are too many footprints here to figure out who went which way. With a hundred thousand men stepping all over the tracks once more, it becomes rather difficult to discern much of anything. You can appreciate the need for caution with your words,” snarled Kyien, his face red as he scolded Pierce.            
Pierce stared, uncertainty plaguing him. “I will be more vigilant, my lord,” he stammered, struggling to keep his mount steady. 
A man approached who bore the yellow stripe of Kyien’s army. His rank insignia marked him as a lieutenant. With a rifle over his back and a thick blade at his side––not a weapon, but a fourteen-inch machete that wore a dark red sheath––he saluted briskly. 
Kyien nodded in return, turning his horse again. 
“Lieutenant,” called Kyien dryly. 
“High Marshal Kyien.” 
Kyien crossed his arms over the horn of his saddle and looked down at the sandy-haired soldier. “What news do you bring me?
“We have picked up a trail moving east. It is far to the south of the trenches. We got a few miles before we lost the trail beneath the caverns by the cliffs to the east of the Stone Tower,” replied the solider. 
“Follow the trail. Run them down,” commanded Kyien without inflection. The soldier turned without another word and disappeared into the growing haze of cold and snow.
  
*
  
The rocky cliffs were a steep winding slope of slick outcroppings that rose hundreds of feet into the cliff side before an opening was revealed; an opening through which they climbed down into the darkness. Elcites and Xi’iom stood watch as the night faded and the haze lightened. The sun tried to break through the perpetual curtain of clouds. They watched the ground below in silence. The sound of marching echoed in the distance; however faint it was, it remained. They stood their ground quietly, waiting for a new dawn. 
 



  
ⱷ
Fe’rein
  
  
  
The Stone Tower was empty. Though tens of thousands of soldiers were camped just outside, hundreds died each day from the cold and malnutrition as the war raged all around them. 
Fe’rein sat cross-legged on the cold stone floor. 
His eyes were closed; his hands lay on his knees, palms facing up. With eyes fluttering beneath his closed eyelids, he searched through the darkness for what he sought. 
He searched for E’Malkai. 
The threat the boy posed had not been apparent to him in the past, but the mion knew that each day E’Malkai moved closer to the Shaman. He focused, images coming to view.
In his mind he passed over the cold battlefield where his brother’s son had gone. Fe’rein snarled and shook his head, obscuring the images that had formed. He searched deeper within the earth, beneath the protective fabrics that held Terra in balance; that was where the Shaman would be. He dove deep into the earth with his mind, plunging through tectonic plates and magma. 
Everything had a unique energy signature. 
Coursing through the innards of the earth as if it were a sidewalk on which he casually strolled, he searched. The earth toiled around him, but it mattered little for he saw the white light of who he knew to be the thorn in his side. The emerald strain that infected the being was the same that he had seen months ago. He delved into the light and emerged on the other side to witness the ceremony.
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai stood farthest from the obsidian archway. Arivene and Mete were clothed similarly as they approached from the darkest corner of the Shaman’s keep. They seemed distant, absorbed in what they were about to do. 
Arivene had on a long white dress, fitted around her waist and cut at her ankles. Mete wore a white tunic and white pants. They held hands as they moved in front of the reflecting stone and stood with their backs to E’Malkai. 
The Shaman walked behind them. 
His clothes remained unchanged, except that his dark hair flowed freely over his shoulders, hiding his face slightly. He nodded to the youth as he passed, but no words were exchanged. 
E’Malkai was torn. 
He wanted to talk to them, but he felt as if the silence was a part of it all; that if he interrupted, it would only serve to make the entire process longer. 
He wanted desperately to tell Arivene not to do this; he wanted to tell her many things. His young heart pulled him in more directions than he cared to think about. He could not ignore the pang he felt in his heart at the sight of her before the dark doorway into Dok’Turmel.
Arivene and Mete reached out and touched the stone. A ripple passed over it as they did so. They continued to stare forward, their bodies trembling. 
The Shaman came up behind them and extended his arms into the air. A white glow flowed from his fingers and down his arm. The very same light crawled from his feet and then met at his waist so that his entire body was consumed by the clear light. He reached forward and touched the wall. Shimmering like water as the light and the darkness molded together into one form, the wall absorbed the amalgamation. 
“We two give our lives for this mortal to walk…” began Mete as he pressed his arm into the liquid-like portal, so much so that his chest rested against the wall. 
“Within Dok’Turmel for we believe that he…” continued Arivene as she plunged her arm into the gateway. Her features betrayed her fear as tears trickled down her face. 
E’Malkai moved forward, but the Shaman shook his head vigorously. Even without him turning, E’Malkai knew it was meant for him. 
Mete’s face contorted in pain as he spoke again. 
“Is the recreation of the Ai’mun’hereun and that he may…”
The tears flowed freely now. Her mouth twisted as she spoke again, her voice wavering. “Restore the power of the Original Creator and bring balance back to the universe.” She cried now. Her whimpering brought a rage into the youth’s heart, but he would not move. 
“I bear witness to the opening of Dok’Turmel and the coming of the Original Creator.” Winds erupted within the chambers and a humming noise permeated the air. The Shaman was not impressed. “These children of the Light give their lives willingly.”
The portal exploded forward like a mass of crawling energy and expanded over the brother and sister. He heard her voice then, a soft whisper. “I love you, E’Malkai, son of Seth.” 
The words drifted over the room as the gales tore through everything that was not a part of the cavern. It lurched back and reflected like a rippling pool of water. Waves of light danced on the surface. 
The Shaman stood alone. 
His hair was wild as it blew all around him. The youth felt his face and realized that he could not feel the wind on his skin. He walked forward without hesitation. Reaching the Shaman, he looked at the one called Ti’ere’yuernen. 
“Go with strength, E’Malkai, son of Seth, last of the line of Armen and bearer of the power of the Ai’mun’hereun. May you find the peace that your father was never granted. Heed my warnings, for you are alone once you pass through that portal,” he called over the winds.   
“I will. May my journey find peace for us all.” E’Malkai smiled sadly and touched the portal. A freezing sensation crawled down the length of his arms as he pushed his arms into the shimmering abyss. As he fell through, the light dispersed and the wall became dark obsidian glass once more. The Shaman stood, his hair falling back into place. The materials caught in the whirlwind caused by the portal fell back to the ground. 
Silence permeated the keep of the Shaman.
 



  
ⱷ
Fe’rein
  
  
  
Fe’rein’s eyes snapped open. Unintelligible words roared from his mouth. The shadow fire prickled his skin. His eyes flooded to black as he drove his fist against a wooden table, shattering it into a thousand pieces. As quickly as the energy came, it receded; drawn from him like poison from a wound. 
He gasped for air as he fell back and breathed deeply. 
His eyes pooled with tears, the sensation of suffocation overwhelming. He did not yet have his power back. The veneficus had been true to its word, but it was going to take longer than he would have wished to see his power restored.
 



  
ⱷ
T’elen
  
  
  
T’elen lay on the snow-covered ground. Gripping the sides of the binoculars, she grimaced at the light red hue that it cast over everything. It had begun to infect her vision. She was watching for independent heat signatures, movement that could only be human. 
She soon found what she was looking for.
The army of Culouth had circled back from whence it came. Due to the size of their infantry, it took them far longer than the small company commanded by the Field Marshal. She pushed herself up from the ground and handed the binoculars to the broad-shouldered lieutenant who had been at the third trench.
“They are here, lieutenant,” she spoke, pulling the hood back over her face. She tightened the wraps that surrounded her features before she continued. “They are moving toward the caverns to the south.”
The lieutenant looked over the field with a bland stare and could not even see a pale outline. “They are leading them away from Illigard, luring them into a blind corner in hopes of thinning out Kyien’s forces,” he replied without turning back around.             
T’elen had already pulled the dark gray shawl around her shoulders as she watched the cold world around them degenerate further. “We need to make our way to the caverns. If they have indeed holed up there, then they are doing so as a last stand. We need them if we expect to survive this war.”
“I have never seen so many tracks. There could be hundreds of thousands of Culouth soldiers waiting for us. Elcites and Xi’iom could already be dead. We need to think about Illigard,” reasoned the lieutenant. His voice tapered as the Field Marshal turned to him. 
“If you would like to run back to Illigard with your tail tucked between your legs, then be my guest. After doing so, clean out your things and get off my base. Am I clear, lieutenant?” she challenged, standing right in front of him. 
Her slender features looked up at him. 
Everything was hidden except the fire in her eyes. 
“Crystal clear, Field Marshal T’elen. I will assemble the men and begin our march toward the caverns.” He saluted curtly and spun, disappearing into the snowy haze. 
The snow had stopped blowing in the winds and instead began to fall on the ground, painting the fields in heavy strokes. T’elen had grown increasingly difficult to be with the longer the war dragged on. It seemed that the Stone Tower and Kyien had an inexhaustible amount of men to throw at Illigard no matter what traps and pitfalls were laid before them. She nearly screamed as she stood there, but instead stifled the urge. The rage that built inside her was caustic. It felt as if it would seep from her pores like acid if she did not find justice with her blade. 
She drew the sword deftly and despite the cold, it sung from its sheath. Watching the snow land on the steel, it soon melted into a liquid that dripped from her blade. She turned it over in her hand, the thickness of the hilt greater than the circumference of her wrist, and then drove it into the snow with a grunt.
A sigh escaped her lips as she did so. 
She knelt against it, allowing her weight to be suspended only by the grip of her hands on the hilt. Her head fell to her chest and she stayed there for some time, allowing the snow to fall upon her. Memories and wishes of lives lost flowed over her. 
 



  
ⱷ
Kyien
  
  
  
Kyien dismounted from the pitch black steed, handing the reins to an aide without pausing to look the woman in the eyes. Her features were hidden by layers of dark fabrics. An additional shawl was thrown over her face to hide her power––a beauty that could ensnare a man, even one as vile as Lord Kyien. 
Kyien’s host had amassed just outside of the caverns, several hundred feet from the base of the cliff side. It was several hundred more feet up the side of the rocky wall to reach the caverns where the remainder of the Illigard forces hid in darkness. He walked to the front of the soldiers and moved beside Pierce, who was rather busy looking up the side of the cliff in wonderment. 
“To bring tens of thousands of men up such a formation must have taken an excruciating amount of time. They had quite a lead on us it would appear,” he marveled, not seeing that Kyien stood beside him. 
Kyien’s voice reflected his annoyance. “That was rather grand of them, wasn’t it? They made quite a fool of out me. Isn’t that what you are trying to say?”
Pierce spun at the voice. His delicate features slid horrifically as he realized his verbal slip, and he opened his mouth like a fish upon land gasping for life. 
“Surely you have more to say about my leadership,” continued Kyien as he placed his hands on his sides and stared up the side of the cliff face as well. 
Pierce looked away and brushed a soldier from his side angrily. “Of course not, my lord. I was merely pointing out the lengths to which the cowards from Illigard must go in order to find a place to hide,” he replied nervously. 
Kyien grabbed a passing soldier by the arm. 
The man looked at the High Marshal with a bewildered stare. 
“Yes, my lord?”
“Do we have archers?”  
“We did not bring primitive weapons.” 
Kyien drew the blade from his side and swung it viciously in line with the man’s neck, lopping his head clean from his shoulders. The soldier’s body collapsed back and his head rolled to the feet of the High Marshal. Kyien looked down at the head and kicked it. It bounded a short distance away from him and he leveled his gaze at another soldier. 
He addressed the second solider in a calm manner. 
“I will ask you the same question: Do we have any archers?”
The man swallowed hard before he spoke. “I will round some up immediately, High Marshal Kyien,” he stammered and then saluted before disappearing. 
Pierce looked at the back of Kyien’s head. 
His eyes were glazed and wide. 
“Was that so difficult?” echoed Kyien. 
The soldier returned with seventeen marksmen fitted with makeshift bows and arrows; tips wrapped in oil-soaked fabrics and tail ends made of fibrous shreds of steel taken from pieces of armor that had been found in the battlefield. 
A man wrapped in a dark shawl walked in front of the arches, a torch held in his hand. As each archer lifted his bow into the air, the man lit the oiled fabric and then the next until each smoldered and burned. 
Kyien stood a good distance from them. 
The archers loosed the arrows, the sucking sound as they climbed through the haze echoed over the dwindling gales. The glow of the fiery arrowheads burned brightly as they found their home on a ridge atop the caverns. 
Soon, the screaming started. 
Kyien nodded to Pierce, who dropped his hand to the archers, signaling them to notch another arrow. This time they used dark steel tips, crudely constructed from shredded metal, and loosed them again. 
The screams of those above doubled. 
Pierce nodded again. 
They did not have time to notch another arrow. 
Blades and pikes rained from the skies down on the archers, gouging and maiming without prejudice. The rain of metal ceased and thirty-seven men were taken instantly. Knives and dull points of pikes found homes in skulls and chests. Hundreds more were wounded and carried away. 
Kyien moved toward Pierce who had taken a melee knife in the shoulder. Another soldier pulled it free and tied a dark fabric around it tightly. A sharp sound erupted from the less-than-masculine officer. “The fire will take some time for them to put out. The water is deeper in the caverns.”
Pierce looked at him in anger. “We lost close to forty men; a hundred more will not survive the night. Yet you worry about a stupid fire,” he roared, his face flushed. 
Kyien darted forward and grasped the man’s jaw in his hands. 
“I am the commanding officer here.” 
Pierce knocked away his hand disgustedly and wiped the dirt from his jaw where the High Marshal held him. He glowered at Kyien, his anger and angst unabated. “You are a madman. They will get those fires out and they might lose twenty men. We suffer down here because you would rather kill one of them than spare a hundred of your own men,” he spoke, his brow furrowed. 
Kyien shrugged and looked back up the cliff side. The glow of the fire was evident. “My men trust in my judgment. Smoke will lower their morale; make them come to hate the corner they have been pushed into.”
“And what if they do not see it as a corner?” challenged Pierce. 
His anger receded as he brushed off his garments. 
Kyien tucked his hands into the folds of his coat and lowered his head against the comfortable furs that lined the collar of his regal linens. “It matters little what they believe. In time it will be their tomb.”
Pierce looked up as the wind howled.
Snow climbed the rocky cliffs and spiraled, making the haze of snow and freezing ice thicker. The wind chilled Pierce, and he pulled his coat around himself and shivered as if to accentuate the point. The world had seemed to slow around their war. Terra was now trapped in an unrelenting, inescapable storm that would eventually consume them all. 
 



  
ⱷ
Elcites
  
  
  
Elcites used the thick cloth blanket like a whip as he beat the flames down. The mammoth guardian had managed to contain the smaller fires, but the one closest to the entrance had found a catalyst: a dry copse of brush that had received shade from the snowstorm. It had become brittle and susceptible to the flame. The others had taken shelter deeper within the recesses of the cave, but the guardian had remained. The presence of the fire meant smoke, and they could not afford that with the lack of proper ventilation inherent deeper within the caverns. 
His mind wandered as he watched the flames. 
A sneering face seemed to form among the tendrils the harder he tried to beat it back, as if it were mocking him. The worry that tickled his mind would not relent. He could not escape the sense of duty he felt for E’Malkai. 
He slammed the dull fabric against the fire. 
Watching as it diminished only to be reborn once more when the wind blew past––enlivened as the blanket was pulled away––Elcites could feel irritation brewing. Umordoc were known for their fits of rage, but the guardian was not a mindless beast. 
He was more human in his heart and mind than the beast on the outside conveyed. Leane and Fe’rein had seen to his training. He was to be imbued with the logics of the Fallen, as well as the merciless tactics necessary to survive. 
He could hear the soldiers deeper within the caves, their voices echoing, as well as the distant voices of Culouth soldiers below. He felt torn between two worlds: his charge and the war. The soldiers of Illigard had begun to fear. They whispered in the darkness of what might befall them: not making it out of the caves alive; perhaps suffocating if the fires spread. 
Elcites did not fool himself into thinking that they would survive. Yet, he held on to the belief that E’Malkai was what he was destined to be. That was what kept him going when the world felt as if it had stopped spinning. 
He placed the blanket atop the fire once more and allowed it to simmer. Using his hands and smothering it as best he could, he deprived it of the oxygen it so desired; another casualty of the war that marred Terra. As he pulled it away, he was aware of the heat on his hands, but it felt more like warmth against the bitterness of the air. Never in his life had he felt such cold weather upon the Lower Plane. It was if Terra had died and the world had frozen around her.
 



  
ⱷ
T’elen
  
  
  
The rock formation was very much like a tower. From the west it tapered until it reached the apex, a narrow winding path that crawled to where the caverns were carved into the stone. T’elen could not be certain if Kyien had known of it, or if he did not wish to risk the possibility of such a perilous attack. 
Either way, she found its presence served a dual purpose: a way to find the remnants of the Illigard Company forced to abandon the swamps and an opportunity for a strategic strike against Culouth. The trail was constructed such that only one solider at a time could walk. As they climbed, they passed through the hazy clouds that obscured visibility from below. They saw the ground disappear, but could still hear the Culouth encampment; their raised voices and the sound of laughter and grumbling rolled together as one. 
She leaned a hand against the side of the rock wall and peered around the corner, her weapon drawn and extended forward. The point bounced slightly in the wind. 
The trail wound dangerously close to the cliff edge. 
The weaving gap was no more than a couple feet wide. 
She entered it one foot after the other, carefully making her way despite the breathtaking fall she would suffer with any misstep. The wind tormented them, urged them to fall. They backed themselves against the wall; all the while quiet as the Culouth camp was just below. 
The hundred or so feet felt like miles as the Field Marshal planted her feet upon the curved rocks that led into the dark open mouth of the cavern. The smell of burnt brush assaulted her nose, stinging her senses. She stood tall, taking in the ambiance of the shelter above the cold haze. The stoic, imposing figure of Elcites emerged. His dark body was slick with viscous fluids, blood of those who were enemies as well as allies.   
His face contorted––the Umordoc version of a smile. “I knew that you would come, Field Marshal,” he growled. His voice was hoarse from the smoke that had all but dissipated. A smoldering pile of brush was a reminder of what would come again. 
She smiled thinly and sheathed her sword. Her lieutenant moved around behind her as the rest of the Illigard reinforcements found their way into the darkened cave. They filed past as if it was a death march, silent feet echoing in solitude. T’elen watched them pass, nodding to those who made eye contact and ignoring the others. “I had an obligation to my men.”
The Umordoc nodded and approached the edge of the cliffs. “Bakar walks among them. Many who had once been friends are now enemies.”
She stood alongside him as the broad-shouldered lieutenant dodged beneath the shadowy cave. He cast one more glance back at the Field Marshal before disappearing into the darkness. “Did Xi’iom choose this place?”
Elcites nodded and peered down into the gray cover below. 
She nodded in understanding. “He was always fond of being forced to find a solution.” She turned to him, though he continued to look ahead. “I did not think that you would allow yourself to be placed in a compromising position.”
“This war has been one compromise after another. Giving up my charge is something I would not have done if not commanded to do so by Leane ilsen. I would have wished to fight beside him until my death, but it appears as if I may die alone here in these caverns,” he responded without inflection. 
She sighed. “You saw the pod, didn’t you?”
“How could I miss it?”
She smirked. 
Her face felt heavy, as if she wore a mask. 
“I believe that was E’Malkai coming from the north.” 
The Umordoc did not react. 
“Fe’rein will ravage the battlefields soon, though I do not know why he has not yet. It seems ill-advised of Kyien to fight without the champion of Culouth. Perhaps his power wanes,” she mused, her hands planted against her hips. 
“Perhaps the Intelligence has other plans for him.”
She turned to him, her eyebrow cocked. “Or they wish to keep him on a shorter leash since he allowed E’Malkai to go free?” 
Elcites bowed his head and turned from the cliff edge. 
“How many remain in Illigard if we fail?”
“Eighty thousand, maybe more. I can’t be certain anymore. Many returned from the trenches, many more did not. But I saw a hundred thousand or more as we ascended the cliffs, and I’m willing to bet that there are at least that many more sitting at the Stone Tower,” she replied, a note of aggravation in her voice. 
He moved toward the opening of the cave and sat with his back against the side wall of the entrance. He draped his sinewy arms over his knees. “The men need to know that you are here. You should go to them.”
Nodding, she passed under the arch of the earthen cave. She placed her hand against the wall, facing into the darkness as she spoke. “He will come, Elcites.”
The Umordoc leaned his head back and stared into the gray skies above. “I have faith that he will, but I fear that it will not be in time. It may already be too late.”
T’elen’s face was hidden in the shadow as emotion found its way to her features. There was a feeling in the pit of her stomach when she thought of E’Malkai, something unlike anything she had ever felt before. She knew that there were no words to console either of them. Continuing into the darkness, thoughts of E’Malkai plagued her when it was the war below that should have occupied her mind. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The noise was like thunder amplified a thousand times; shattered glass echoing with enough ferocity that it was like an earthquake of the mind. E’Malkai opened his eyes only to see a white light so bright and encompassing that it felt as if his skull was numb. 
His eyes no longer functioned except as mirrors to the horrific pain inflicted by the sounds and the pure unadulterated light that assaulted his senses. The light blurred and cleared. Spikes of pain radiated through his mind as the light dissolved into a softer shadow, and slowly his vision returned. Objects found shape, a texture and color to the land upon which he found himself. 
He knelt. 
His hands gripped the sides of his face. Dark black strings of his hair were caught in his fingers. He felt the thin, albeit scraggly, line of a beard that had begun to grow. It was only a mere shadow of what it had been on the tundra. 
He pulled his hands away from his face and saw the landscape for what it was. The world around him appeared shrouded in night. There were no stars in the sky; no noticeable lights or any cloud cover, only an endless darkness that extended into oblivion. 
The ground was cracked and dry like the clay left behind when lakes dried up from the heat of the sun. Land melted into a desert. The sands were bright, almost completely white save for patches of darker oranges. He could see dunes farther in the distance. 
E’Malkai spun in the opposite direction and saw that it was identical; same white sands and the impenetrable darkness that pressed upon everything. He realized with an absurd suddenness that is was hot. The temperature was uncomfortable. His clothes felt like lead weights that were simultaneously sapping his oxygen and making the heat that much more intense. He tore at the wraps that covered his face, clawing and tearing them as if they were poisonous. 
Breathing heavily, he struggled to contain his horror, the mystification that gripped his senses and overrode his logics. Falling to his knees, he struggled to shed the layers that had served as protection on the tundra. 
A scream was trapped in his throat. It was a thin whine at first that became a wounded howl. His face was drawn tight from the release, muscles straining against the adrenaline that coursed through his body. The wraps gave way and he gulped air as if he was breathing for the first time. In a fit of spasms, he shed the coat that was still wrapped around his shoulders.
He threw it aside as he scrambled to his feet. 
Looking from one direction to the other frantically, his eyes bulged. His pale lips were drawn tight. His chest heaved as he darted forward. His mind loosed from its coil and only the former-man remained: a mindless beast relying completely on primal instincts to survive. He curled his legs into a crouch; his arms wrapped around his legs beside the first dune and he rocked himself slowly, muttering. 
He whispered in a hurried tone. 
There were many truisms in Dok’Turmel for which the Shaman had not prepared E’Malkai. Once inside the underworld, you began anew. In order to conquer a world that was situated outside of reality, he would first have to conquer his own fears, his own mind. 
His world flooded before him, all the moments of his life.  
E’Malkai’s eyes snapped open. 
He looked upon the desert of his existence. The unrelenting white and gold sands assaulted his vision, stretching far into the distant horizon. The night had not receded, nor had the heat. If anything it had grown more intense, more uncomfortable.
The shadow of the dune did not grant him any shelter from the heat; it was not a heat from above, but rather from below. Deep beneath the sands something boiled. He shook his head violently. His memories plagued him like specters of the past. He felt the presence of something else watching from a distance. 
He stood. 
The panic that had gripped him when he first entered Dok’Turmel had not yet left him. Instead, it receded. The silent hiss of sand giving way beneath his weight drew the youth’s attention and he turned his neck, feeling the soreness of his muscles. 
Days had passed, perhaps even weeks.
He stood upon shaky legs. 
The overwhelming feeling of being hunted returned. 
His mind urged him forward. 
He crested the side of the dune. 
Craning his neck back the way he had come, he watched as a black shadow rose and darted across his vision five or six hundred feet from him. He could not make out what it was, except that it was an animal. 
And before it disappeared, he saw its blood-red eyes. It dissipated into the brilliant white sands beneath and E’Malkai fell back as he watched it, crashing into the sand. Crab-walking away from the dune, he scrambled in a mad dash as he tried to flee from the image that had been revealed to him. 
He stumbled to his feet. 
Falling flat on his face several times before he succeeded in righting himself, he ran into the distance, not bothering to look over his shoulder again. He disappeared into the horizon, not seeing the crimson glare emerge from the white sands once more. It continued its hunt for the only mortal in all of Dok’Turmel. 
 



  
ⱷ
Elcites
  
  
  
The amber hue of the clouds looming above played tricks on Elcites. He had nodded off, not exactly the best quality for a sentry; it had been some time since he had found sleep. Weeks had passed in a dazed state that was more sleepwalking than anything else. He stretched his arms and yawned, revealing the sharp teeth of a predator. The days of the savage hunting parties of Umordoc were almost at an end. 
T’elen sat only a short distance away. She was wide awake, her blade resting on her legs as she watched the shrouded sunrise. Elcites heard the sound of marching below. “They started a few hours before sunrise,” she called without turning to him. 
He pushed himself to his feet. 
Peering over the edge as the flaming tip of an arrow passed just above him, it forced him to stumble back and almost lose his balance. He followed the shaft as it landed on the rock and flickered a second before the wind blew it out.
T’elen was on her feet, her blade held in her hands as the war chant of an army lifted through the fog. She saw the glint and then the yellow badge of the Culouth army as they came single file. Five of them poured from the pass as quickly as they could muster. 
Her blade met its aim, digging deep into the torso of the first soldier and then swimming over top of him, she drove the point through the face of the next soldier. She kicked the dead man back into the others as she backpedaled toward the entrance of the cavern. 
She turned as Elcites threw a dueling axe, watching as it skimmed by her face. It embedded into the chest of a Culouth soldier, his weapon raised over his head. He fell away, the blade slipping from his grip as he fell toward the ground below. The Umordoc guardian grabbed her roughly and pulled her toward the entrance, putting himself between her and the rest of the Culouth army. 
The cliff side glowed as they backed deeper into the mouth of the cavern. A deep reddish-orange color filled their vision as a sea of arrows crested and then descended on the charging Culouth soldiers. 
“He is killing his own men,” she screamed as she struggled.
He pulled a circular blade from his side, holes carved into the center where he could grip it. Pushing the Field Marshal back away from him, he curled it behind him and threw it forward into the sea of pushing soldiers. 
The weapon whistled as it spun in spherical waves, cutting through the lines of soldiers. Sticking into the wall of the cavern, the darkness hid the horror that the Umordoc guardian had inflicted. 
“Do you need to be carried?” he called. 
She shook her head. 
“We have to fall back,” he called again. 
His voice was lost on the Field Marshal as she watched the hungry eyes of the Culouth soldiers pour through the open maw of the cavern. She nodded numbly as she delved deeper into the cave with the guardian, constantly looking over her shoulder as she watched the light disappear.
 



  
ⱷ
Kyien
  
  
  
Kyien watched the archers with joy. Pierce stood beside him, watching the spectacle as well, but not with the same enthusiasm that had overtaken the High Marshal. This was personal for him. He hated the Field Marshal as much as Fe’rein did, and to see her under such duress brought a disgusting happiness to the cruel commander. 
Pierce could not contain his contempt any longer. “Are we not killing our own men?” he demanded with a hawk-like frown. The points of his eyebrows were shaved into discernible lines for aesthetics, but when he frowned they looked like wings in flight. 
Kyien ignored the man’s accusation. 
He motioned for the archers to stop. “That should be enough. They have been pushed back into the caverns no doubt. We will bury them there,” he laughed with a dismissive wave of his hand. 
“You did not answer my question, High Marshal,” pressed Pierce. 
Kyien looked at the man as if he did not understand the question, or perhaps the severity with which the liaison treated it. “Perhaps, but we were getting some of them as well.”
Pierce looked at the High Marshal with contempt. 
“That is unacceptable.”
Kyien moved closer to Pierce, bridging the distance with a startling speed. He grabbed the man by his throat, squeezing until he heard a wheezing sound. “I will do what I wish with these men. They are at my disposal, as are you. In the future you would be wise to watch your delicate tongue, lest I have to tear it from your throat,” snarled Kyien. 
Pierce’s face flushed and the veins of his neck and forehead pulsed as he struggled to breathe. He clawed at the High Marshal’s hand. 
Kyien enjoyed watching the man squirm. Kyien tilted his head, a sick smile spreading across his features. “Do you want me to do that, Pierce?” 
Pierce shook his head as tried to breathe. 
Kyien’s face was inches away from Pierce. He could see the spittle at the corners of the liaison’s mouth. “Do we understand each other, Pierce?”
The man nodded, the strength leaving his body. 
Kyien let go. 
Pierce fell to his knees, collapsing on himself as he breathed in deep, exaggerated breaths. The blood from his face settled again and his normal color returned. He looked up at Kyien as the High Marshal looked down. 
The brief power struggle had been resolved. 
Kyien returned his attention to the smoke that billowed from the cliff face. “I am going to lead another charge through the pass. You are to remain here with the remainder of the legions until I send for you. Understood?”
Pierce nodded, standing and bowing curtly to the High Marshal. “What signal shall I look for, my lord?” he spoke without inflection.
A soldier approached with the dark steed in tow, the equally black reins held in his grip. Kyien accepted them and then hooked his foot into the stirrup of the saddle; he swung himself onto the back of the mount as the soldier held the beast. 
“When I begin to throw those red-striped fools from the cliff side.”
Pierce nodded and turned to go.
“Pierce, you wouldn’t be thinking of running out on me?”
The liaison froze. 
“Of course not, my lord,” he answered without turning. 
Kyien motioned the soldier away with a flick of hand.
Pierce looked at him icily, no love lost between the two men. “I would never dream of it, my lord. You are my commanding officer and the leader to whom I look for purpose,” he responded as cordially as he could despite his seething hatred.  
Kyien watched him suspiciously. His archaic helmet shortened his already diminutive features so that he looked the part of a dwarf from ancient lore. “Make sure the soldiers do not grow relaxed without my presence.”
“Of course, Lord Kyien, your word is bond.”
Kyien kicked his heels into the steed and charged toward the marching line of Culouth soldiers. His mirthless voice could be heard echoing as he rode alongside the troops. The host soon disappeared into the thick haze of the snowstorm. Pierce watched it without interest and turned back to the camp once the visage of Kyien disappeared. He began to plot those dark schemes that dwelled only in the darkest of hearts. 
 



  
ⱷ
Fe’rein
  
  
  
Fe’rein had listened to the Sea of Torments and the crashing of waves on the walls below the Stone Tower for too long. As he lay on his side facing the cold unforgiving stone, he watched without care. Images of the past plagued him as they often did, though no more than when he had first taken the power. 
Those memories had been warped, changed. 
When he saw Seth, he did not see his brother; just as Summer no longer held the memories of his lover. Instead, there were only recreated, convoluted images that he had reconstructed from a forgotten past––a past that served only as a reminder of a former weakness. 
This was, of course, false. 
He was no more Ryan Armen than the image of Seth was his brother. He had taken to the notion that he was trapped; high up in the keep, he was a prisoner of his own devices. He saw the four walls as the cell to which he had been condemned by the Intelligence until a time when they would allow him to roam once more. 
A war raged.
The Final War, if some men were to be listened to.
The Intelligence had begun to keep a tight leash on him once it was known that E’Malkai would undergo the pilgrimage. Once an Armen breached Dok’Turmel, the connection with the energies of Terra would wane and eventually disappear from those who were still tethered to it in some way––someone like Fe’rein.
Battles raged all around him.
He had remained within the Stone Tower for months, every day less powerful than he had been before. The crash of the waves as they assaulted the cliffs below had become white noise. 
He had slept for the first time in months.
It was a dreamless sleep, after which he felt neither rested nor refreshed. He shut his eyes and searched with the Sight, one of the few gifts that had not been taken away. It was the only power that was irrespective of affiliation. 
His control over the Sight had diminished considerably. 
Before he could focus on any given point, be it a person, a place, or even a concept. The last time that he had tried to find the youth it was a taxing, almost fruitless endeavor. He crawled through the gray mass of storm clouds and snow, seeing the fields for what they were: tattered and beaten swamps with slush over top. Battlegrounds had begun to freeze over once more. 
He stretched out his mind, sighing as he tried to reach the youth. Searching for the cave of the Shaman as he had before, he was humbled. He could not feel E’Malkai anymore, which meant that his journey to Dok’Turmel had been successful. 
His mind was pulled back as he saw an image of M’iordi approaching the keep. He rolled to a sitting position as the knock echoed in the hollow chamber. That was a word that he had begun to use to explain everything: hollow.  
“Come in, M’iordi,” he drawled without real care. 
He pushed himself from the bed lethargically. 
M’iordi was adorned in bright colors, vibrant red robes atop shimmering dark blue colors. It was safe to assume that beneath the layers were duller, warmer colors that made it such that he could still look as regal as he pleased. He carried in his hand a faded yellow piece of parchment paper. The dark stamp of the Culouth army adorned the folded portion of the message. 
“My mion, you knew I was coming. Are your powers perhaps returning?” M’iordi was simply being polite. He knew Fe’rein’s powers had stagnated. The veneficus had served as nothing more than a wall against whatever it was that had been done to him. 
Fe’rein frowned. 
His once clean-shaven head had begun to grow brown hair again. His jaw wore a thin beard. The pockets beneath his eyes spelled out the sleepless nights. “You should know better than that.”
M’iordi nodded and extended his hand forward. 
He placed the message on the wooden table between them.
“Kyien has sent word.”
Fe’rein reached forward and grasped the letter in his hand. Leaning back against the wall with a sigh, he tore it open and scanned it quickly. He looked back to M’iordi. 
“When did you receive this?”
M’iordi looked confused. 
“Minutes ago,” he replied. 
Fe’rein threw the letter on the table. 
“This letter is dated from several days ago.”   
“The courier just arrived. He could have come from a great distance.”  
Fe’rein paced forward, his gait slow and pronounced. 
“Did he tell you anything?”
M’iordi nodded. 
“I imagine he told me precisely what the letter said.”
Fe’rein stopped close to the window and turned, placing an arm against the frame, leaning as he spoke. “What did he tell you?”
The council member cleared his throat, widening his stance. “He said that High Marshal Kyien had taken the trenches and was pursuing what remained of the Illigard army into a section of caverns south of here. He also said that T’elen might be with them, though they could not be certain of that.”
Fe’rein nodded. “Anything else?”
“Kyien was personally leading troops into the caverns to find and kill T’elen and her officers.”
“Kyien is a very single-minded warrior. He said that he will bring back her head,” replied Fe’rein with a discernible sense of dissatisfaction. 
“Is that not what you wanted, my mion?”
Fe’rein moved away from the window as another wave crashed against the cliff and echoed like the dull roar of a beast. “Kyien is a fool, and a rather expensive one at that. He will attack as if T’elen is there, whether or not the woman is present.”
“Is that not the wisest thing given her skill in the field?”
Fe’rein shook his head disapprovingly. “Don’t be a fool, M’iordi. He will crash in there headlong, without any real semblance of judgment, sacrificing legions of Culouth soldiers.”
M’iordi did not follow him. 
“It is all for the glory of Culouth, is it not?”
“He has his own agenda. I have seen into his heart and he will knife you just as quick as the day is long. He will die. Perhaps not today or tomorrow, but his idiotic convictions will be his undoing.”
M’iordi was frustrated by Fe’rein’s words; even more so, they panged him for he believed. “Why do you say such things? Kyien is a madman at times, but you speak as if you wish T’elen to take his head.”
Fe’rein sat back down upon his single cot. 
The springs whined; it was no longer the supple and comfortable resting place that it had once been. “I tell you this because when Kyien dies, Culouth will look to you for leadership. You will be their new tyrant. You must be ready. The time will soon be upon you.”
A part of him did not want the responsibility of military leadership. He was a politician and wanted only control over things from a distance.
Fe’rein lay back on the bed, staring at the ceiling. His thin face watched the smooth stone with apparent interest. “I do not care that the power scares you or that you do not wish for it. Do not come to this keep again unless it is to say that the siege has been a success, or with news of Kyien’s death.”
M’iordi nodded numbly and reached for the iron ring of the door; even through his padded gloves he felt the cold. He looked to Fe’rein and saw that the mion wore only warrior’s clothes: a tunic and pants.
Only a thin sheet covered the bed. 
As he pulled the door closed behind him, he realized that perhaps Fe’rein and Culouth were no longer on the same game board. To think that a hero of a people had lost his faith seemed far direr than the cold that threatened their every step.
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai sat cross-legged at the center of a long stretch of white sand. The night overhead was lightless as it had been since the youth had entered. In Dok’Turmel, time had changed. He retained the outward youth of a young man, but his mind had aged, matured far beyond what he appeared to be. The cycle of dreams had stopped, though only two plagued him and played for…
Years, he reminded himself.
He had moved beyond them, for they were merely a… 
“Test.”
E’Malkai leapt up from his seated position. 
His bare chest beaded with sweat. 
“It is a test. That was what you were going to say, was it not?” 
E’Malkai shook his head and then rubbed his eyes. An apparition walked toward him. The shimmering colors of its translucent body shook as it moved. Shards of individual prisms reflected colors in ways that were impossible; refractions that were a mockery of known physics assaulted his eyes. 
“I…”
“You are E’Malkai, son of Seth, vessel of the Ai’mun’hereun.”

The apparition spoke gently as it neared the youth. E’Malkai could see that though it was translucent from a distance, it did indeed possess features. The face was old in human years and wore a warm smile. Light gray hair was combed back from his forehead.
He wore spectacles that had thin frames. 
“What are you?” queried E’Malkai.
His features were clear to the youth, though he wore only a long shimmering cloak that matched the lack of pigment in his face. There was truly no color to the apparition.
“That is a rather rude way to look at it, is it not?”
Though the features appeared human, his lips did not move as the words were spoken. 
E’Malkai felt the urge to apologize, though he did not know what for. “I am sorry, I guess. I did not mean to be rude.”
He sat down and faced the youth. “I am an After-Person. I no longer exist on your plane. Here, I am a wanderer much like you.”

E’Malkai could not help but stare as he sat down once more. 
He draped his hands over his knees. “An After-Person?”
A laugh emanated from the form and it shook as the sound was created. “The three stages of being: the Before-Person, the Person, and the After-Person; just as there is the Before-Time, Time, and the After-Time.”
E’Malkai looked at the figure strangely. 
“How do you know who I am?”
“You are a Person. You do not belong here; you belong to Time. You are a stranger in Dok’Turmel, and as such you will be noticed. Did you think that you would walk among the underworld without being detected?”
The initial wave of awe had washed away. 
Disbelief and distrust replaced it. “Do you mean me harm?”
“Do you fear me?”
E’Malkai smiled. 
“The question is: Are you an enemy that fears what I have come for?” 
The figure shimmered. A laugh came once again, the prisms of his translucent form sparkled greater than before. “Well spoken. You are correct in assuming that there are things here that would hunt you for what you are, and for what you have come to claim. The battle that you have chosen is an eternal one. It cannot be won or lost, but instead postponed for a time. I am not an enemy, though I was once an enemy of the Light.” 
Fear prickled E’Malkai’s senses. “What do you mean?”
“I was once a Creator, a man called Darien. I did not know at the time that it was the side of evil that I had chosen. The essence of the Creator searches out power, especially that of the Original Creator, which is unique above all others. There could be a thousand Creators, but there can only ever be one Original Creator. That is the way it has always been, for there is no other way.”
“Why did you abuse your power?”
“There was a woman, a wicked woman called Hi’theren. Her beauty and grace hid the dark recesses of her heart. I was blind to them for she was my wife, my queen. I was the king of a great land long since forgotten. She told me that a shadow would consume our kingdom, though I see now that my kingdom was but a brief moment in the scheme of the universe. But, at that time, it was all I knew. I undertook the trials necessary to enter an ancient place that would grant me the powers of Time, though it is called something different in each place. I was deceived. My wife had made a pact with the darkness, an oath of blood.”
E’Malkai furrowed his brow. 
He did not understand. 
“The Creator is a mindless force in many ways. It commands a wealth of power and strength, yet sometimes it lacks direction, a place for it to focus its energies. My wife pointed me at other realms, at other kingdoms, until I had destroyed everything. Be warned, son of Seth: if you allow the darkness to control you, the power will rot you from the inside. The bearer of your controls, the person or entity to whom you lend your focus, will control you as if you were nothing more than a puppet.” 
“I thought you said the power of the Original Creator is different? That it cannot be corrupted like a Creator?” queried E’Malkai. 
“It is true that the power of the Original Creator cannot be guided to the same degree as a Creator, but your intent when you receive the power is what changes you. If you seek revenge, retribution, then the darkness will have you before you can know anything else. Bathe in the Light and you will be free of external control. Then, and only then, will you be able to decide what you do with that power.”
“How will I know? I do not mean harm. I do not wish to be a god, only to help those who have placed belief in me.”
“If those words are true, then you have nothing to fear.” 
E’Malkai scowled. 
The nerve-shattering howl of a beast ripped through the air. E’Malkai stood quickly and saw the blood-red eyes that he had seen before. He looked to the apparition, who sat calmly and watched the son of Seth. 
“What is that thing? It has been tracking me since I entered this dimension,” he spoke as the shadow stalked forward on its haunches. The dark shoulders were like that of a jungle cat.  
“That is a shadow panther, a creature of Dok’Turmel that is both a guardian and an assassin. It depends on your intention. You are a mortal, so you are the most susceptible to it. Your scent confuses what it is created to do.”
The panther stalked closer. 
The body was sleek, only the dark red of its eyes were apparent.
Its teeth were shadowed daggers. 
“Will it kill me?”
“It depends upon your intention.” 
E’Malkai backed away slowly as the shadow panther stalked forward. Stepping past the image of Darien, it was only a few feet from E’Malkai. Its low breathing was laced with snarls and growls as it bridged the distance. 
“What am I supposed to do?”
He got his answer as the shadow panther reached out with its claws.
The speed of the animal was phenomenal. E’Malkai arched back and brought his legs up, kicking the beast along its underbelly; though not before the dark claws slashed out and caught him across his bare chest. The scratch lines reddened and then oozed with blood, foaming at the edges where the claws had caught him. 
He looked at the creature in amazement as it slunk back a distance and paced parallel to E’Malkai. It roared once more as the youth turned, darting out into the desert toward the closest dune. The shadow panther gave frenzied pursuit as the night loomed above them. 
 



  
ⱷ
T’elen
  
  
  
The caverns southwest of the Stone Tower were called the Eddies by the local tribes. Tiny tributaries of water created pools in the lowest recesses of the caves. There was growth as a result, and fresh air from crevices that led deep into the cliff side and then eventually out into the Sea of Torments. 
The deepest of the caves, although ventilated to a point, still smelled of sweat. This was due, for the most part, to the twenty thousand soldiers who had crammed themselves into the caves. The Culouth soldiers had followed them only as deep as the second layer before Illigard forces heard the bustle up top and came running. The result was a massacre as Culouth ran into several lines of prepared archers. 
Hours had passed since the last exchange. 
T’elen stood alongside Elcites and Xi’iom on the second floor of the caverns. Together, they watched small shadows of Culouth soldiers plot behind the wall their fallen comrades had created. Xi’iom and Elcites were known for their characteristic silence, just as T’elen was known for her vocal tenacity at times. 
This was one of those times. 
She paced back and forth, her weapon in her right hand when she stood still. A Culouth soldier had climbed to the top of the pile of bodies. He watched the three officers as they stood amidst the lines of archers and infantry who had decided to serve as the first wave of yet another battle. 
“Son of a….” she murmured as she pulled a throwing axe from the guardian’s armor. Stepping forward, she slung the hefty blade across the gap and hit the Culouth soldier square in the face. As he fell back, light from the other side of the cavern cast an almost comical shadow of the axe imbedded into the man’s head. 
The Umordoc’s frown deepened as he watched the man slip behind enemy lines again. T’elen smiled at her handiwork and looked up at the sour look on the guardian’s face. “Don’t worry, I’ll pull it out of his skull when we get over there,” she responded. 
Xi’iom shook his head, a small smile crossing his lips. 
“If we ever get over there, don’t you mean?”
T’elen took to pacing again. 
Her intermittent sighs were part frustration and part anger. 
They were backed into a corner. 
“I can’t take this waiting.”
Xi’iom shrugged. 
“I did not think we would have to defend ourselves here.”
T’elen stopped and glowered at the commander. “This was your idea, wasn’t it? What were you thinking? It shouldn’t have mattered whether or not I was coming. Did you really think that Kyien would not find his way here?”
Xi’iom visibly stiffened at her words. 
T’elen moved even closer. 
“Have you nothing to say?”
“Nothing that I would wish you to hear. I panicked in bringing us here. I have no excuses, nor will I offer one,” he responded dryly. 
A shot rang out, a bloated plasma rifle discharge that scorched the rock just over top of them. T’elen looked at the shot like a wild woman and reached down. Grasping the bow of one of the archers and notching an arrow, she let it fly. The metallic head slammed into the wall of bodies. 
She muttered angrily under her breath. 
“Field Marshal,” mumbled the archer as he held out his hand for the bow to be returned. 
She did so, albeit forcefully, and turned to the two officers. “Enough of this. We are going to take back a little of what we lost.”
Elcites frowned as Xi’iom spoke. “What do you plan on doing? We have a wall of bodies ahead of us that will serve as a defense for them, not us,” he reasoned with more angst than he would have liked. 
T’elen looked to the wall once more. 
“How many ventilation suits do we have?”
  
*
  
An hour later thirty-four Illigard soldiers assembled on the far side of the cavern. The three commanders and eleven of the soldiers carried chrome weapons that were attached to an additional tank on their backs. Each had donned gray ventilation suits. Bulbous masks covered their faces and leaked back into the spherical tank they wore on their backs which resembled a dark black bubble. 
T’elen walked out in front, five flamethrower-wielding soldiers to one side and six more on the other. As she drew her sword from her sheath, she pointed forward and the soldiers ignited their weapons. 
Columns of flames ripped across the cavern and attached to the wall of bodies. The flames burnt the bodies at first; soon, they began to melt and smolder as the flame soldiers pushed forward. 
The cries of Culouth soldiers were drowned out by the crackle of the stacked bodies as they fell away. It opened a gap in the wall long enough for the Field Marshal to dart through. Her blade sang through the air, dicing the fleeing Culouth soldiers as the stench of their brethren burning assaulted their senses. Bluish waves of fire opened all around the Field Marshal. Her blade found its mark as Elcites and Xi’iom breached the opening.         The second level of the caverns was retaken in less than an hour. Dead bodies were stacked once more as a wall: a reminder of what waited for those who carried the yellow stripe. 
T’elen reached out and tore the guardian’s throwing axe from its skull depository. She handed it to Elcites as he walked beside her. “Told you I would get back your axe,” she chided despite the stench all around them. 
Xi’iom made a disgusted face and covered his mouth with his hand. “This is unsanitary, Field Marshal. We have to do something about this,” he echoed as he pulled his hand away. 
“Take the rest of the men back down a level where the stench isn’t so bad,” she ordered. She approached the open mouth of the entrance to the next level as soldiers maneuvered around her, carrying bodies and continuing to stack them like bricks. 
Xi’iom nodded as he ran back toward the end of the second cavern, his hand still over his mouth. Elcites watched the Field Marshal carefully as she ran her hands over the rocky walls, her fingers feeling the crevices of the stone. “Is something the matter, T’elen?” he queried, speaking for the first time since they had reentered the caverns. 
She shook her head. “I have never fought a war that felt so much like one long battle, each win is a loss and each loss an eventual gain. These caverns are a death trap, but I hold on to hope like a thin thread. Kyien will march thousands more for each man we kill. We cannot match that kind of attrition.”
Elcites moved toward her and touched the opposite side of the cavern wall. “We will fight until the last soldier. We have always known that it would be that way, did we not?”
T’elen shrugged. “That was always the understanding, but I harbored some hope that it wouldn’t turn out that way. I did not wish to die in some cramped, dank cavern with the rotting corpses of my enemies.”
Elcites sighed and pulled his hand away. “We may not.”
The Field Marshal laughed, moving out of the way as the soldiers placed the last of the bodies in place. “Perhaps we at least gave them something to think about.”
 



  
ⱷ
Kyien
  
  
  
Kyien, despite the suggestions of several officers along the way, refused to get off of his horse as they wound their way along the cliffs. The hooves of the steed cracked ice and snow underneath as he negotiated the trail. 
That was until they reached the narrow edge that overlooked the ground below, and even the horse snorted in disbelief that Kyien planned on moving forward. A colonel of the fourteenth legion of Culouth who was right behind the High Marshal was the one to pay the price for Kyien’s vanity. 
The steed walked out as prompted, taking each step carefully, snorting at each crack of rock or ice that sounded around it. But it was the whistling of the soldier directly behind the horse that eventually startled it. 
Kyien’s eyes went wide as the steed reared. 
Kicking its front legs into the air, the steed struck a panicked soldier in the face, toppling him off the edge of the cliff. His dying scream echoed as he disappeared into the snowy mist below them. As the steed set its front legs down, it kicked out with its back legs and caught the whistling fool across the chest, knocking him back. Falling, he pulled four more Culouth soldiers over the edge; their screams echoed even after they had breached the wall of mist. 
Kyien pulled on the reins and the steed shot forward, mowing down each soldier in succession. Another twenty or so soldiers took a plunge from the whistling of one man and the utter idiocy of another for bringing a horse through a narrow pass.
 



  
ⱷ
The Tundra People
  
  
  
Higald moved out in front of the legion of tundra people. They had followed the land south until they came upon the war-racked lands east of Illigard. They had wandered for days until they came upon a small group of dying soldiers. 
A dark red stripe adorned their clothes. 
That pointed them toward the Eddies, where they now stood at the base. Arile had already scouted out ahead. He blended into the snow-covered rock formations. 
“Huntsman Higald, what do you see?” called S’rean. 
He wore dark gray furs and carried a wicked-looking axe. It was curved to a point like a sickle, but along its other edge were several dozen spikes of varying shapes and sizes; some curved where others were jagged. 
Higald craned his neck to look at the ebony chieftain of the Utiakth. “Thousands of soldiers. They are carrying rifles and edged weapons. Arile is out ahead. He may do something foolhardy,” cautioned Higald. 
S’rean smiled. “Do not worry about the last of the Re’klu’hereun. The White One can handle himself. My concern is the army before us. Can we defeat such a force?”
Higald sat against the stone, his features contemplative. “On terrain like this we have a very good chance. They are marching on the beaten path. If we scaled the rock, we could ambush them with archers and boulders from above. Once the trail evens out at some point, we may have to fight them from a less defensible position. They have weapons that we do not,” reasoned Higald with a distant look. 
The fading lines of the tundra people were hidden in plain sight. Many of them had already scampered up to higher ground, for it was a natural defense for them to be able to see their prey from above. 
Higald watched them sadly. 
They were so far from home, yet they remained strong. He wondered how long that could last. The wind howled over them, whipping snow and ice all about them. A rolling mist crept from below, riding the sides of the cliffs as if it were a chariot. 
S’rean sat beside him, his brow furrowed. 
“We do not have a choice. The Believer said we were to seek out the Mother, or the one called T’elen, which was the name the dying soldier used. He said that the enemy would bear a yellow stripe. These men match that description. The terrain and weather are to our advantage. Many of these southerners have never taken a life, animal or otherwise,” reasoned S’rean. 
His thicker, deeper voice calmed Higald.
The Fallen chief could not shed his doubts. “It all seems too easy. They point us in a direction of a foe and we carry out their execution without thought. Has the tundra taught us nothing?” 
S’rean sighed and pointed out into the distance. 
“We have come a great distance, Huntsman Higald, chieftain of the Fallen. Traveled many miles in order to do what was told to us by the Ai’mun’hereun.”
Higald nodded. “Indeed, we have.”
S’rean smiled mirthlessly. “No one could have known of our coming, for we have told no one who we are. We have encountered no one who could have connected us to the Believer, or the north. We are alone and outnumbered, but we have the element of surprise.”
Higald nodded and chuckled. “Your words are true, S’rean, chieftain of the Utiakth. I was a fool not to believe our good fortune.” 
“What then is our course of action?” 
Higald stood and pulled himself on top of the rock formation above him. “We attack them from above.” S’rean smiled and joined him. In a matter of minutes, the tundra people had taken to the rocks once more.
  
*
  
Kyle, son Michael, had been a soldier for exactly one hundred and forty-seven days. His last thought before he exited the world was of a warm bed above a hostel in a rim village beyond the deserts to the south. The knife entered his chest without a sound, except the coughing gasp that he uttered as he reached for it. Letting his grip on his rifle falter, he spun and fell to an icy death. 
The White One leapt down from his place on the rocky walls and settled into the spot that the dead soldier had occupied seconds before. His spear flicked out like a whip as he rotated back and forth. Slamming it into the face, and then the legs of those all around him, he brought it down on top of a soldier’s hand, deflecting the rifle before it discharged. 
He moved up the ranks of the Culouth soldiers. Using one of them as a springboard from which he launched himself back onto the wall, he disappeared just above the soldiers’ vision. Hurried words were exchanged after he disappeared, but the march continued. 
There were just too many of them in the way. 
Meanwhile, Arile crouched again. 
Higald and S’rean were right behind him. The trail itself was rather long, perhaps a mile or more. This made the movement of an army sluggish. The journey up the rocky wall was a straight line, no more than several hundred feet. 
“That was interesting,” spoke Arile breathlessly.
A dark mark appeared along his left arm. 
“Are you wounded?” queried S’rean without looking at him. Instead, he looked down at the endless line of soldiers cascading off into the distance. 
Arile ran his hand over his shoulder and a smear of blood accompanied his fingers. “Just a scratch, nothing serious,” he murmured as he crouched down on the snow-covered rock formations. 
Higald had already drawn his sword and waved it over his shoulder as the archers crawled toward where the chieftain of the Utiakth and the White One sat watching. They lined up on their bellies along the top of the cliff side; bows pulled tight, arrows already notched. Higald lay down beside the last living member of the Re’klu’hereun and S’rean. 
“Two sets of a hundred archers,” whispered Higald as he stretched his blade out in front of him. “We can go maybe three waves before they catch wind and return fire. That should be enough to clear a path for us to go down. The rest are back behind the yellow-striped soldiers and will move forward once the archers have let loose.”
“Sounds like a plan,” whispered Arile, glancing sidelong at Higald.
Higald stared back. “Still at least forty to one odds.”
Arile smiled ferociously. “My kind of odds.”
Higald looked to the archer, who in turn looked at the Fallen chieftain, his sword raised into the air. As he turned back to the Culouth soldiers, he dropped the point of his sword and the arrows flew. 
Startled screams flooded the trail. 
As the first line of archers fell away, the second line let loose, doubling the horror that echoed from the frozen cliff side. The bluish-white flash of the discharged weapons in the cold ruptured over the top of the cliff. Higald, as well as Arile and S’rean, flattened themselves against the frozen rock. Arile smiled despite the sudden lightshow and drew his spear from around his side. 
“Seems we got their attention.” 
Higald nodded, meeting the smile of the white hunter, and motioned with his head for them to go over. S’rean had already drawn his axe and had moved himself close to the edge. The bursts of plasma fire subsided for a moment as the cliffs grew silent in expectation of retaliation. 
The wind howled desperately. 
Arile pointed to himself and then farther ahead of where they lay. Higald shook his head, but it was S’rean who the white hunter was looking at. They held their gaze for a moment before the aged chieftain of the Utiakth nodded slowly. The white hunter was on his feet and moving before Higald could protest. By then the archers had begun to peel from their places on the cliffs and down into the narrow pass. The Fallen chief was the last to descend into the battle.
 



  
ⱷ
Kyien
  
  
  
Kyien dismounted and brushed past the soldier who held the reins of his steed. He took long strides toward the mouth of the cave, passing through ranks of meandering soldiers who had gathered.
The rank bars of the soldier closest designated him as a lieutenant. Kyien stood next to the man, not bothering to announce himself. Clearing his throat, his tone was filled with annoyance. “Lieutenant.”
The man turned, his pale features had a light blue glow from the constant assault of the winds. His yellow stripe was faded and laced with light brown splotches. “Lieutenant Carlyle,” he finished and then looking down at the High Marshal’s lapel, realized who he was addressing. He stammered, trying to cover up his egregious error. “Lord Kyien, I did not know that you would be joining us here.”
Kyien approached the mouth of the cavern, peering into the darkness. “I have come because I wish to oversee the death of these traitorous fools myself. What is the status of this siege?” He waved his hand in circles at the lines of soldiers moving in and out.
Carlyle fidgeted. 
The news was not good. 
Illigard soldiers had retaken the second level without as much as a single fatality on their part; this was not a good day to be an officer of Culouth. “I am afraid that we have lost the second level in a rather heinous attack. They used the dead to orchestrate a tactical maneuver,” he iterated slowly, unsure of what to expect as a reaction. 
He had seen the High Marshal draw his weapon on previous occasions only to take the heads of those who had failed him. Kyien nodded slowly, his eyebrows raised in suspicion. “Then the woman is in there? T’elen of Illigard has joined them?” queried Kyien, moving into the cavern. 
The sound of machinery was juxtaposed with the conversation: weapons being fastened; makeshift fortifications being created; water purifiers and portable generators situated in order to facilitate a prolonged siege. 
Carlyle had not yet thought about T’elen. “There was a woman spotted leading them into battle. It could very well be T’elen who leads them,” he answered, trying not to sound as incompetent as he felt. 
The High Marshal nodded as he delved deeper into the caves. The farther he progressed, the stronger the sensation of sweat and urine coupled with rotting flesh washed over his senses. He pulled a dark cloth from the pocket of his armor and placed it over his mouth as he peered into the mass of soldiers who were huddled near the far end of the cave. 
“How many have they lost?”
Carlyle stopped and motioned for the soldiers near him to disperse. “We cannot be certain of their losses. They did not leave behind their dead, High Marshal.”
Kyien turned. The half-light of the cavern made his eyes appear red at their centers. “How very interesting, and what our losses, lieutenant?”
Carlyle shuffled uncomfortably. “We lost nearly two thousand men in the initial wave. There have been two per hour, on average, from subsequent injuries, and several more from the cold. We are short on rations…”         
Kyien looked at the lieutenant sharply before approaching him despite the overwhelming smell of sweat. “I did not wish to hear of your hardships, lieutenant. I asked how many are dead.”
The lieutenant swallowed hard and nodded, his hands shaking as he spoke. “Four and a half thousand, sir, another hundred within the hour from injuries,” he answered as calmly as he could. 
Kyien shook his head and brushed past the lieutenant, reemerging out into the open area in front of the entrance. The cloth he had used as a mask was tucked back into his pocket once more. “That is an unacceptable number, lieutenant, considering we do not know how many they have lost. Has a counterattack been launched to reclaim the second level?”
Carlyle nodded. “We are working on it, sir.”
Kyien turned and stared back over the cliff as a disheveled soldier plodded toward him, his tan face marred with cuts and his suit smeared in blood. He fell to his knees before the High Marshal. Panting, his weapon was nowhere to be seen; no one followed him from the pass. It remained empty as the High Marshal looked up, his features darkening in irritation. 
“What has happened?” he roared, pieces of a possible scenario already flooding his thoughts. 
The man looked up at him, his features so wracked with violence that his uniqueness had been was stripped away. He breathed out, and as he did he coughed hard, blood spilling from his mouth. 
“Ambushed––from above.”
Carlyle stepped forward to help the man. Kyien brushed him back as he knelt in front of the injured man, pulling on his chin so that they faced each other. “Who attacked you?”
The man shook his head slowly. He drooled, blood and saliva dripping from his lips as he spoke. “They came––from above, couldn’t…” 
The soldier fell to his side, his arms wrapped around himself, and began to cough violently again. His eyes went wide and his hands clenched again his own body. His glassy eyes ran with tears; mouth open wide and tongue hanging aside. Blood flowed freely from it as the officers watched, Carlyle especially, in horror. Kyien looked down at the man without pity as the lieutenant waved in two white-clad soldiers. Their yellow stripes had black lines along the edges that signified them as field medics. 
“She must have found an opening that led back out from deeper within the Eddies,” muttered Kyien as he stared back into the barren pass. 
There had been more men, he knew that. Something had ambushed them and taken several thousand men by surprise. Where could this attacking force have come from? 
“Lieutenant Carlyle, ready your men immediately. I want you to personally lead a thousand of these men back through that pass and find out what happened there,” commanded Kyien.
The High Marshal pushed past him and left the lieutenant alone with the cold winds to tend the dead. He soon would be much like that soldier; his death sentence had just been served. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The terrain of Dok’Turmel had undertaken a dramatic shift in the course of E’Malkai’s flight from the aptly named shadow panther. Night had lifted and given way to a miasma of frightening colors; such that the skies appeared as if the clouds swam in blood, undulating in crimson refuse that would not give way to anything other than pain. Even though it seemed like a brief time that the shadow panther was following him, the reality was much different. It had been pursuing E’Malkai for decades, the memories a jumbled mess.
The white sands of the desert had ended. Melting into jagged cliffs that climbed at a rather distressing forty-five-degree angle, it provided little shade from the blistering red skies or the relentless pursuit of what hunted him. 
His mind wandered as he climbed. 
The youth’s exposed body was cut with each outcropping onto which he pulled himself. The points of the wall were razor sharp in places and served only to draw blood, making him that much easier to follow. The fear that raced through him was due in part to the pursuit of the creature, but as well the apparition’s words. His intention could shape him into a monster, a creation of pure evil capable of bringing darkness and despair to everyone. The call of the creature had pursued him through the strange transition of the skies. 
He had neither slept nor eaten. The organization of time in this place had begun to wear on him; years slipping through his grasp as he looked out upon nothingness. 
He felt as if there would never be a reprieve. 
The words of the Shaman seemed ages ago. The image of the Fallen siblings, Arivene and Mete, were a distant memory. 
He spied the smooth piece of rock several feet from where he leaned against a wall of stone. A shout of joy erupted within him as he scrambled to it, ignoring the scrapes that marred his arms as he did so. 
Food and water were no longer a necessity, for they were not available in Dok’Turmel. There had been no sign of any other creature except for the shadow panther and Darien since arriving in this strange place. He did not understand how it was possible that he no longer required food. 
The laws of this dimensional rift were strange to him, foreign in a way that he could not comprehend. He sighed as he lay back on the smooth stone, his belly against the surface. 
A cry escaped his lips: the slate was cool to the touch.  
As he looked down the decline of the rock wall, he felt his eyes grow heavy. He shook his head and then smacked himself hard; hard enough to draw turtle shells in front of his eyes. Sleep was not a possibility with the creature at his heels. He reached to his side and felt for the planedge, for his father’s weapon, and coughed hard. It had been there all along, he had not even thought to look for it when the creature attacked him; but he had it now. His mind recognized it. Pulling it from its sheath, he gripped it tightly in his hands as he blinked his eyes again. 
The heaviness returned, fatigue gripping him as he struggled to remain awake. His eyes began to close. As he looked out at the sand plains beyond the rock wall, he missed the dark shadow that lurked just beyond the dunes.
  
*
  
E’Malkai walked alone on the tundra. 
His mind no longer harbored the fear that it was trapped within Dok’Turmel. The wind blew against his face and he smiled beneath the wraps: the gales felt gentle. The people of the tundra referred to the stretch of frozen plains as the Barren Maiden, for no living thing prospered there. The thoughts that echoed in his mind were not of the shadow beast that pursued him, or the acquisition of power, but instead a mindless walk. 
He had no thoughts.
Ghosts walked past him. 
Images of things long forgotten, the tribes of the Re’klu’hereun and their totems of the Believer, of the Ai’mun’hereun, streamed past. He paid them no attention. E’Malkai saw people pass by, their arms waving at him as if they knew him, but the youth was not to be deterred. 
He continued on as if he did not see them, their clear images passed into nothing; he never looked back. There was a purpose to his walking. It itched at the back of the youth’s mind and dawned on him as he saw the image of his father, Seth Armen, brother to the personification of the Gagnion’Fe’rein. 
It was his father. 
His sandy brown hair was pulled back and his face was exposed. The thin beard that lined his jaw was full despite its length. His blue eyes were like frozen ice, gentle yet firm. He wore faded gray wraps that hugged his body. A white cloak hung around his shoulders, hiding his lithe frame. He smiled. The whiteness of his teeth was like freshly fallen snow. 
He opened his arms in an inviting sweep. “My son.”
E’Malkai neared him, but did not embrace him. 
“Father, why are you here?”
Seth brought his arms to his side and his smile disappeared. “I have come because you are lost, E’Malkai. You have forgotten many things since you passed into…”
Dok’Turmel, the muted voices whispered. 
The youth could not here the name of the place in which he was trapped. It was as if his father’s words were erased as he spoke the true name of the place. 
“I am E’Malkai, son of Seth Armen, vessel of the Believer, messiah to a people who will never know me for who I am,” he responded without hesitation. 
His father nodded sadly. “You are all those things, but there is something else, something that your mind will not allow you to see. The answer that you seek, the one to the question which plagues you, is that your intentions are pure.”
E’Malkai looked at his father strangely. “My intentions?”
Seth smiled again and approached his son. “Yes, that is the question that burns inside you. Whether or not you will take the power and change it as Ryan had done, pervert it in such a way that it no longer resembles what had been given to you.” Seth paced around his son, the two lonely figures at the center of the calm, listless tundra. “Or will you use it wisely? Accept the power of the Original Creator and amend those deeds done wrong by my brother, your uncle.”
E’Malkai followed his father as he walked around him, spinning to face him. “You speak madness. What power? I am the Believer, not a bearer of the strangeness of which you speak.”
Dok’Turmel, the muted voices whispered once more. 
“…changes what you are, ages you in irreparable ways. To be a mortal and walk across the ever-changing pathways confuses why you had gone there in the first place. The thought of a moment becomes the regret of ages ago,” continued the visage of Seth. 
He shimmered, revealing his translucent nature. 
E’Malkai turned. 
“This is all so strange. I do not understand your concern. I do not have to make such a choice. I am what I am. I cannot change what I will become,” he cried, the defeat in his voice wavered. 
Seth reached out and grasped his son by the shoulders, shaking him as he tightened his grip. “That is what the darkness wishes you to believe. If you truly think that you do not have a choice, then they will have won. You will be taken as my brother was and used until the dark tsang eats you from the inside out, leaving a shell of what you were,” spoke Seth with renewed vigor, holding his son’s gaze as he spoke. 
“No,” refuted E’Malkai, pushing himself away from his father. “That cannot be. I am the Believer; my purpose is already written.”
Seth would not relent. 
The skies above crashed into shadow. 
The tundra beneath their feet became white sand at its edges, threatening to overtake them. Even the image of E’Malkai changed, the wraps had faded and he stood bare-chested, the claw marks evident once more. “Time is slipping, I will soon fade from here and you will return to…” Dok‘Turmel. “You must hear my words. They will keep you from turning against what you believe.”
The world crumbled away. 
Skies faded to darkness and blood, writhing against one another like lovers in a gothic embrace. The ground became white and golden sands. Father and son stood upon a jagged mountaintop. The world below was filled with the dark red eyes of shadow beasts. 
E’Malkai looked wildly at the ground beneath him, to the fading image of his father. “It is my choice, the intention is mine to choose,” he whispered.
His father nodded. 
The visage of his face was partially hidden. 
Then as it faded away, the youth reached to touch it.
  
*
  
E’Malkai snapped up. 
The end of the dream rocked him from his slumber like an earthquake. The blade that he held in his hand was gripped so tightly that his knuckles were white. He blinked several times as tears had sprung from them and trailed down his cheek. He wiped them away with the dry skin of his forearm. The pain and the anguish of his wounds ached for the first time. Rest had made him profoundly aware of the rigors of his journey. 
He pushed himself up to his full height. 
Looking down the rocky hillside, he saw the blood eyes of the panther staring back at him. The beast was not deterred by the presence of the blade. The glint seemed to amplify in its eyes, growing hungrily. The green tentacle that was its tongue licked its jaws in anticipation. 
Your intent is pure. 
You have nothing to fear. 
His father’s words echoed in his mind. It could have been a dream, or perhaps a hallucination of this strange place, but the words were powerful. 
He looked to his father’s blade and smiled. 
The howl of the beast woke the youth and the smile was quickly replaced with horror. The creature scaled the walls as if it did not need to find an anchor in order to propel its body forward. Fear seeped in, coursing through his body like venom. He closed his eyes, finding the sheath and replacing the blade there with a controlled sigh. As he opened them again, the shadow beast’s eyes crested the smooth platform. 
The youth backed away, flattening against the wall. He opened his mouth to speak, the words hoarse. His throat was drier than the desert he had run through. “My intentions….” 
He reached out with his hands as the shadow creature neared. His father’s words were so close to him now; they thundered in his mind like a strange spoken-word symphony. The panther stood in front of E’Malkai, dark teeth barred. It stalked toward him, a short distance separating them.  
Flattening its body, it prepared to pounce. 
He opened his eyes suddenly, as if provoked. Power surged through him as it had done within the Fallen and in the halls of the House of Di’letirich when he had fought Fe’rein. His mouth opened, a glow from within replaced the barren cavity that had been incapable of speech. 
“I am E’Malkai, bearer of the power of the Ai’mun’hereun, and my intentions are pure.” His words billowed from his mouth like waves. Powerful strokes of energy rippled from him, passing over the shadow creature as it leapt. E’Malkai stood as tall as he could then; his chest pushed out, his arms raised only slightly. The muscles of his lithe frame tensed as he prepared for the attack. 
The shadow creature passed through him as if he were nothing more than a gust of wind, and then disappeared into the rock. The rocky walls of the hillside disappeared. E’Malkai stood upon the white sands of the desert he had witnessed when he first walked through the portal. 
He looked around and saw the apparition approach him once more. “I see that you have come to understand the importance of intention,” he mused as he neared the youth. 
E’Malkai sat down in the sand, ignoring the heat and crossing his legs. He looked up into the dark skies once again. The blood red had dispersed and been replaced by pure shadow.
He looked around with a labored sigh.
Laying back into the sand, he allowed his mind to pause; to relent from what would not end. “It would appear that I have at that, Darien the Betrayer. But had I not, the panther would have taken my head from my shoulders.”
“It would have at that, and for good reason. The power is already wielded by one who is both unworthy and consumed in the fires of the darkness. To allow one to pass into the Grove would be pure folly.”
E’Malkai groaned as he forced himself to a sitting position. “The Grove. That is where the Shaman told me that I must go. Can you take me there?”
The image shivered slightly at the mention of the Grove on the mortal’s lips. “I am not a guide.”
“Do you know where the Grove is?” 
The apparition paused, the shards still. “I can show you a path that leads to the gates of the Grove. Be warned: there is one who stands before the entrance to the Grove. He is only one who can show you how to find the true power.”
E’Malkai pushed himself to his feet and dusted the sand from his hands. “Then lead away. The longer I am here, the more likely it is that I will never be able to leave,” he called as he turned his back. 
The apparition did not follow. 
“Your path is not that way.”
E’Malkai craned his neck to see the apparition and nearly jumped, for he was right behind him. He reached out with a ghastly hand and reached through the youth, incorporeal fingers passing out his back. 
Darien looked ahead with a blank expression as the white glow surrounded them both. Filtering from E’Malkai’s face, it flowed up into the darkened skies of Dok’Turmel. The vortex created by their bridging echoed like thunder across the sandy dunes. And with that they vanished into the humid air of the underworld. 
 



  
ⱷ
Carlyle
  
  
  
Lieutenant Carlyle knew, as he walked into the drafty pass, that death waited for him. It was the same lingering aura that waited for him if he returned without an answer: the High Marshal would take his head from his shoulders.
This was the thought that brought the lieutenant’s hands to his neck, touching the tender flesh gingerly. He rounded the tight corner that gave him only inches to spare as he pressed his back against it, looking down into the gray swirling mass of clouds beneath. 
The High Marshal had demanded a thousand men accompany him; it would have taken hours to move them along the three-quarter mile stretch that led along the cliff edge. Carlyle shook his head as he imagined Kyien trying to get his mount through the pass. A smile crept across his features despite the dire situation in which he found himself. 
The corner itself was nothing more than a sharp outcropping of rock that was chiseled to a flat point, making what lay beyond it a complete mystery. Kyien retracted the order only moments after he had spoken. Instead, he told the lieutenant to investigate alone; Kyien needed the majority of the infantry for a push on the Illigard forces deeper within the cavern. 
Fool, he thought to himself. 
Sometimes it seemed beyond the lieutenant how a man like Kyien had been given so much power and influence. He drew his rifle from around his shoulders as he flattened himself against the edge. Holding his breath as he felt the sickening sensation of gravity pulling against him, he wondered if it would be the horrific winds that pulled him to a plummeting death. 
What lay on the other side almost made him gag. 
The soldiers who had been ambushed had not been moved. Bodies were strewn about like heaps of flesh. The majority of the blood had frozen the forms together in a tangled mass that could have been art had it not been so macabre. 
The lieutenant placed his free hand over his face as he prodded the dead bodies with the point of his rifle. He turned away in disgust as he saw the open-mouthed screams that were painted across the soldiers’ faces. 
Carlyle could not believe his eyes as he stepped over the dead men, his eyes transfixed by the estranged look upon their stricken faces. He turned again and nearly screamed as a man stood before him, only a few feet away. 
He was a young man.
Flowing dark hair and piercing blues eyes silenced the lieutenant. His body was consumed in fire, white and emerald intertwined. He pointed toward Carlyle and motioned for him to come forward. His hold on his weapon faltered and then fell free, dipping into the snow that had collected in the lapse of violence. 
Carlyle’s own voice surprised him as he spoke. 
“Are you the Believer?”
The being smiled. 
“I bring a message,” replied the crystalline figure. 
Carlyle lowered himself, but the man caught him. 
Ushering him to his feet, his smile did not fade. 
“What can I do?” 
“I am the way. You do not need this war any longer. Walk away from it before it consumes you as it has already consumed so many,” returned the voice with grace. 
Carlyle stared, his lips quivering as he watched with incredulity. 
Tears streamed down the soldier’s face. 
“I am your humble servant.” 
His mind was taken that easily. There were no barriers to tear down, for the man was nothing more than a shell. His enlistment in the Culouth army had brought him only hardship and pain. 
The figure placed his hand on the soldier’s head as he spoke. “The Final War is the end of an era of pain and suffering that has plagued the people of Terra. I have come to wash away the tears and bloodshed from this war. I will bring about a new peace, one that all can embrace.”
The soldier looked up, his glassy eyes fixated on the visage. 
“I wish to spread the word of your coming. What is it that I may call you?” 
He stared at the shrunken figure of the lieutenant. “I am called by many names, but you may say that the Ai’mun’hereun has returned. Tell them I walk among you again.”
The man who had once been a worn soldier of a defunct army raised himself to his full height; he now had a purpose. “I, Winchester Carlyle, servant of the Ai’mun’hereun, will spread your word. All of Terra will be untied in peace and prosperity under your teachings.” 
The visage shimmered and disappeared. Carlyle, former lieutenant of the Lower Plane, remained. His glazed, incoherent stare seemed the part of convalescence.
 



  
ⱷ
Higald
  
  
  
Higald watched the yellow-striped soldier carefully as he dropped his weapon as if his arms had gone numb. He grew worried as the man began to talk into the snowy winds, lowering himself to the ground and then standing once more. 
He felt the stony grip of his hilt, but decided against drawing; it seemed the man had gone mad from war. The Fallen chieftain could not bring himself to kill a man who could not separate reality from fiction. Pushing off the flat, cold rock on which he was perched, he looked down once more. The kneeling man mumbled and turned away from the apex of the rock formations where the battles raged among those still fit for war.
 



  
ⱷ
Kyien
  
  
  
Kyien had taken his place at the front line of the first cavern when the sound of screaming men echoed across the encampment. The clustered halls remained civil for a moment, and as that moment passed so did the sanity of those involved. The length of the cavern from its mouth to the foot of the decline into the second level was roughly six hundred feet. As the screeching of the dying men filled the cavern, it was as if it had shrunk to only a foot. 
Fear spread like an airborne contagion.
Pale hunters appeared. 
Their white and gray furs were a contrast to the yellow-striped garb of Culouth, making them stand out. It should have served as a beacon at which others would fire. It did not have the desired effect as the tundra people ripped through the Culouth army like a hurricane upon virgin shores.
Kyien watched in horror as men fell left and right without so much as a burst fired. The ranks of the tundra people pushed through like a swarm of locusts. It was at that moment the High Marshal realized he was trapped.
 



  
ⱷ
T’elen
  
  
  
There was an undefinable sense that grew to an incredible acuity in warriors, if given enough time: the sense of when the enemy was at its lowest. At that very moment T’elen felt Kyien’s plight and knew that the time for them to strike was at hand. 
Xi’iom and Elcites sat on the ground, their backs against the wall as they played cards without much enthusiasm. As the Field Marshal leapt to her feet in a sudden fit, both were eagerly at her side. The wall of human bodies had been abandoned as it was without a doubt the most absurd and disgusting spectacle that any of them had ever witnessed. 
T’elen looked down the empty hall that led to the incline to the first level with a haunting gaze. “Something is happening up there,” she muttered as she drew her clear blade and held it out in front of her. 
Xi’iom drew his sidearm. Elcites did so as well, his svelte spear in the other hand. The furrowed brow of the giant often spoke much more than his words. “What is it?”
She shook her head as she passed beneath the arch and craned her neck up into the darkness. “I have this feeling, it is so strange. I can feel it crawling on my skin, whispering to me.” She paused again and stared into the darkness. “Xi’iom, get me a squadron here immediately. I am going up. You’re coming with me, guardian. I think it is time to get out of this hole.”
Xi’iom hesitated: the decision was too fast.  
“Field Marshal, if you are wrong and we rush up there…”
She spun on him, cutting him off angrily. “You have your orders, commander. I am not wrong about this.” 
He nodded slowly, his disagreement spread across his features as he turned. Glancing back at the guardian, he disappeared into the darkness. 
Elcites watched him go. 
“He could be right.”
“And each moment we hesitate, overthinking this gut feeling, the less likely we are to ever leave this place,” she snapped. 
Her authority was supposed to go unquestioned, yet both commanders seemed quick to judge. The guardian turned back to her and nodded, following her up into the darkness of the first level, and what they both hoped would be salvation. 
 



  
ⱷ
Leane
  
  
  
Illigard was a stone graveyard. The winds had died away and the snow fell in clear sheets, blanketing the undisturbed ground. The company that T’elen had taken out into the swamps weeks ago was the last to even tread, much less march, over the grounds of the outpost. The eighty thousand soldiers who resided within the walls were restless, growing more so with each day. 
The task of watching over them had been turned over to Leane. She had assigned patrols to walk the perimeter inside and out; tower guards were assigned rotating shifts to keep as many of the soldiers as sharp as possible. Lieutenant Fairhair had been a saving grace. Despite his sometimes less-than-subtle advances, he was an adept officer and knew how to delegate command in such a way that keep things going, not giving the men time to react to their inactivity. 
As the weeks had gone by, the lieutenant had grown bolder. He had asked her into his bed several times, and each time she rejected him as cordially as she could. In the eighteen years since Seth’s death, she had not touched another man. She could not deny the attraction she had to the youthful lieutenant. 
He did not care for their age difference and if anything, it had fueled his resolve; her walls had begun to crumble. From the moment the man walked into Illigard, he had pursued the devout woman of the Fallen, a widow who still held a candle for a man who had been taken quicker from her life than he had actually been in it. 
The cold of the winter had begun to weigh heavy on her, as well as the thought that her son would never return to her. She had not witnessed E’Malkai’s flight across the heavens. There were none within Illigard who had. It had passed nearly a hundred miles from them, and only the cerise vapor trails had raised any suspicion. 
They were quickly dismissed. 
This night had been colder than the others. 
The stone window was covered in a black tarp. Leane had wrapped herself in layers of heavy clothes and robes as she stood next to the window looking out upon the quiet outpost.
She found herself longing to be touched.
It was a feeling that she had not felt in some time. 
The men of Culouth had disgusted her; every one of them part of the machine against which she battled. But on that night, she wished desperately that Fairhair would ask her again. The memories of the past had become difficult. Watching E’Malkai journey into the north seemed like walking him to his death; she feared secretly that she would never see him again. 
The room that she had taken for herself was a small one. A four-post bed sat at the center of the room, light purple sheets hanging from the top. She liked to remain hidden in darkness. That was where she found her memories most clearly, in the shadows of the past. The rest of the space was barren save the dark oak door against the wall adjacent to the entrance. Inside was an equally empty closet littered only with the necessities.
A draft blew through the window, brushing back her hair. 
As she pulled away, she saw something that she could not believe. A shimmering image of a man approached her. At first she thought it was Seth and almost ran to it, but as it walked toward her, she saw it to be E’Malkai. 
She pulled away her hands and the incredulous look on her face was soon joined by tears. “E’Malkai,” she whispered as she reached a shaky hand out to the image of her son. 
He shrugged, his right hand reaching up and scratching the back of his head nervously. “Hey, mom.”
She smiled. 
The tears coursed down her cheek and onto her chin, which she wiped away with a swipe of her hand. She approached the image to embrace him, but he moved away and shook his hands. “Can’t do that. You would fall right through me and we can’t be having that now, can we?” he chided, smiling down at his mother warmly. 
She could not take her eyes away from the visage of her son. Her thoughts raced to the things she wished to say, but could not. “Where are you?”
The image shifted.
His body rippled as if it were pixilated. 
The youth’s face darkened slightly; sorrow was created in his features. “I am far away in a place that I hope you never see. I am well, as well as can be given the circumstances.”
The wind howled again and scattered E’Malkai’s image. He did not react to the cold around him, another sign that he was not truly there; the thought panged Leane. The pain that it brought to her was profound, so great in fact, that she began to weep. 
Tears flowed freely despite her desire to stay strong. “They said there was fire in the sky, but we could not see it clearly. Was that you flying across the heavens?”
The smile returned and the youth knelt down in front of his mother; she had begun to collapse on herself in emotion. “It was. The temple in the north, the one that the Fallen called the Temple of the Ancients, was something else altogether; a fascinating place that was much like Culouth.”
She reached out to touch his face, her hand passing through his features. Her hand trembled as she withdrew it, her glassy eyes wide as she did so. “Are you coming home?”
E’Malkai turned and looked back. 
Something stirred in the other world. 
Leane could not have known. 
She looked toward the open window. 
“I don’t have much time here,” he replied, his head turned, words mumbled. 
Her eyes pleaded. 
For him to come and then be taken again so quickly was cruel. She had to find a way to keep him with her in Illigard. “You can’t go. I need you, E’Malkai, my son,” she cried as she wiped at her tears with a shaking hand. She tried to reach for him, but her hands found only air. The anguish of not being able to hold him grew in her like a foghorn on the ocean. Great, wailing tones echoed in her shaken voice. 
E’Malkai turned back to his mother, though it was obvious that something was distracting him. “I am sorry, mom. I have to go soon.”
She moaned, her hands falling to her knees as she lowered her head. E’Malkai had begun to fade as he spoke. Upon hearing his mother’s sorrow, he turned and looked at her. “I will return soon, I hope. There is still much I need to do, so many things I need to set right.”
Her words were defeated. “There is so much that I want to know, so much that I need to know. This war…”
“The Final War will come to an end, mother. That I can promise. The answers to the questions I seek are in a place called the Grove at the very center of Dok’Turmel.”
Leane looked up quickly. “Dok’Turmel? Is that where you have gone, into the underworld? What could you possibly hope to gain in that place?” she cried, her sorrow replaced with a sudden anger that flushed her face. 
“Everything that I read pointed toward the Shaman, to journeying into Dok’Turmel to retrieve the power of the Original Creator. The Intelligence will end this world, as it has ended so many others, unless I am able to retrieve what is in the Grove. Without that power, the Final War will be lost,” replied E’Malkai. 
Leane was not convinced.
“Dok’Turmel is a dark place, especially for the living. The scrolls of the Fallen spoke of it often, as did my father and only in a state of reverence or fear of what would become of them were they to journey there.”
E’Malkai shook his head, his cold eyes haunting. “I do not have the luxury of hindsight, mother,” he responded with equal iciness in his voice. 
“Why do you not have more time? Why must this be cut short as everything else has?”
E’Malkai’s faced dipped in sorrow. “The window for me to speak to you is a one-time ordeal granted by an After-person, one who has been gracious enough to humor me. This has limitations. I could confer with only one person, and even then for only a short time before the connection was severed,” he called across the cold air. His eyes no longer saw her. He merely stared out straight ahead, trying his best to appear to see her. 
“What will happen once the connection is severed?” Her use of the word felt like death on her lips: severed. It was as if she had condemned her only son with a simple phrase. 
He shrugged. 
“There are places that I must go. Time moves differently here. It will take me some time to find what is necessary, but to you it will feel as if very little time has passed,” he replied. The hard set of his eyes momentarily betrayed the youth that framed his face. “A generation has passed here and yet physically I remain as young as when I left. My mortal frame is still rooted in Terra, but my mind has felt the passing of years, the slow methodical grind of time that wears on my thoughts.”
She cried again. The thought of her son in pain hurt her as if it were her own. “What will happen to you if you fail, if you cannot retrieve this power that has been promised?”
E’Malkai hesitated, his image once more shaking. “Then I will remain here for all eternity, trapped within Dok’Turmel as its prisoner. This was not meant to be easy.”
She heard murmuring then, an abrasive, hoarse voice from behind her son. It whispered in a language that she could not understand. The concern returned to her eyes, for she knew what was meant by the tone even though she did not understand the language. 
He was going to be taken from her once more. 
“What is it, E’Malkai?”
He nodded solemnly to the whispering voice and turned back to Leane. The sadness in his eyes broke her heart all over again. “I must go now. The guide no longer has the strength to keep the connection. I wish you many graces, mother, and I hope to see you again soon.”
She wailed.
Her scream was like a child entering the world. 
It echoed in the dark chambers as E’Malkai shuddered and then disappeared. She fell forward, her chest heaving as she wept. Her breath came out in ragged, stuttered breaths as her sobs overwhelmed her. “My son,” she called out uselessly as she beat her hands against the cold stone. 
The door to the chamber burst open suddenly, torchlight flickering over the shadowed corners of the room. It cast a glare over the kneeling, weeping figure of Leane. Fairhair was immediately at her side. 
“My Lady Leane, I heard you scream. Is everything alright?”
Leane shook her head, not looking up. 
“I am alright.”
Fairhair pulled her chin up with his free hand, looking into her eyes. “There is no need for pretense, my lady. You cried out for a reason and I have no intention of leaving here until I am certain that you are safe.” 
She looked at him for a moment, holding his gaze, watching the flicker of torchlight in his eyes. “Give me a moment. I am old and weary.”
He linked his arm underneath the crook of her arm and helped her to her feet. She brushed her hair away from her face. Sniffling, she wiped at her tears with her other hand. He looked at her again, the longing in his eyes made her uncomfortable. 
“You do not look old at all to my eyes, my lady.” 
The soothing tones of his voice made her blush. She turned away quickly. Smoothing out her dress, she ran her hands through her hair to fight away the shaking of her hands. “I will not suffer any of that tonight, Lieutenant Fairhair.” She made sure to place emphasis on his title as opposed to his name, taking away the personal aspect of his visit to her chambers. 
He visibly stiffened and pulled the torch away a little to hide the mix of embarrassment and disappointment on his face. “What is it that happened to you here, Lady Leane?” he queried, stung by her words. 
She sighed as she sat on her bed, pushing away the clear sheets that hung from it, parting them like the wind around her. Light from the moon slipped through the cloud cover. Though it was only a sliver, it cast a glow over her face. 
“I was visited by someone.”
Fairhair voice grew insistent upon hearing of someone in her chambers. He clambered forward, his embarrassment forgotten. “Did someone attack you?”
His eyes bulged as he spoke, but Leane ignored his quick flight to anger. “I saw my son. He came to me in spirit. It was rather distressing,” she admitted awkwardly. 
Fairhair leaned back on the bed, next to her, and looked toward the cold open window. His eyes were wide in wonderment. “How could that be? Your son is thousands of miles from here in the north.”
Leane closed her eyes, placing her hands on her lap. 
She hesitated before she uttered the word for the underworld. It invoked fear in those who knew of its existence. “He is in Dok’Turmel.” 
The lieutenant’s eyes opened wide at the utterance of Dok’Turmel. His mouth opened slightly like a door that could no longer close properly. “Why in the name of the Believer would he travel to the underworld?”
She sighed. 
Leane, the warrior, knew that it must be done in order to end the tyranny of the Intelligence and Fe’rein. The mother in her could not truly understand why he would so hastily risk his life. E’Malkai had always been at odds. Once his tsang emerged, he threatened the powers-that-be of Culouth.
There could be no peace in his life. 
“The power of the Original Creator lies within that ocean of death. Only that power can end the Final War,” she returned, and then turned to face him. “We will not win this war without him.”
He was dumbstruck by her words and pushed himself from the bed toward the cold chill of the open stone window. “To journey to such a place is a death sentence. My family was from the south, they worshipped the Ai’mun’hereun. In the scrolls of my people, the Vi’oire, there were prophecies of the coming of the Believer, of your son.” His voice was chilled, though more from the subject matter than the grip of the winter around them. 
Leane watched him with suspicion in her eyes. 
“What prophecies?”
He did not turn, but instead stared at the pale sliver of a moon. 
“My people live beyond the deserts of the south, at the cusp of the continent. They were a superstitious people, as are many of the old cultures that did not accept Culouth,” he continued, though he did not answer her question. “They spoke of the Final War often, and the coming of a child of the north who would bear the power of the Original Creator. I never truly understood. I had always thought them fools for such talk.”
Leane stood, moving toward him. 
“What does this have to do with Dok’Turmel?” she asked. 
He sighed, turning back to her. 
His eyes were glassy. 
“Fe’rein slaughtered my people. The Intelligence had deemed them blasphemous. I served at the Stone Tower; Field General Lassen had not yet taken post there. There was instead a Field Colonel who did not last long. He was a compassionate man by the name of Edward.” He looked to the cold grounds of Illigard, his eyes deeply pained. “He said that the Light had a plan for us all; what had been done was for a reason beyond my understanding. I was young and spiteful, and harbored anger toward my people for shunning me when I joined the Culouth army. Years passed before I realized what I had lost. They were killed for their prophecies. The Intelligence, as well as Fe’rein, feared what would happen if they were true.”
Leane placed her gentle hand on the lieutenant’s shoulder; her head cocked and eyes soft as she watched him. He did not move from her touch, but instead sighed as he continued. 
“It was written that when the Original Creator came the Sea of Torments would birth an empire that would sweep across the land and become more powerful than those assembled for the Final War. They had said the youth who transcended the underworld would begin a cycle of pain in his name that would stain Terra in its blood for all times. Until this day, I would not have thought such a thing possible.” He lowered his head as he finished, his chest heaving as he held back sadness. 
Leane was torn by his words, as well as the faith in her son. 
“E’Malkai would never bring pain to the innocent. He does what he must to end the pain of this world, and bring the Final War to an end. You must have faith in that, Fairhair.” 
The cold blew through the chambers, tossing Leane’s hair all around and forcing her into Fairhair’s embrace. She pulled away at first, surprised by his touch, but then fell against his chest. 
Fairhair looked down at the top of her head as he circled his arms around her. “I am sorry for the words that I have spoken to you on this night, Leane. Prophecies are not always true. Some come to pass and others are complete folly. I wish to believe as you do.”
She sniffled and pulled back away from his chest, away from the warmth of his embrace. “I do not wish to speak of it anymore.”
He began to unlock his arms from around her, but she stopped him gently. “Lady Leane,” he spoke in quiet surprise.
Her eyes glistened in the half-light as she regarded him. 
The quivering of her bottom lip and the strength of her embrace kept him in place as he waited for her to speak. “I promise you nothing, but I wish to be held. Could you hold me for a while? I do not wish to be alone.” 
Leane leaned back against his chest as he nodded slowly to himself, and she wept for some time there. She could never forget about Seth, or the son who now stood at the brink of death a dimension away from her, but she felt alone in a way she could not explain. She stayed there in the embrace of the soldier long after the day had risen once more on the ghosts of Illigard. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The screaming pain that tore through E’Malkai as he pulled back from Darien’s touch was nothing compared to the thunder that echoed in his mind as his body fought to right itself once more. They had transported across the strange terrain of Dok’Turmel under Darien’s insistence, a painful journey that ripped his body from his mind as it leapt across the very fabric of the dimension. 
Memories of his first days had already begun to fade; the time within the Shaman’s domain a distant thought of which he could only remember fragments. His memory had been shattered into millions of pieces that had lost any semblance of order, yet were all thread together like the weaving of a quilt. 
The sands had changed from the bleached white desert to sparkling black diamonds. It was cool on his feet; the heat of the white sands had burned his feet coverings completely through and he now walked barefoot upon his journey. The skies overhead had faded from the oppressive heat of the night to the strange cool breeze of white skies. There was no sun, no markers, not even sounds that echoed. 
Dok’Turmel was a paradoxical place, where blinding white skies and darkness underneath should be the epitome of heat, but was instead frigid. Darien walked beside him, their journey one marked by histories of places trapped and forgotten. 
“The vessel of the Ai’mun’hereun grows tired?” 
E’Malkai looked at the clear shadow of a man in wonder. “This place is a restless existence. I do not think rest will do me any good. I have not eaten, yet the pangs of hunger do not threaten my sanity,” reassured the youth with a confident nod of his head. 
He wore only shredded leggings and the skin sheath of his father’s blade. His dark hair was restrained with a tie of fabric to keep it from falling in his face. Upon the white sands, it had felt like a rug draped over his face. 
“It would appear that the vessel longs for the clothes he shed so quickly.”
The youth shook his head. 
He still looked the part of a young man, but his mind had gained a sad wisdom beyond his years. Already it was a century that toiled in his memories. “I will be fine, Darien. How much farther is the entrance to the caverns that lead to the Grove?”
The glittering figure moved alongside him slowly.
Shiny spheres stared ahead at the unchanging landscape. 
“There are doorways scattered across Dok’Turmel. They cannot be seen by the living. You can see only the despair of forever. We will pass through a gateway soon and be within the Outer Circle, the village outside of the Grove. There you will find another to lead you to the foot of the Kien’jedai. Within that maze of caverns is the Grove, but first you must confront its gatekeeper.” 
E’Malkai shook his head in frustration. 
When he was a boy growing up in the House of Di’letirich there were no riddles to enter another building, or another part of the city. But in the Lower Plane there were names for everything; histories and mystics to every piece of its world. 
“What is the being called?”
“That is not for me to say. Your guide from the Outer Circle will have answers to your questions. Dok’Turmel is a place shrouded in mystery, even to its inhabitants. An eternity here is not long enough to understand the depth of this place.” 
E’Malkai nodded absently as he trudged forward. 
His mind wandered to his mother and the angst she had showed at his presence in Dok’Turmel. He did not have time to explain his actions or his choices. The Final War would consume Terra, he had seen as much, but the texts spoke of his ascension and the coming of the Believer. 
He could not hesitate; the world depended on him.
His head pounded and he closed his eyes against the pain, rubbing his temples with his hands as he continued to plod forward. He was no longer certain how much time had passed. 
E’Malkai no longer felt time. He saw it all around him, the speedy progression of things living and dying, though he never saw them take a corporeal form. They were only dust in the winds of the cold desert. 
He was startled from his daydream as Darien passed his translucent hand through his body. A cold shiver passed over him and he looked to the former Creator. The prismatic being pointed out ahead of them, but E’Malkai could not discern anything, even with the white light above. 
“We are very near now. The gateway is just ahead.”
E’Malkai tilted his head. 
His eyes squinted as he tried to make out what Darien saw. 
“How can you be certain? I cannot see anything at all.”
The strange laugh rolled again. “You must have faith, vessel of the Ai’mun’hereun. I have told you that no living being can see the halls and portals of Dok’Turmel. I will guide you where you must go until I am needed no longer.”
E’Malkai wished to argue, but he was weary. 
He smirked and turned back ahead only to feel heat wash over him. A burning sensation ran the length of his spine, and then exploded through his muscles. “What is…” was all that he could murmur through his clenched lips. 
“Do not fear: this is the gateway. This, too, shall pass.”
Fear and panic raced through his mind as he struggled to get a hold on the pain that afflicted him. The homing technique that Elcites had taught him was a tool he still kept close to his mind; it could take his mind away from where he was, allowing the pain to pass. 
He closed his eyes and reached his hands out from his sides and concentrated, pushing the pain aside, cornering it. Tearing it away as if it were useless flesh that he no longer required, he was calm once more. 
His mind followed a flash of light, and then another. Crawling veins of energy infected his vision and the calm changed into rage. The latent tsang that the battle with Fe’rein had called forth––as well as when he was in the Fallen––flooded over him. 
The veiled power flowed over him, enveloping him in its thrall. 
The air around him thickened and constricted in his throat. He felt the subtle twinges of fear as he realized that he could not breathe. His eyes flashed open and lightning crackled across his vision as the fire dissipated and he was upon the ground.  
He knelt and Darien passed a hand through his side. The frigidness of his touch pushed him to his feet and he looked at the former Creator in wonder. The youth was consumed in the strange fire that had overtaken him twice before. His eyes were white globes of energy that stared out upon the village that Darien had called the Outer Circle. It looked very much like the rim villages E’Malkai had seen in the south. 
It was rather small. 
E’Malkai reached his hands out from his body and upon seeing the white and emerald energy that coursed over his frame, he made a panicked noise. “What in the name of the Creators has happened to me?” he bellowed as he turned his forearms over and touched the flames. 
“The closer you come to the Grove, the greater the need and want to release your energy. The Outer Circle is a place of ancient magicks. Strange people lurk here; many are trapped within Dok’Turmel much like you. Some have never been able to leave this place.”
E’Malkai looked at Darien with a hard gaze, though the exterior of his energy hid his features. “I thought that no living mortal could reside within Dok’Turmel?” 
The apparition shimmered as if he were shrugging at the youth’s question. “The Outer Circle, as well as the Kien’jedai, are not governed by the laws of Dok’Turmel. The dimensional rift that you passed through separates this place from the sands of Dok’Turmel, much as the portal within the Temple of the Shaman was the gateway into Dok’Turmel. Though the strength of what divides the Outer Circle and Dok’Turmel is insignificant compared to the barriers between the world of the living and the underworld.” 
E’Malkai looked at the land. 
It was green underfoot; actual grass was rooted in between his toes and the slender grade of the mountain was not brown and gray as it was when he was pursued by the shadow creature, but instead majestic. 
White-capped peaks and fog rolled over them. 
There was a smell to the place, a sense of nature. 
They stood just beyond a wooden fence lined with broad pine trees that stood several feet high, trimmed into neat rows. E’Malkai noticed the heavy fog on either side of the copse of wooden buildings. 
He looked down at his hands once more in disgust. 
“I do not wish to look like this when I enter that place.” 
Darien looked at him. Though the man possessed no face, he seemed to tilt his head in a way that signified he understood the reservations of the youth. “They will not fear your appearance here, vessel. You will be surprised at how much they will know.”
E’Malkai cast a sidelong glance at the vibrating creature. 
He nodded as he followed him forward, between two massive pines that framed the clay road leading into the Outer Circle. There was vegetation all about the place. Bushes and rose vines wound their way around the trunks of the trees and over the wooden fences that cascaded into the fog. 
E’Malkai turned and watched the mist of swirling clouds. Dark shapes took form and dissipated like the wind, dancing in his eyes. “How far does the fog stretch?” he called as he continued to stare. 
“Some say forever.”
E’Malkai smirked, not from mirth, but contemplation. 
There was much about Dok’Turmel that had intrigued him, the vastness that seemed to carry on without end, but here there were signs of life. The trees, the fog, and even the mountains did not seem as if they were born of imagination, but instead were a reality much like his home. 
“This place is not what it seems, vessel of the Believer.”
E’Malkai turned from the fog at the sudden insight of the former Creator; as if he were reading his very thoughts at the moment. As they drew closer to the town, he saw that there were only four or five buildings, each with brown thatched roofs and oak doors. 
“What is this place really, Darien?”
“Many things. Those who live here speak in riddles, ones that have been passed on through the ages. You may hear things that will distress you, or perhaps make you doubt yourself. But you must remember your intention, what it is that you are searching for. If you can be tricked, then your intentions have not been true from the start. They will not be tricked.”
Since leaving for the tundra a lifetime ago, he had become accustomed to using his tsang to moderate his surroundings. This was at first an action that he had to force himself to do because he had not yet truly accepted what he was. Over time it had become a non-conscious device that he used without any hint of real danger. 
“I do not sense violence here, Darien. I do not believe I have as much to fear from these beings as you seem to think,” he wondered aloud, watching the trees thin the closer they got to the buildings and then eventually disappear. 
Darien sighed, the sound like that of gas escaping a container. 
“I am not your instructor. Therefore, I will not argue logics with you, son of Armen. But you would do well to heed my words. I was denied the power of the Original Creator. You might face a similar fate if you do not learn to think about the possibilities of things that you had not anticipated.” 
E’Malkai balked at the words, but did not respond. 
They neared the first house and stood before the rotund door. 
There was a mark etched into the door, deep black scars that looked like they had been burned into the wood. As Darien reached toward the door, he materialized. His shimmering form became flesh and his features were at once apparent to the youth. His hair was not as gray as E’Malkai had anticipated. What gray there was ran back from his temples, giving him a regal appearance. The translucent visage had been deceptive. The man had wide shoulders and thick muscles that were covered in the earth tones of a woodsman. He carried at his side a scabbard longer than E’Malkai’s arm. 
The youth stared. “What has come over you, Darien? You are corporeal,” he whispered in awe. 
Darien turned to him and the youth saw the hard set of his jaw, muscles flexing beneath his cheeks. A dark brown beard speckled in gray carved his jaw line. His gray eyes were cold, distant like a warrior who had seen many horrors on the battlefield. A dark black scar traced from the edge of his hairline to just below his left eye. 
Noticing that E’Malkai was looking at him, Darien traced the line of the cicatrix with one of his large fingers. “This scar is a reminder that I abused the power that was given to me. There is much about the power that you could never understand, but in time I hope that the wisdom of being eternal will grant you the possibility of better choices.” His voice was no longer distant and ethereal, but instead gravelly. “I am now a frail old man. In my youth I commanded power and legions unlike anything you have seen before.”
E’Malkai was stunned by the power that radiated from the man. “You do not look frail to me, Darien. I had thought you were a feeble old fool before now. How is this transformation possible?”
Darien laughed heartily, like the barrel-chested soldier he was. “We should go inside. The answers that you seek shall soon be at your fingertips.” 
As he pushed open the door, E’Malkai cringed; shielding his eyes defensively, as if he expected a barrage of lights and sound, or thunder upon his mind once more as it had been when passing between the gateways. E’Malkai unlaced his fingers from in front of his face as the threat of theatrics passed. He surveyed the wide grin on Darien’s face as well as the simple interior of the home.
Darien stepped past the archway and motioned for E’Malkai to do the same, pointing him toward a squat chair near a stained table that sat at the center of the room. The youth took a seat, taking in the ambiance of the house. There were weapons on racks and leaning against the walls: swords and knives, axes and pikes. They were of all shapes and size: some were ornate, carved with bright materials; some were of simple wooden construction. 
“What is this place?” wondered E’Malkai out loud as the warrior king pushed the door shut and took a seat opposite the youth. There was a long shelf that ran the length of the room to the left of the door. Books were stacked, dusty volumes with thick jackets keeping them from crumbling to dust. 
“This is my home, all that remains of the riches of my life.” 
E’Malkai spun and looked at him. 
Darien’s broad features were stoic as he watched the son of Armen. “How can that be? You said that you abused the power and were condemned to Dok’Turmel,” questioned E’Malkai as he maneuvered uncomfortably in the chair. 
Darien sighed and leaned back, placing his hands behind his head. “When I walk among the Dead Sands of the Light and the Dark, I do so as the miserable soul I have become. Here in the Outer Circle, I am as I was. This village is home to the guardians of Dok’Turmel and the Kien’jedai. We are here because there is much more to this realm than the underworld. Vast resources and grand cities are to the east of here, but that is something for another time,” he answered with a sigh and then getting up suddenly, his voice softened. “How rude of me. Would you like something to eat, or perhaps drink?”
E’Malkai looked at the warrior strangely as he spoke the words. “I told you that I no longer hungered for anything.” Just as he spoke the words, a wave of nausea spread over him. His stomach churned violently and he held his hand over his mouth as his eyes went wide. 
Darien watched the youth. “That will pass. In the Dead Sands, you no longer thirst or hunger. The pleasures of life are taken from you. The necessity for sustenance disappears. On the other side of the barrier, here in the Outer Circle, you are freed from those constraints and are human once more.”
E’Malkai had paled. 
He pulled his hand away, the color returning to his cheeks. “Is that why you are form? Because the darkness does not hold sway here?”
Darien shifted again, reclining in the chair. “That among other things. Time is restored here. Your mind will not age at such an accelerated pace, though your body will age. If you stayed within the Outer Circle for a hundred years, you would die of old age just as you would in the realm of the living.”
The youth nodded weakly and motioned to the basin on the opposite side of the room. “I could really go for something to drink,” he whispered hoarsely. His throat felt like sandpaper and he touched it, massaging it as he waited. Darien nodded and stood, retrieving the basin and two glasses as he sat back down once more. 
The chair squeaked beneath his weight. 
He smiled as he poured the water and then pushed a cup in front of the youth. “It has been some time since I entertained guests here.” 
E’Malkai drained the water and slammed the cup down and looked up, stretching out his neck and pushing his jaw around in jutted strokes. Sighing as he sat back, he swallowed with ease. As an afterthought he reached forward, his hand outstretched toward the basin. 
“May I have more?” 
Darien nodded and the youth filled his cup again, and then drained it in one drink. Filling it again, he leaned back in the chair and sipped at it. 
His eyes closed as he did so, a soft murmur escaping his lips. 
“Didn’t think I was that thirsty.”
Darien nodded. 
A humorless smile parted his lips. “We will eat when the others arrive, until then it would be best if you drank in moderation. You do not want to do more harm than good now that you have made it this far.”
E’Malkai looked at the warrior from behind his cup and placed it on the table. Leaning back, he draped one arm over the back of the chair in comfort. “You knew my grandfather? Malkai Armen came here to the Outer Circle?”
“He was the first to come from Terra, though not the first Armen,” replied Darien as he reached forward and poured something into his cup from another basin. The liquid was the dark color of amber. The youth watched him pour it into the glass and then met the stare of the much larger man, who only smiled. “I require something a bit stronger.”
E’Malkai nodded, though he could not understand why a man would drink such foul liquids. He had his share in Illigard and felt the repercussions of it the next morning. The stink of the foul-smelling brew had tainted his breath the entire day. 
“What do you mean?”
Darien sucked his teeth as he took a sip from his mug and then set it back down once more. “You already know that Terra is not the world your ancestors knew, but instead one that is linked to Dak’Tan and U’Mor, two of the vilest realms you can have the displeasure of visiting. My empire governed Dak’Tan for a thousand years. Though I withered, it lived on until another came: one who was far darker than I could ever imagine being. He brought machines, created creatures crafted of synthetics that could do things no mortal man could.”
E’Malkai leaned forward. Bringing the cup to lips again, the water was as intoxicating as any drug to him. “You mean the Intelligence?”
Darien nodded as he drank from the mug once more. 
“Dak’Tan was beautiful. The magicks were still very strong, but Emperor Me’Cheng thought that magicks, even a Creator’s power, was blasphemy and cast them from his realm as best he could. Me’Cheng was a wizard as well, a conjurer of the darkness. He could wield the antithesis of what was the power of the Original Creator. The power born of the Gagnion’Fe’rein, what your uncle, the one called Fe’rein, has tapped into; the darkness that vies for control of everything.”
E’Malkai placed his cup down. 
“The Shaman warned me that there were dark forces within Dok’Turmel that would hunt me. Is that force the Gagnion’Fe’rein?”
“That is like asking how the universe binds itself to space. In a manner of speaking, yes. There are minions of the darkness, of the Gagnion’Fe’rein, that would seek you out. Even if you are granted the power of the Original Creator, it can take centuries to master the power. Most of the pawns already in place that serve the darkness would be more than a match for you in the underworld; the power of the Original Creator cannot affect an After-person within the confines of the Dead Sands of the Light and Dark. The power of the Ai’mun’hereun is greatest within the Kien’jedai and here in the Outer Circle.”
“I’m afraid I still don’t understand what it was that the Shaman warned me of,” replied E’Malkai, hanging his head in frustration. “There was a great deal of concern in his voice when he told me.”
“Ti’ere’yuernen is a complicated man. I knew him before he became the Shaman of the Temple. He was a rather accomplished seer and conjurer of the Light in the Walled City. He fell on dark times, as did many of the mystics of old. He meant for you to be cautious of everything, much the way you were when you first met me. The city that I spoke of to the east is the great empire of Me’Cheng, the very same man who launched all of the realms into war. Even in death he commands a vast domain,” conceded Darien as he poured the amber fluid into his empty cup, filling it nearly to the top. 
“What were you called? What was your title?” 
His chest swelled in pride as he placed his fist over his heart. “I was Darien Warwielder, Blade Lord, and Protector of the Walled City and the Realm of the Forgotten. When I accepted the powers of Creation, and was corrupted by the darkness, I was called He Who Hunts His Countrymen, a title that still carries much shame,” replied the warrior king as he drained the entire cup and poured one more. 
“I did not mean to bring you sadness, Darien. Please forgive a young fool for his eagerness.”
Darien smiled. “You are no longer so young, E’Malkai, son of Seth. You may look as if you are not ready for war, but you have seen much. The trek through Dok’Turmel has given you wisdom, aged you in a way that many will not be able to comprehend. The cliffs of Kien’jedai will show you that your journey has not been in vain.”
They fell into silence, both drinking from their respective cups. 
There were crickets in the night, and for the first time the youth noticed that the sky had grown darker as time had passed. The Outer Circle was indeed devoid of the strange constraints that held Dok’Turmel in check. Darien had moved to the hearth and started a flame with no matches, but instead with the utterance of a few words beneath his breath. 
Together, they sat and enjoyed the warmth of the fire as the night cooled as it should with the seasons. The youth did not wish to pry, nor did he want to overstep his bounds with his questioning, but he could hold back no longer as the hours passed into the night. 
“When will I receive a guide, and when can I learn of the being that blocks the entrance into the Grove?” he queried, still staring into the dancing flames that crackled before the both of them. 
They sat next to each other as they watched the fire. 
Darien had taken a pipe from his shelves and puffed smoke from it, tiny clouds billowing from its tip. He grasped the bulk of the pipe and pulled it from his mouth. Blowing out a cloud of smoke as he did, he regarded the fire with a critical eye. He cleared his throat as he placed the pipe down and pushed himself from the chair. 
“We will rest the night. In the morning, I will bring the other guardians here. The other elders and I will confer and decide who shall lead you into the Kien’jedai on the night following our meeting.” 
E’Malkai mimicked the warrior king and pushed himself from his seat; he added a courtesy by pulling the chair back to the table. When he turned around, Darien held in his hands a bundle of sheets and a wool pillow that he handed to the youth. 
“Rest by the fire, child. You will need your rest.” 
E’Malkai accepted it with a nod. 
As Darien moved past him, he patted E’Malkai on the shoulder and disappeared into the darkness at the back of the house, a door shutting behind him with a haunting creak. The youth spread the blanket out in front of the fire, placing the wool pillow at the head of the sheets. Laying down on them, he wrapped himself tightly in their warmth and curled toward the fire.
His stomach rumbled angrily, but he ignored it for Darien had said they would eat in the morning and he trusted man; though he did not know if it was wise to trust someone so steeped in death. 
He closed his eyes, thoughts of his father filling his mind. Soon the sounds of the hearth lulled him into a deep slumber: the first in longer than even his eternal memory could recall. 
 



  
ⱷ
T’elen
  
  
  
The siege of the Eddies had ended in a rather abrupt sequence of events. T’elen had been correct in her hunch. They arrived just as the ravenous forces of the tundra people ripped through the ranks of Culouth soldiers as if they had showed up on the battlefield unarmed and blindfolded. Between the Illigard forces and the tundra people, the Culouth army had been defeated.  
Kyien sat before T’elen in front of the entrance to the Eddies. His face was swollen and purple in places from where he had been beaten, or perhaps thrown aside. His pale complexion was more ashen than usual. 
He struggled to keep his composure by sucking on his lip occasionally, only to be met by the coppery taste of his blood. A stab wound near his hip had yet to be patched, and would not likely be tended to as neither Illigard nor Culouth was in the habit of giving aid to the enemy. 
T’elen stood in front of him, her arms crossed beneath her breasts, the blood of enemies slain still splattered across her elegant features. Even in the swell of battle, she maintained the air of a queen; it was this regal quality that defined a superior officer. She paced in front of him, watching as he struggled against his bonds and glared at her. 
“We have come a long way, you and I. It is truly a pity that I could not slit M’iordi’s throat as well. At least you came here to fight. I wonder if he is curled up in front of a warm fire as you sit in the cold snow.”
He looked away, swallowing despite the dryness and blood that ached in his throat. Turning to her, he spit on her uniform. The blood and saliva dripped against the crimson streak that marked her as an officer of Illigard. 
“More will come and your fur-clad barbarians will fare far worse against cavalry out in the open,” he spat. The hatred in his voice was thick and coarse. 
Higald moved alongside T’elen. 
The pale chieftain regarded the man with disdain. 
Pointing at him, he spoke. The pitch drew the High Marshal’s attention. “You are a coward. The Ai’mun’hereun will rain fire down upon those who oppose him.” 
Kyien glared at the tundra chieftain. 
The only word he could understand was the name for the Believer. Arile was the only one among the tundra people who could speak a common tongue. He sauntered forward, his heavy gaze falling on Kyien. 
“We should kill him and move on. E’Malkai of the South said that the tundra people will play a part in the Final War,” Arile echoed as he grinned at the High Marshal, his sparkling eyes haunting. “I do not believe that part is to watch over the enemy.”
T’elen looked at the broad build of the white hunter and nodded. “There will be much death if we do find out what they plan to do,” she reasoned much to the chagrin of Kyien, who smiled wickedly. 
“Do you really believe that I will tell you anything? Don’t be a fool. There is much more here at stake than Culouth. The preservation of the Intelligence is the sole purpose of that damnable prison,” he returned, struggling against his bonds for added effect. 
All the while, he maintained his glower. 
T’elen looked away and shook her head. 
“I figured you wouldn’t say anything.” 
Kyien was less than a foot from the edge of the cliff side. The rolling ring of fog below covered the Culouth encampment. She walked toward him, placing her boot on his chest; the melting snow and blood ebbed on his uniform. 
He turned away at the smell. 
“To be honest, I just wanted to see you squirm for all the damage you have done. I never expected you to tell me anything of real value.”
Kyien shifted his eyes from man to man nervously. “See, you aren’t so stupid after all. Where do we go from here?” he asked with a sense of apprehension. 
He feared the hollow eyes that looked back at him. 
Kyien watched with horror. 
T’elen looked down, the loose strands of her hair falling forward over her blood-stained face. She sent him over the edge with a simple push, and then called after his falling figure, “You go down.”
He knew what was happening and tried to push up with his legs to stand, but it all happened to fast. The scream that was trapped in his throat echoed as he saw the fog spiraling around his vision. His mind reeled as the cold air gripped his chest, knocking his breath from his lungs. 
Kyien knew that death was upon him, dancing in his eyes on wings of darkness as he fell. There was the fear of the unknown. Serving Culouth was like being the right hand of evil, and now it no longer felt as righteous as it once had. Dok’Turmel would hold no secrets for a man so tainted.
 



  
ⱷ
Pierce
  
  
  
The soldiers heard the bloodcurdling scream long before they saw the body of the late High Marshal Kyien plunge through the gray, cold fog that hung just above their heads. The camp had been pushed back from the edge of the cliff side, all except for the archers who, even as the High Marshal fell, were idly sitting cross-legged at the base. 
Their heads lifted in unison as the hurtling body of their leader came screaming down upon them like a boulder from above. The body whistled as it wove toward the ground, the impact creating a crater in the midst of the mud-stained cards that the archers had been using for a hand of ihuen. 
Pierce walked toward the mangled body of the man who had made the Final War his own personal machine of death. There would be no remorse for Kyien among his men. He had been a cruel dictator on the field, and was even less personable in his most private moments. 
The liaison just stared as the soldiers around him shuffled uncomfortably. It was dishonorable to be bound as the High Marshall was, but upon Kyien’s death Pierce had become the ranking officer. Though not a military man, he was given authority from M’iordi and the Culouth Commerce.          
A soldier cleared his throat, his dark brown hair matted beneath the fabric mask he wore over his face. Not meeting Pierce’s gaze, he continued to stare forward at the body; half of Kyien was buried in snow and one of his legs jutted out like a rotten branch from a tree stump. 
“What do we do now?” the soldier asked.
Pierce could feel a laugh rising in his throat. 
He hated Kyien. 
That was really not the correct phrasing; he abhorred what the man was capable of, the extent to which he would go to gain control. Pierce could not fault Kyien for he, as well, went to great lengths to control those who were necessary. For the man to have died so easily, and obviously not on his own terms, brought joy to the liaison. “We are done here,” began Pierce, not knowing the man’s rank.
“Lieutenant Colonel Richke, sir.” 
Pierce smiled. “Lieutenant Colonel, we are mounting up and marching back to the Stone Tower. This siege is done,” he answered. 
The soldier looked at him oddly. The words Pierce had spoken ran contrary to anything he would have believed to be the High Marshal’s dying wishes. “Aide Pierce,” began the soldier slowly, but Pierce wheeled on him, his features formed into an icy glare; the meaning behind it was undeniable. Kyien had gone to great lengths to call the liaison aide at every turn. 
The soldiers had become accustomed to hearing it. 
“Pardon me, Lord Pierce, would it not be prudent to pursue those in the Eddies? Perhaps their numbers have dwindled? Surely they would not be able to defend themselves from the host collected on this field.”
Pierce clucked his tongue and stared back at Kyien’s lifeless body. Snow flickered over them. Thick, wet splotches had begun to cover what remained of the High Marshal. 
“We will withdraw from here and return to the Stone Tower. Lord M’iordi is in charge now,” answered Pierce. His dead tone possessed a lingering sense of authority. “Bring me a mount immediately. I wish to leave this place.”
The soldier regarded Pierce in silence and then bowed before turning back to the men. Pierce stood there for some time watching the body of the High Marshal. The place where he had landed melted from the dead heat that radiated from the corpse. 
He turned his eyes to the fog above them. 
Pierce could feel T’elen’s burning gaze staring back down at him, taunting him to storm the Eddies and face the same fate that Kyien had been dealt. A white mare was brought to him by a youthful Culouth soldier, his yellow stripe stained crimson. 
He held the reins as Pierce climbed into the saddle. 
Pierce nodded to the man as he dug his boot into the stirrup and swung his other leg over the flank of the beast. He wrenched the reins away from the soldier and dismissed him with a wave of his hand. Sitting tall on the mare, he watched the bulbous wraps of the clouds weave their way along the rocky side of the cliffs. 
He waited for some time. 
Holding an invisible gaze with a foe that was beyond reach, he turned back into the encampment. The mark of Culouth on the wastelands was slowly disappearing. 
 



  
ⱷ
T’elen
  
  
  
T’elen had looked on without emotion as the dying screams of the High Marshal faded into the fog below her. She knew the man had deserved much worse, but still felt a pang of sorrow. It was a strange feeling. Arile stood beside her, as did Higald. In the distance, S’rean and Elcites watched as bodies were pulled from the tunnel of the first level of the Eddies. Arile and Higald spoke in hushed tones; their voices were gentle enough despite the language barrier. 
It still caused T’elen to cock her head to the side. “What is that you are discussing so quietly with one another?” she called back, catching Arile’s attention mid-sentence. 
He held a hand up to Higald and nodded, closing his eyes as he did so. His understanding of the Culouth language was passable, though he stumbled at times. “We––speaking of where the mother is? Where is the one called Leane,” he uttered slowly. 
T’elen nodded and turned away from the cliff, watching the both of them from underneath a tired gaze. “She is at Illigard, a hundred miles from here, at least. We will return there soon,” she answered with a labored sigh. 
Higald waited patiently as Arile conferred with him in Fallen. He then looked to T’elen, speaking rapidly as Arile nodded along, waiting until he was finished. Arile tilted his head as the Fallen chieftain finished and then motioned with his hands for the pale lord to wait. 
“He wants you to know that he is Higald, chieftain of the Fallen, and he remembers the Reverent Mother. She was partnered to Seth Armen, son of Evan, before they were banished. He considers it an honor to see her again.”
T’elen moved toward them from atop the slightly raised rock face from which she had kicked the High Marshal. “Why is she called the Reverent Mother?” queried T’elen.
Arile did not confer with Higald, but instead motioned all around him in a sweeping gesture. “She is mother to the vessel of the Ai’mun’hereun and is placed above all other women and mothers. She birthed the child of the Light,” he answered, bringing his hands back down to his sides as he finished. 
T’elen watched them both as Higald touched Arile’s shoulder. He began to speak once more and then pointed to the Field Marshal, thudding his chest with vigor. 
“What was that all about?” T’elen quizzed.
Arile turned back to her. “He wishes to know how a woman so beautiful became a leader of her people. This is unheard of among the Fallen and the Utiakth.”
T’elen pressed her lips together and forced her fists to her hips. “I lead because I can,” she replied, irritated by the Fallen chieftain’s assumption. 
Arile spoke to Higald and the chieftain seemed horrified by the white hunter’s words. He bowed several times to T’elen, slamming his closed fist against his chest, just above his heart. 
Arile turned to the Field Marshal again as Higald mumbled more words. “He meant no disrespect in his words, only that he was awed by your power and beauty. Also, the Believer spoke highly of you.”
T’elen looked at the tundra warrior skeptically. 
“The Believer?”
“E’Malkai,” answered Arile with a simple nod. 
Higald leaned over to the White One, and then pointed toward the cliff and to T’elen once more. “He wants to know why you pushed the man off the cliff. Was he a great warrior who had committed terrible crimes?”
“He was a leader of the Culouth Commerce Army, the ones who wish to destroy Leane, the Reverent Mother, and her son. We are charged with their protection. He was a monster.”
His defiant last words haunted her. 
Elcites approached with S’rean and Xi’iom in tow.
They regarded T’elen in silence.  
“What is the damage?”
Elcites nodded to Xi’iom. The tan-faced soldier stepped forward, his hands laced behind his back. “Dead to the last man. We lost close to a thousand, buttressed by less than a hundred tundra warriors.”
S’rean shouldered next to Arile and they began to speak. 
Higald joined. 
Their furrowed brows and exaggerated motions with their hands spoke volumes of their rage. Arile turned back as they continued to speak, glowering at them to keep them from continuing. “They want blood. They want the blood of those who have taken our brethren.”
T’elen could understand their pain. She wanted every member of the Council’s head on a pike to display outside Illigard. However, they were far from prepared to march upon the Stone Tower. “I want retribution as well, but we must regroup and return to Illigard. That is my concern now.”
Arile shook off the words of the others and shushed them despite their much greater influence within their own tribes. Here, the white hunter had seized charge of the conversation. “How long will it take for us to reach this place?”
T’elen looked to Xi’iom and Elcites. 
It was the guardian who spoke this time. “A week. It could take longer if the rest of Kyien’s men are at the base of the cliffs, or already on their way up,” he answered with a shrug. 
Arile nodded and then relayed the message. 
Higald grunted and S’rean spoke several whispered words before the white hunter turned again. “They say that they can wait that long for blood, but not much longer. The Ai’mun’hereun has decreed that we will play a part in this prophesized war and so we shall, whether or not it is at your side.”      
Elcites shuffled his feet and crossed his arms over his chest, drawing the attention of the tundra people. They were unaccustomed to the possibility of an even-tempered Umordoc, much less one who fought alongside men.
Their hands immediately went to their weapons as he moved. 
Higald stared at the guardian and spoke in the Umordoc’s direction. The tone was accusatory, a verbal attack. Arile started to speak, but the Umordoc commander silenced him with a wave of his hand and barked back in their native tongue. 
Xi’iom and T’elen watched the exchange as Elcites continued to speak, unfurling his arms and pointing into the distance and pounding his chest hard enough to draw a loud thump. 
“What are they saying?” queried T’elen, grasping the white hunter’s shoulder as the conversation died down. 
Stares were exchanged. 
Arile nodded, swallowing hard before he spoke. “The chieftains of the Fallen and Utiakth had asked why you allowed a beast to fight alongside you. The beast responded that he was no more a creature of the dark than they were bastards of the north; that he was Elcites, guardian to E’Malkai. They do not believe him,” he explained as the tense situation grew. 
Higald reached to the massive broadsword at his side, S’rean to his curved sickle. T’elen stared at the white hunter incredulously and then spun him around to face her. 
“Tell them this is madness. He was guardian to E’Malkai when he was a child and is as well a soldier, a commander,” she shouted, the urgency of her words driven more by panic than anger. 
Arile barked the words, stepping between the smoldering, but calm, Elcites and twitchy figures of the tundra chieftains. The grip on their weapons made their knuckles white from strain. Higald was the first to put away his weapon, pushing the steel that he had revealed back into it sheath. 
S’rean acknowledged the white hunter’s words and nodded to Elcites, who remained impassive as the Utiakth chief hooked the sickle into the loop along his back. Both of the chieftains turned and bowed once more to T’elen and then marched back off toward the rest of the tundra people. 
They watched Elcites as they departed. 
T’elen shook her head. Her nerves were still wracked from the battle. “I did not realize the tundra people still harbored such ill will toward the Umordoc,” she spoke. 
Arile nodded slowly. “I would have thought the Reverent Mother would have explained to you the hatred that we have of the Umordoc in the north.” He turned to Elcites and bowed. “It is an honor to meet you, Elcites. E’Malkai spoke of you when I traveled with him to the Fallen. He says that you are a great warrior and friend to him.”
Elcites nodded sadly in return. 
“Then he made it to the Fallen.”        
Arile gestured toward the assembled tundra people. “That is why we have come. E’Malkai of the South explained your plight to us. He told us to seek out his guardian and the warrior T’elen. He said they would help us to find our place in the Final War,” he answered with another small, albeit curt, nod.
T’elen’s neck and back hurt from the fighting. A headache had settled as she stood amidst the forceful winds that coursed across the entrance to the Eddies. She rolled her neck and then stalked out ahead of the collected warriors. “We must be going. We need to reach Illigard before Culouth gets word of Kyien’s death and then send more soldiers from the Stone Tower.”
Arile seemed surprised. 
“They have many more men than what they had here?”
T’elen stifled a laugh. “There is much more to come before we see an end to this conflict.”  
Xi’iom was unreadable, as he often was. His demeanor never changed, even with the invasive cold all around them and the overwhelming odds that surged before them. “What if we are ambushed on the way back?”
T’elen motioned to Arile. 
“We have the experts here now, Xi’iom. We will take it as it comes. I just want to return to Illigard before we’re spread any thinner than we already are.”
T’elen wrapped her arms around herself as she looked into the featureless skies––and the blinding white wall of snow that threatened to overtake them––and shuddered. Her eyes closed as she thought of the future, one when the winter would come to an end and E’Malkai would bring peace to Terra once more. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai had not slept for some time. The hearth had died down long ago, yet there was a lingering heat that warmed the youth as he rested on his back and crossed his arms behind his head. He had dreamt of kingdoms and stone castles, and a dark-haired woman who ruled from an ivory throne. His blue eyes sparkled as he recalled her beauty. The day had not yet dawned; though he could not be certain how close this place was to the rhythms of Terra. 
“I see that you are awake,” called Darien. 
E’Malkai spun back onto his stomach and looked across the narrow confines of the former Creator’s home. The broad-backed man pushed open the door, a burlap sack held in his left hand as the bulk of it was strung over his shoulder with ease. It could have weighed a hundred pounds, but in the grip of the warrior it seemed like a feather. 
“Is it morning?” E’Malkai called as he pushed away the blanket that covered him and stood, stretching his arms above his head. Darien placed the sack down the table, the weight of it rattling the cups that had remained from the night before. E’Malkai approached the table, yawning as he watched the contents spill out: loaves of bread and vegetables he did not recognize. 
“Mornings are an oddity here. They come and go, though not with the setting of the sun and then the rising of the next day. It is instead a sign of the cities to the east. There are many worlds within this dimension: the Dead Sands of Light and Dark; the Outer Circle; the cliffs of Kien’jedai; and what is called the Covenant of the Dark. That place is forbidden for those who walk among the Outer Circle. Those who walk within Dok’Turmel are sometimes called forth to atone within the Covenant of the Dark.”
E’Malkai watched as the warrior king pulled bread apart and spread thick layers of whitish butter across it. Darien offered him part of it. The youth’s mind immediately went to the words from the night before about eating at the gathering. He shook his head. “There are people on the cliffs of Kien’jedai? I thought that was where I was to travel to find the Grove.”
Darien took a hearty bite from the bread as he placed the other pieces of vegetables and fruit among the shelves and bowls littered about the home. “The cliffs of Kien’jedai are where those who served the Light walk. The Covenant of the Dark is where those who walk in darkness hide. Most wander Dok’Turmel for the entirety of their lives, only to cross into one place or another as the energies of the Creators see fit,” answered Darien. 
He sighed and sat down into one of the flat-backed wooden chairs and sipped water. E’Malkai sat as well. His mind did not feel as wrought as it had before. It was open and alert, his headache gone.
“You speak of Creators in a far stranger manner than I have ever known someone to. The first time I had ever heard of it was when my uncle, the once called Fe’rein by the darkness, had been referred to as a Creator. It would be many more years until I knew what it meant to be a Creator. The scrolls of the Fallen spoke of the existence of the energy of the Original Creator.”
Darien nodded, listening. 
“But you speak of the Creators as if it were something different altogether. I’m afraid I just don’t understand this,” E’Malkai continued, looking away from the warrior-king. 
Darien sipped from his cup, the liquor of the night before replaced with water. He stared out the single window of the home. “There was a war, an ancient war that was not given a name. It was by all rights the First War, the one that mattered the most; it decided what would walk upon the lands of the Light. There was darkness for a time and though not everything that walks in the shadow is a beast or a devil, it was for a time very much a realm of evil creatures in the darkness. This darkness spread across the cosmos, infecting every corner, for dawn had not yet come. It had not yet been experienced. In that time there were Creators, beings of immeasurable power who wielded the energies of life and creation as a child would a toy in the mud. These Creators belonged to the Covenant of the Dark.”
E’Malkai gasped. “Like the Covenant of the Dark here?”
Darien nodded. 
“Yes, one and the same, but do not interrupt.” E’Malkai looked down sheepishly and reddened as the man continued. “The Creators of the shadow wished for nothing more than to thrive in that darkness, for that was all they had ever known. They created a name for the darkness, for the living shadow. They called this being born of darkness and shadow the Gagnion’Fe’rein. What they did not know was that it grew in power exponentially, eventually taking control of the Covenant of the Dark and ruling over all.”
Darien sipped water, clearing his throat as he began again. “It was inevitable that the Light would come and the Covenant of the Dark would flee to the farthest corners of existence in order to escape the Light. The Gagnion’Fe’rein did not fear the power of the Creator of the Light and stayed, keeping those that he could control with him as the others fled into the darkest reaches of the known universe. The First Creator proved too strong. Her very breath shredded the world as if it was only fog on the seas, but the living embodiment of darkness could not be stopped so easily. The battle needed to be fought among those who were able to fight, not the sentient beings who balanced life itself. The Gagnion’Fe’rein understood this. The darkness, knowing the vile intelligence of the creature, wished to have it banished; the struggle for control between the Light and the Darkness was an ever-present one that could never be extinguished. The Covenant had created their living embodiment so perfectly that neither the Light nor the darkness could affect its will. It was beyond the Light, for it was bound to Creation as no Creator before it had been. The Light knew that without restraint, or a way for the Gagnion’Fe’rein to be challenged, that mortals could not come to pass; they were too frail and would fall beneath the creature’s power. Thus, the First Creator relinquished her power to the living embodiment of the Light as the darkness had done with the creation of the Gagnion’Fe’rein. The Ai’mun’hereun was born to human form and their struggle began. Renamed throughout the ages, but the war never changed.”
E’Malkai stared on in wonderment. 
In all the texts that he had been able to acquire, none had been as comprehensive as the story Darien had conveyed so simply. “That is quite a tale, Darien. What of a Creator? How is it that they are given power if they are not the Ai’mun’hereun or the Gagnion’Fe’rein?”
The door to Darien’s home opened with a loud creak and a man walked in. His silver gray hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Dark black streaks ran from his temple down his shoulder-length hair. He wore a simple robe. The dark brown earth tone was marred in crimson splotches. His equally gray eyes flashed over Darien and then to E’Malkai. A tight grin exposed his flawless teeth. “Creators are pawns, child. And we of the Outer Circle know that well, for we were pawns in that game before our death,” spoke the man in a calm, strong tone. 
E’Malkai turned and looked at the regal-looking man who had entered. Darien put his cup back down and gestured to the gentleman. “E’Malkai, this is your great-grandfather, Malkai Armen. The warrior for whom you were named,” spoke Darien. 
E’Malkai looked at the man and gawked. The resemblance was uncanny. They shared a strong jaw and an angular cut to their features. “It is good to meet you,” stammered E’Malkai. 
Malkai took a seat next to Darien. Nodding to each other as the great-grandfather sat down, he crossed his hands over one another on the table. “You have grown into quite a man. I have watched you for some time,” he spoke, his voice like velvet. “The journey you have undertaken is a great one. The Grove is not a task to be undertaken lightly. There are some who would have died long before even reaching the Outer Circle as you have.” 
Darien cleared his throat, drawing their attention away from each other. “There are matters that need be attended to, Malkai. The elders have been called and we are to attend. They will make the decision as to who will lead the young Armen into the Kien’jedai.”
Malkai Armen raised a hand for silence. “The elders have already chosen his guide. It was decided long before you even walked through the gateway to Dok’Turmel, E’Malkai.” 
Darien remained silent, impassive as Malkai spoke. 
E’Malkai’s face brightened. “That is why you have come, great-grandfather. You have been chosen to guide me through the Kien’jedai, and into the Grove where my destiny resides,” spoke the youth hopefully. 
Malkai chuckled, his laugh throaty. “No, child. I am not a guide of that place, nor is Darien. We are defenders of the Outer Circle.”
“Defenders?” queried E’Malkai with a lopsided grin. 
Darien nodded. 
“Malkai is correct. This world is not unlike yours. Our enemies have not changed. The struggle is now eternal. The guides are those who are still sprits. They cannot affect the living. The one who takes you into the Kien’jedai is someone you already know.”
E’Malkai looked from Darien to Malkai, trying to figure out what they had in store for him. He was not so foolish as to think that everything was not a test, a series of controlled inquisitions and scenarios meant to find out whether he was capable of what was necessary. 
He placed a questioning finger on his chin as he regarded each of them with a careful eye. “You would send someone with me who I would trust despite my surroundings. You brought my great-grandfather here as another way to make the passage that much more comfortable.”
Darien looked to the youth’s great-grandfather with a mirthful grin. “There are a lot of dead people, E’Malkai. I would be rather surprised if you were able to guess her identity so simply.”
E’Malkai watched them carefully. He had heard the pronoun, but did not believe that they would have slipped up so easily. They met his glance, looking back at him over indifferent, unflinching gazes. 
There was caring there as well. 
“She?”
Malkai smiled as E’Malkai thought his father would have. “You are wise beyond your years. I know that your father would have been proud to see the man you have become. Do not doubt yourself. You must trust the feelings and intuition that has been granted to you if you wish to become a Creator.”
E’Malkai’s face saddened at the mention of his father. “Is my father here?” he queried, his eyes lowered.
Darien reached across the table and squeezed E’Malkai’s hand. “Your father was a great man. He was believed to have been given what you now search for, but those with greatest hearts often find them broken the easiest. What happened to your father cannot be forgiven.”  
“Where is my father?” he pressed. 
Darien pulled a long, slender pipe from his shirt pocket. Lighting it in one smooth motion, he puffed at the stem as he blew out billows of dark smoke. “He is among those in the Kien’jedai. He could not fight here in the Outer Circle; he was never granted the power of the Creator. He is well and I have seen him on occasion.”
E’Malkai felt tears tug at his eyes. 
He forced them back, biting his lip. 
“When can I leave for the Kien’jedai? I wish to end this.”
Malkai stood and paced back toward the shelves, brushing his hands over the jackets of the dusty books. “Have you already forgotten the riddle of your guide?”
E’Malkai shifted in his seat, resting his chin on his balled fist. “My guide is Arivene. She gave her life so that I may enter this place, and I had hoped it earned her place among the remembered and not the forgotten,” he replied. 
Pushing away from the table, he stalked toward the closed door, placing his hands on its smooth construction. He pulled back instinctively, stepping away from it as it opened. Allowing the first red glow of the horizon to creep through, the angelic figure of Arivene stepped across the threshold. A flowing white dress clung to her frame. Her hair was dark black and a white streak parted on either side. Her green eyes were haunting. A gray glow arched around them as she turned her eyes to E’Malkai. 
“Lord E’Malkai,” she called to him peacefully. 
The youth’s breath was caught in his throat as he looked at Arivene. Her features glowed, and for a moment he could not shake the notion that he had never seen such a beautiful vision. 
He found that he was staring and shook his head. 
“Arivene,” he stammered, looking away. 
The cut of her dress revealed the swell of her breasts and taut line of her stomach. He blushed and wondered how he could still look upon a woman after having survived the Dead Sands and be so bashful. He had transcended time and space, aged beyond the mortal coil, and yet he was still such a child. He brushed away the stray hairs that had fallen into his eyes and cleared his throat, trying to hide the embarrassment that he felt. “I was never able to thank you for what you and your brother did for me. It was noble of you both.”
She curtsied and then walked forward, placing her hands on the shoulders of Darien. There was something about her eyes that had not been there before. There was a distance, a strange indifference. “We were happy to give our lives for the Ai’mun’hereun. Have you found Dok’Turmel as you had thought?”
E’Malkai pushed open the door. 
He could smell pine and cedar. The song of nature whispered to him in the crimson and orange radiance of the distance. The night still gripped the sky, but a gray bulbous fog hung just above where the jagged line of the mountains of the Kien’jedai began. 
He did not turn as he spoke. “I did not realize what struggles were taking place beyond my own. This place has taken something from me, hollowed a place in my being.” 
The youth walked farther out into the night air. Running his hands through the slight wind that blew across his body, he raked his fingers into the top of his long dark hair. E’Malkai could feel the call of the Kien’jedai; whispering voices reached out for him. He closed his eyes as he lifted his hands to the warm winds. 
The embrace was familiar. 
He reached out with the Sight, searching through the barrier of life and time that had been erected before him like bridges not meant to be crossed. E’Malkai felt the three of them emerge from Darien’s home and lowered his hand. He was unable to feel what was beyond him in the mists that had lowered over the Kien’jedai. 
“I feel nothing in this place, why?” he called over his shoulder. 
A hand gripped his arm, squeezing it with reassurance. It was Arivene’s soft touch; he had felt it once before and relished it. There had been a quiet intimacy between them, and now it could never be. 
“You are not yet a Creator. This place is foreign to you. Your tsang does not yet understand what it feels,” spoke Arivene, her voice like a song. 
Malkai and Darien walked around beside him and admired the splendor of the jagged peaks wrapped in the cold mists. Both had been warriors of a forgotten age, and both had been deceived. 
“How far is the Grove from the Outer Circle?” queried E’Malkai as Arivene took her hand from his arm and stood beside him, joining the others in admiration of the sweeping peaks. 
Darien sighed as he turned back to the youth, his hands hooked in the dark leather belt he wore around his waist. “The Outer Circle is the only place untouched by the stagnation of time. Once you leave this place and walk into the windy passes of the Kien’jedai, then once more will your mind age beyond your control. It will feel like centuries. There are many paths to be taken. Some will take longer than others,” he spoke, looking to Arivene. 
E’Malkai looked to Arivene as well. 
Her shimmering dress glowed in the darkness. 
“That is why I have a guide: to make sure I do not take the wrong path?”
Malkai folded his arms over his chest. Though Darien was older than his great-grandfather by thousands of years, it was he, the Blade Lord of the Walled City, who seemed younger. 
“She is a guide. That is a truth. But you must make the choices. You will see things within the Kien’jedai. Some that will make you choose some paths over another. She can only tell you the dangers of the path you choose.”
E’Malkai hardened his gaze at the two warriors. 
“There are dangers in Kien’jedai?” he uttered. 
Darien nodded, reaching out with his large hand to grip the youth’s shoulder. “There are always dangers, child. Even those with the grandest intentions sometimes make choices that adversely affect others. Simply to love can be the greatest danger of all. Your father realized this. A brother’s love was his death sentence.”
E’Malkai’s gaze steeled at the mention of his father’s death. 
Arivene looked to the distant peaks as the winds howled, blowing across them like the breath of a grand beast. “It is time, honored elders. The Kien’jedai calls for the vessel of the Ai’mun’hereun. The Grove senses him,” she spoke quietly, though her voice echoed like lingering thunder. 
E’Malkai watched their reactions closely. 
They seemed to give away nothing at the suddenness to which he was called to the ancient mountains; that was not truly his worry. He could not comprehend how a girl of the Fallen, one who had been mortal a short time ago on Terra, had become a guide to such a place. Arivene started to walk forward, her dress whisking in the winds. 
The youth turned to Darien and Malkai. 
The sky crackled as lightning ripped across it. 
Thunder echoed in the canyons beyond. 
The storm rose from the mountains like a wave from the sea, its gray, bruised head was like a serpent ready to strike. The wind blew over them like a hurricane, their robes and clothing trailing back behind them. 
Darien nodded as Arivene walked against the winds as if they did not affect her in the slightest. “There are no preparations for the Kien’jedai. Do not forget what I have told you of intent. That will be your ward against the madness that has claimed all other Creators before you.”
E’Malkai watched as the gray mists darkened and black thunderheads consumed the gentle, majestic peaks he had witnessed. “What about a weapon? You said there was a being at the entrance to the Grove. If there is battle, won’t I need more than my father’s blade?” he called over the rising winds. 
Malkai shook his head, his silver hair twisting on his back as he did. “You are the weapon. Trust in Arivene’s words, for she is meant to guide you. Do not be ruled by emotion, it is not the Armen way,” he called, his face suddenly seeming older than it had inside Darien’s home. 
E’Malkai nodded. 
There were many more questions that he wished to ask. If he were to spend the rest of his life in the Outer Circle, they would still not be answered. He craned his neck back toward the slowly disappearing Arivene and turned despite the overwhelming fear that gripped him. He lowered his head and journeyed into the ancient peaks of the Kien’jedai.          
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The walls of Illigard wore the scars of winter. The stone that protected the outer wall had been gouged by the winds. Blowing snow caked its outer layers and then froze, crushing it until it began to chip away like the sands of time. 
T’elen remembered leaving the outpost. 
It had been weeks before, yet it seemed ages ago. 
War dulled the edges of memory, blurring the when into the what-happened of the battles that had robbed the soldiers of their time. They had not encountered the Culouth forces they had anticipated, instead finding only the empty snow fields where they had been camped. 
No grave had been dug for the High Marshal. T’elen would not have wished one; yet it seemed a dark end to the man’s life to know that even his own men despised him enough to allow him to rot in the ice and snow.
The tundra people had not spoken since departing from the Eddies. They remained camped far away from the soldiers of Illigard. The Field Marshal approached Arile on several occasions. He brushed her off, saying it was a tribal matter; it did not involve those of the south. 
She had chosen to walk out ahead of her own men, only the lonely figures of Elcites and Xi’iom followed closely behind. The arch beneath the stone walls of Illigard opened as they approached. 
A snow drift at the entrance had been erected in case of invasion. Heads peaked along the lip of the wall. Pale faces and dark hair watched the mute procession of soldiers from the field into the solemn and quiet outpost. Thousands of the red-striped soldiers marched, followed closely by the tundra people. They were a stark contrast with animal skins adorning their bodies. 
Intense gazes fell on uncertain eyes. 
The mighty doors of Illigard swung closed with a labored groan as it fought against the winter. The Lower Plane was still very much a primitive place; castles were built with stone and mortar. This was by design. The Intelligence had forbidden the construction of any cities of steel, or machines that were capable of fueling an insurrection against their rule. 
This left only the glass city in the skies. 
T’elen slung the pack from her back. It sunk into the snow-covered grounds as soldiers watched her without response. Leane approached, her uniform beneath very similar to T’elen’s wardrobe; though she had a tan-colored cloak wrapped around her shoulders. A rifle was strung along her back, her dark hair pulled back into a braid. Fairhair was not less than five steps behind her. His characteristic smile was present, as well was his twinkle for the Reverent Mother. 
“Field Marshal T’elen, we had assumed the worst,” spoke Leane as she strode forward to T’elen, reaching her arm out in greeting. T’elen accepted and they gripped forearms as warriors often did.  
The smile that came to the Field Marshal’s lips was a mirthless one. “We encountered an army of over one hundred thousand strong, and what you see is all that remains of us. Though not one of them stands who walked into battle against us,” she replied, gesturing back over the ranks of the soldiers. “There is something else that we must speak of,” whispered T’elen, but her surprise was lost as Arile pushed past the others. 
Higald was at his side, as well as the brazen figure of S’rean.
“Leane,” echoed Higald in native Fallen. 
Leane’s eyes widened as she looked to T’elen, who only nodded. Moving toward the Fallen chieftain, she embraced him warmly. She pulled away as she spoke. “Lord Higald.”
Higald smiled, his lips parted in a true smile. “It has been some time, Healer Leane,” he began. It had been custom to refer to a person by their place among their tribe. Leane had been a healer like her father. “We were sorry to hear of the passing of Seth. He was a great man.”
Leane looked at the chieftain with glazed eyes; she had barely spoken his name in almost two decades. No one in Culouth knew of him, except for Ryan and Fredrick. Neither came around often to speak and when they did, it was not to remember Seth Armen. 
“I appreciate your sorrow, Lord Higald. You must pardon my brashness, but I do understand why you are here.” 
She looked to Arile and S’rean, immediately noticing that S’rean was Utiakth. T’elen watched the exchange, as did all those who could not understand the language, with interest. She wished to see if she could understand through their body language and facial expressions. She crossed her arms beneath her breasts and placed her weight on her left leg. The Field Marshal glanced over the crowd, noticing Fredrick’s craven figure under the cover of shadows near the far building. The soldiers had already begun to file away, not wishing to stand around with the warmth of the tavern and the barracks ahead of them. 
When Higald began to speak again, T’elen watched as the commons emptied. She felt the tug of Elcites as he urged her away to give the tundra people their privacy. She allowed herself to be led away, though not before casting another dark glance over at the huddling Fredrick. 
Higald motioned to the white hunter and the Utiakth chieftain. “How very rude of me, Healer Leane. The white hunter is Arile, the last of the Re’klu’hereun, and the other is S’rean, chieftain of the Utiakth.”
Leane bowed to them each, lowering her gaze as she did so to show her trust. “I am honored by your presence, Lord S’rean of the Utiakth, and by you as well, Huntsman Arile of the Re’klu’hereun.”
S’rean bowed, averting his eyes as Leane had done. He then whispered to Arile. The white hunter cleared his throat as he spoke in Fallen. “Lord S’rean does not speak Fallen, but he is honored to be in the presence of the mother of the Ai’mun’hereun. He wishes all the graces of the old ones upon you for bearing such a child. We were honored to be called to war by your son. He will grow to be a great man.”
Leane’s eyes brightened at the mention of her son. “You have seen my son? He is well?” she urged, her eyes hopeful. 
Arile nodded. “I found him in the north near the Hall of Spines where the Utiakth make their home. I was his guide to the Fallen. He is a powerful and wise warrior.”
Higald gripped the hilt of his broadsword as he spoke. “When he first came to us, I could not believe that he was the son of Seth Armen. He proved his power in both the rite of combat and when Umordoc descended down upon us.”
“He told you to come to the south?”
S’rean watched intently as Arile translated back and forth. “Lord S’rean thinks that after the people have found shelter, a gathering of warriors should be called. Then the Reverent Mother’s questions can be answered.”
Leane looked abashed by the white hunter’s words. 
She was frantic with news of her son and had not thought of the tundra people who so desperately needed shelter. “Of course, that is a most wise suggestion. Please forgive my persistence. I was worried about my son. I was selfish to think only of myself.”
Arile translated to S’rean and the old man smiled. “Lord S’rean thanks you for your compassion and says that there is no need for apologies. Your son has saved their people. Your concern is most understandable.”
Leane nodded in acknowledgement and gestured with her hands for them to follow her. As she walked with them deeper into the compound, they found a place for them to rest from their journey south. 
  
*
  
Night had fallen. 
Torches were lit by the time adequate domiciles had been sorted out for the soldiers as well as the tundra people. The war room in the east branch of the compound was full to the brim with officers of rank, as well as the two chieftains and the white hunter of the north. The cold winds outside howled and beat against the walls as T’elen raised a hand for silence. 
T’elen laced her hands behind her back as she began. “We have returned from the Eddies to the east where we have taken the life of High Marshal Kyien.” The hush was replaced by whispers and silent cheers. The Field Marshal’s dark glare silenced them once again. “This war is far from over. Kyien was their leader, but not their only one. Another tyrant will replace him soon enough and will begin a march upon Illigard.”
The pall was broken as several men jumped at a rat scurrying along the floor beside them. The scratching claws drew panicked screams, and then childish laughter, as they realized their foolishness. 
“More than half of your brothers and sisters lay dead in the snow. We have perhaps ninety thousand left within Illigard, even with the addition of the tundra tribesman.”
Arile looked up from beside Leane and the two chieftains at the head of the assemblage. S’rean whispered to him and the white hunter nodded. 
Leane smiled at their exchange. 
T’elen ignored them and continued. “The Stone Tower is the focal point of Culouth’s invasion of the Lower Plane. Though the outpost to the east could not hold many more than we have here, they are still more than triple our numbers suffering in tents just outside of the Stone Tower.” 
A dark-skinned lieutenant from the third table cast a worried glance at T’elen, his voice rising in her silence. “What is it that you are suggesting, Field Marshal? Surely you don’t believe that we can march on the Stone Tower?”
T’elen smiled. “That is exactly what I intend to do. We have to bring this fight to Culouth. We cannot continue to wait around. The trenches have served their purpose. We have hurt them, but the fact remains that they continue to outnumber us,” she replied, glancing from soldier to soldier. 
Xi’iom sat at the tables alongside Elcites and Leane. 
He scowled, his usually impassive face showing frustration. His voice echoed that sentiment. “We cannot survive an all-out assault on the Stone Tower. Even if we left today, we would still be a week’s journey from reaching them. There is no way to forecast what may happen between now and then.”
Murmurs passed over the crowd. 
Xi’iom’s opinion was shared by many of the officers. 
T’elen could not help but glower at him for undermining her.
 “What would you have us do, commander?” she queried. 
Xi’iom cleared his throat, waiting for the sea of murmurs to subside. “We are caught in a tight place. I won’t argue that with you, Field Marshal. Illigard is a well-constructed fortress. She has weathered many would-be invasions and she still stands. I think we should remain within Illigard and let them come to us.”
The Field Marshal sighed. The decision to march was not only hers; to order, to dictate, would make her no better than Kyien. “Commander Xi’iom has a valid point, though I disagree that we can survive an invasion of several hundred thousand soldiers from Culouth,” she spoke with a frustrated sigh. “If this is what we plan to do, then we need to begin fortifications of what we are to defend. That means wall guards are reinstituted as of now, as well as archers assigned to the towers.”
Xi’iom stood, as did those around him who were loyal to his battalion; he nodded to the Field Marshal before filing away. Conversations were struck as T’elen moved away from the raised platform and down to the table where Elcites, Leane, and the others sat in silence. 
It did not take a healer to see that T’elen was beyond tired. Her bloodshot eyes took in the concerned glances. A thin smile crossed her face. Leane reached out and grabbed the Field Marshal’s hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “That was a difficult decision, T’elen,” she spoke with a reassuring tone. 
T’elen nodded absently and leaned back as she watched more officers depart. They whispered about what was to come. “I’m afraid it is one that I do not agree with. I do not wish to be the tyrant that Kyien was, or that Fe’rein is, but we are trapped if we remain here. At least on the swamps we have room to operate, a margin for error perhaps. Here, we do not.”
Arile whispered to S’rean, who smiled broadly and nodded back to the white hunter, speaking rapidly in Utiakth. “He believes that you are wise to want to fight in the open. To hide behind walls is to be trapped. Walls cannot stop the fire of the Gagnion’Fe’rein.”
T’elen raised an eyebrow. “Your leader is wise, Arile, but we will do the best we can. Defend this outpost to the last man and woman,” she replied with a heavy sigh. 
Arile smiled. “Do not worry about that, Lady T’elen. We will fight until the last breath of our body has been taken from us.”
Leane sat quietly beside Elcites. The Fallen chieftain leaned over to her, speaking in their native tongue with a low voice. “Does your leader not believe that the Ai’mun’hereun will come to save us?” 
T’elen noticed the wary eye of the chieftain. The Field Marshal waited until the man finished. Turning to Leane, she held her hands out as if indicating that a translation was not only necessary, but expected. 
“He wants to know why you don’t believe E’Malkai will come.”
T’elen smiled despite her weariness. “I believe that he will come, but as Elcites told me upon the Eddies: it is whether or not he will return in time.”
Elcites shifted beside Leane and looked around at the other tundra people. He knew that they did not trust him fully, but could do nothing to convince them. The mention of his name brought scowls of disbelief.
Higald nodded as Leane explained T’elen’s words. “T’elen believes that he will return to us, but does not want to depend solely on him because he might return too late to help us.”
“Will we be allowed to fight alongside the warriors of this stone monument?” replied Higald.
Leane turned to T’elen. “He wants to know if the tundra people will be allowed to fight alongside the soldiers of Illigard.”
T’elen nodded. “It would be an honor.” 
“She would consider it an honor,” translated Leane. 
The look on Higald’s face revealed that the Fallen chieftain understood. T’elen pushed herself up from the table. “I think I am going to retire for the night,” she began and then looking to Elcites and Fairhair, “I think we should leave Leane with the tundra people. They have much to discuss.”
Elcites nodded solemnly, for he knew that Leane was worried about E’Malkai. Also, he was happy to leave behind the tension-filled stares flashed his way. 
Fairhair looked to Leane apprehensively. It was as if he was mentally weighing whether or not he wished to sit and pine any longer for a woman who he might well never have. 
Leane smiled. “Thank you, T’elen. Sleep well.”
T’elen reciprocated the tired smile. “If I sleep at all.” She turned to Higald and the two Utiakth. “Good night, gentleman. Thank you again for your assistance in the Eddies, as well as for your continued aid in our plight.” Fairhair stood, but hesitated, necessitating that Elcites grasp him by his arm and pull him away.
Higald smiled as they sat in silence. 
“T’elen is a brave warrior,” spoke the Fallen chieftain. 
“She fights for freedom from the Intelligence, from the hold of Culouth,” replied Leane, nodding. She yearned to hear about her son, yet she did not want to pressure the beleaguered tundra warriors. 
S’rean spoke to Arile in Utiakth. 
The white hunter nodded with the chieftain as he spoke. “Lord S’rean wants you to know that your son was a strong warrior and had no fear when he came to the Utiakth people. Though, he did eat much at the banquet in his honor, much more than he thought a skinny child could.”
Leane smiled, fighting back tears. 
“Why has my son gone to Dok’Turmel?”
Arile spoke the words and the chieftain made a horrified face. 
It was Higald who answered the question. “You remember Builder Mihen, do you not? There were many books in his library that spoke of that place. If Mihen had survived the journey, he would be able to tell you more. All I know is that your son believed that he must go there, and that he could only do so by finding the Shaman. We tried to dissuade him, but he would not listen. Instead he sent us south to join you here in your fight against the one called Fe’rein, the creature that stole the essence of Ryan Armen.”
“E’Malkai said that Fe’rein had stolen Ryan’s essence?”
Higald shook his head. “No, he had said that Ryan Armen now called himself Fe’rein. Your son did not know of the Gagnion’Fe’rein; that his uncle had named himself after a warrior of the Covenant of the Dark.”
“Lord S’rean did not know that your son would journey into the underworld. He is distressed to hear that E’Malkai would have entered such a place of darkness,” spoke Arile. S’rean reached across the table and grabbed Leane’s hand and held it tenderly, giving her a look of regret. “He as well wants to extend his apologies for any distress that the journey of the Ai’mun’hereun has caused you.”
Leane held her hand to her chest and smiled despite the welling of tears that had begun in her glassy eyes. “Tell him that he has my thanks for welcoming my son among the people of the Utiakth and giving him shelter when he needed it, as well as granting him an able guide to aid him in his journey to the Fallen.”
Arile smiled for he understood the compliment and turned to S’rean, who eagerly waited for the translation. He smiled broadly and bowed in respect. 
The Fallen chieftain’s pale face gave way to sadness at the memory of his people as he spoke again. “I have done much to harm the line of Armen. I cast Seth and Ryan from the shelter of their people, and you as well. Now your child is the Believer, the champion the Fallen have wished for.”
“Our people, Lord Higald.”
Higald smiled sadly. “I thank you for your understanding, but I do not wish for forgiveness. I should not receive it. I have done a disservice to those who matter most. Your son entered the Temple of the Ancients in search of more answers. That was the last time I saw him. I fear that he may have died where his grandfather had died.”
It was Leane’s turn to smile. 
She could put his fears at ease. 
“E’Malkai has reached Dok’Turmel and is as safe as one can be trapped in the underworld. But you did well to guide him, Lord Higald, as did you, Huntsman Arile, Lord S’rean.”
“The Final War will consume us all and the Ai’mun’hereun, your son, told us the tundra people have a role. He said that if we remained in the north that death would descend upon us on swift wings. We believed his words and fled. Umordoc pursued us and would have slaughtered us in our homes had we not left when he had instructed. We are in his debt.” S’rean seemed pleased at Arile’s interpretation of his words. 
“What can you tell me of the underworld?” 
Leane’s question was to all of them. 
S’rean exchanged a troubled look with Arile, and then Higald. 
Arile spoke first. “The underworld, Dok’Turmel, is a place of darkness; one where only those of the dead may walk. We, the living, are not meant to walk among the dead, nor the dead among the living.”
Higald nodded. “There is more to Dok’Turmel than many know. Darkness, as well as the Light, has a place. Your son may have found his way into such a place, but there is no way to exit the underworld. Once it is sealed, the original exit must be found.”
Leane looked at the chieftain strangely. 
“Why is that a problem?”
“Only the sacrifice of blood, blood of family, can open a gateway into Dok’Turmel. Once within, there is no exit except the tear that was made eons ago. Much of what we know about the underworld is cryptic and drawn from the accounts of madmen who had put pen to paper,” replied Arile. 
Leane sat back in her chair. She felt the stir of the cold wind as well as the fear that her son could not escape Dok’Turmel; a place he had willingly entered in order to bring about peace. “Then he could be trapped there for all eternity.”
Silence crept over them; mournful glances exchanged. 
Leane waited some time for an answer, but was met only with blank stares. The absence of words served as an affirmation of what she feared. 
Her son would not return to her. 
She would never see him again. 
Leane watched the others long into the night. Their faces betrayed their own fear. Leane leaned back and listened to the howl of the wind––the call of the winter storm––and waited, for that was all she could do.
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Fe’rein
  
  
  
Fe’rein stared out at the clouds that hung just above the Sea of Torments, watching the dark waves crash against one another. They droned against the jagged cliff sides; thunderous beats of a symphony that rang without a misstep. 
He already knew that Kyien was dead. The mion knew this long before the two fools, M’iordi and Pierce, came bounding up the stairs outside the keep. He could hear them whispering as they pulled open the iron ring of the door. 
The wind slammed against the ingress, splintering wood as it collided with the stone walls. Fe’rein tilted his head as he watched M’iordi enter, his vibrant purple robes splashing against the doorframe. When he spoke, it always sounded as if he rehearsed the speech ahead of time. 
“My mion,” he began, as he always did when addressing Fe’rein. “You said that I was not to return until I brought word of Kyien’s death.”
Fe’rein flicked back his hand. He watched the foam of the waves as they spilled around the lip of the rocky walls below. “I had at that, M’iordi.”
The liaison and the councilman exchanged looks as M’iordi took another step forward, sweeping with his hands. “That is why I have come, my mion. I bring news of the death of High Marshal Kyien.”
Fe’rein nodded to himself and looked down as he turned to the two men, pacing away from the window. His body suit was charcoal black; a bright burst of a yellow sun was emblazoned across his chest. The mion wore a full beard. The light-brown scruff was the same length as the hair that shaded his scalp. “And your ascension as their leader, no doubt?” returned Fe’rein in annoyance. 
Pierce watched the two of them nervously. 
There was a history between them he did not understand. Words were whispered throughout the ranks of the Culouth army that the mion was powerless, neutered by the Intelligence. 
“Lord Fe’rein, I have returned from the Eddies…”
Fe’rein wheeled on Pierce, his dark, hateful gaze fixated on the liaison. “Who is this man that speaks to me as if I had asked anything of him?” 
Pierce’s breath caught in his chest. 
His eyes were wide and glassy as he stared. 
M’iordi interceded between them. “This is Pierce, he served with Kyien. He was there when Kyien was killed at the Eddies. He as well called for their retreat, and he has many things to tell you, my mion.”
Fe’rein scoffed “The fool is dead and T’elen lives. There is little more that I wish to know.”
M’iordi’s face flushed. 
He had watched the Creator dwindle in strength until he was no more than an angry, volatile child. M’iordi knew that he was now in charge; Kyien was dead and Fe’rein was without his power. His anger boiled, coursing through his veins as his hands clenched at his sides. “There is no need to speak to me in such a manner, Fe’rein.” 
Fe’rein’s facial muscles tightened at the blatant use of his name, the lack of respect and reverence with which M’iordi spoke to him. He inched toward the councilman. “You seem to forget your place, M’iordi. You are nothing more than a talking piece, a pawn in a larger game. I am the hammer that crushes those who would rise up against us,” snarled Fe’rein. 
M’iordi’s face flushed as Fe’rein stood against him.
“When was the last time you struck a blow against a foe?”
Fe’rein pulled back, the strength of his glare lessened.
M’iordi felt the power exchange and continued. “When is the last time the Intelligence spoke to you? You are nothing.” M’iordi’s face was red now; the vein that ran through his forehead was thick and angry. 
Pierce’s eyes snapped from M’iordi and then to Fe’rein. 
The tension between them was almost physical. 
M’iordi was taller than Fe’rein, though maybe it was because the mion had shrunken back slightly. With a long crooked finger, M’iordi pointed at Fe’rein. 
His eyes were wide and inflamed. 
The Creator seemed withdrawn, coiled. 
“M’iordi, perhaps you should calm down,” stammered Pierce. His voice was low so as not to crack from the fear that slowly crawled along his spine. 
M’iordi ignored the man and continued to loom. “I think that perhaps it is you who needs to be silent. Maybe I will lock you up in this damn keep until I feel good and ready to let you leave,” screamed the councilman, spittle forming at the edge of his lips. 
Pierce saw the shift before M’iordi. 
It was as if the air in the room had gone from cold to hot. The liaison realized what it was about Fe’rein that had seemed strange. The man had not been backing away as much as he was drawing into himself, pooling his hate within. 
The ripple of energy was slight at first. 
A shock of electricity leapt off of Fe’rein and struck M’iordi in the shoulder, causing him to jump back with yelp of pain. He glowered at the Creator for a moment before he saw what Pierce had. Crimson and black energy crawled over his body like a wave. Coming from over his back and around his neck, it then spread over his face and from his boots up his torso until they joined together once more. 
Fe’rein had been looking down. 
As the power consumed him, his eyes became dark black orbs of death staring at the two men. “I had forgotten that rage, M’iordi,” he drawled. Tendrils of his power whipped around him, crushing stone beneath its destructive energy. 
M’iordi backed away, the fire in his eyes replaced with fear.
“Fe’rein.”
Fe’rein flashed forward, his figure like sliding winds of colors and energies. “What was that, councilman? What did you call me?” he sneered. 
He was inches from the man’s face. 
The heat that radiated from his body was like molten lava. 
M’iordi’s brow beaded with sweat as the Creator stared at him with his dead eyes. Reaching out with one of his blackened fingers, he touched M’iordi’s chest. The fabric scorched and burnt away as he rubbed his finger and thumb together. M’iordi tried to speak, but all that came out his mouth was a panicked cry. He swallowed once more, his faced covered in perspiration. 
“I’m afraid I cannot hear you. I am too weak, remember?”
M’iordi blinked as fat beads of sweat trickled over his eyelashes. 
“My Lord Fe’rein, the words I spoke were in the heat of the moment. Please forgive me, my mion,” he stammered as he felt the heat from the Creator’s hands trace over his chest. 
Fe’rein pulled his hand away and reached out toward the wall. Energy exploded from his arm and thickened the air like a viscous liquid. “You were right about my power waning. I am not even half of what I had been when I first received this power. Why do you cower at my feet, M’iordi?”
M’iordi looked to Pierce, whose face had gone pale at the sudden explosion of Fe’rein’s power. “I have come to tell you that we saw something rather strange as we left the Eddies: people covered in animal skins walking with the soldiers of Illigard.”
Fe’rein spun, his arms folded. 
His finger tapped his chin as he walked toward Pierce, staring through him with listless eyes. He reached out and stroked the liaison’s check, watching as the man pulled away in discomfort from the touch of the mion. 
“You saw warriors in animal skins?”
Pierce swallowed hard and looked away, unable to hold the gaze of the mion; black globes that sent terrifying chills through his body. The damp sweat plastered his robes to his back in cold fear. “They carried weapons and descended from the Eddies. The scouts swear that they were men, not Umordoc.”
Fe’rein laughed. 
His dark power erupted around him as he did, spiking from his shoulders and chest in minuscule ridges that reflected the pitch of his laughter. 
“They were from the north, tundra people sent by E’Malkai.”
M’iordi turned and moved toward the door as if to leave, but Fe’rein moved in front of him; his body was a startling flash. He tilted his head to the side as he watched the councilman back away. 
“So intent on leaving, are you?” he mocked. 
He spread his hand out and wiggled his fingers. The dark energy he commanded listened, forming into a globe. It became a vibrating sphere of shadow that danced in the palm of Fe’rein’s hands. 
M’iordi covered his face. “The war continues on, my lord. You said yourself that I was to lead when Kyien fell in battle,” he replied nervously, his hands shaking as he spoke. 
Fe’rein crushed the globe in his grip, shards of power dissipating and crackling into the air. He touched the door, drawing an archaic symbol; lines upon lines intersected as if they were eternal. 
“I think that I have confined myself to this prison long enough. It is time I made my presence known. Even in my weakened state, I am more powerful than anything walking on that battlefield,” growled Fe’rein as he plunged his fist through the door in one smooth motion. 
M’iordi merely stared. 
“If that is what you wish, my mion.”
Fe’rein threw open the door, ripping the iron hinges from the stone frame. M’iordi and Pierce watched in silence as the door flew past and shattered against the far wall. The cold air blew through, knocking the tables aside, scattering fabrics that had been lying about. 
The driving snow plastered against Fe’rein as he stalked into the wintry air, looking over the Stone Tower with a renewed interest. “Gather the men, we march on Illigard immediately.”
M’iordi shuffled into the cold, Pierce just at his side. 
They watched as the men below gathered at Fe’rein’s appearance. “Are you sure that is wise, Lord Fe’rein?” called Pierce as he pulled his cloak tighter, the biting cold scraping his face like a dull knife. 
Fe’rein chortled at the sound of the liaison’s voice. “This war is far from over. She will not hesitate, and neither shall we. We will roll over them as if they were there the dust beneath our boots.” 
Pierce nodded numbly as he shook from the cold. 
The stern look on M’iordi’s face painted him unconvinced. “My mion, don’t you think perhaps that running headlong into battle this quickly is foolhardy?” spoke M’iordi, reaching out and grasping Fe’rein’s shoulder without thought. 
Fe’rein looked at the placement of the councilman’s hand. “What is there to fear, M’iordi? You go into the battlefield following a god. What more do you wish?”
M’iordi stared, his words trapped in his throat as Fe’rein watched him. The shadow eyes seemed to peer through him, peek at his soul. The councilman swallowed as he shook his head, his lips held tight. There were no words worth dying for. 
“Excuse my words.”
Fe’rein smiled beneath his shadow fire. 
The edges of his face were spiky rails of blackened power. 
“I know our enemy, M’iordi. Illigard has aligned itself with the heathens from the north who worship a being of Light. Their faith is ill-placed. I have dominion over this world.”
Pierce had disappeared back inside the keep, but M’iordi had stood his ground, watching as the sea of bodies below swelled. Light and darkness, good and evil, these were names over which perspective held influence. Time would be the deciding factor as to who the hero of the Final War was, and who would be the evil spirit that tried to cast Terra into perdition. 
Fe’rein was an agent of darkness, a bearer of a piece of the power of the Gagnion’Fe’rein. The men of Culouth saw him as a savior, a hero fighting against those who rose from the lands to the west. Sometimes belief and choice were at opposite ends of the same problem. 
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E’Malkai
  
  
  
Just outside of the Outer Circle E’Malkai felt the wave of nausea that accompanied time resettling itself once more: a ripping pain that felt as if it was tearing him limb from limb, deep within the recess of his mind pulling at his sanity. He could see Arivene out ahead of him, walking slowly at first and then too fast for him to see. 
There was sudden motion and then stillness. 
The youth hunched as he walked. The weight of the air outside the protection of the Outer Circle felt heavier; even breathing felt like a chore. He rubbed at his eyes, watching as the colors of his world drained from black to red; the sky and everything around it bled from the inside. 
Driving winds carried hail and fat droplets of the rain that rung in his ears as they struck his body and matted back his long dark hair. The edge of the Kien’jedai was a steep path that wound between two walls of sharp rocks.
Though smooth along the flat walls that surrounded the path, there were sharp crags along its top, like a thousand spines on the back of an ancient beast. Arivene walked out ahead of him, never looking back. It worried the youth that she walked so brazenly ahead of him. Her safety, despite the fact that she was his guide, was important to him. He once again felt as if he needed to protect and not follow. 
The lightning crawled across the angry skies overhead, prickling with pinkish bolts of electricity that seemed content to ride along the sides of the peaks of the Kien’jedai. 
The weight of timelessness was like a drug. 
The more he felt it, the greater he wished to succumb to it; allow it to flow over him without effort, without a fight. Each step was easier than the last as the thrall of the absence of time washed over him like a transparent fog. 
The path was stone and rock. 
There was darkness ahead of him just as there was darkness behind. The air around him was disturbed by the storm, humid and invasive. His mind receded as he pushed forward, struggling to keep pace with the girl. Her steps seemed never to touch the ground, as if she glided along without effort. 
The voices came to him from time to time as they had in Dok’Turmel; lingering, whispering voices that surged in earnest. Sometimes loud and abrasive; sometimes hushed commentaries of things he could not understand. They were the mumblings of another language, from another time. 
He turned his head at the sounds, seeing the trail of his energy ebb past. The air shimmered, glowing colors that had solidified into brilliant shards that the youth tried to reach out for as he fell. He could see the stages of himself as he fell, frozen images that layered atop one another like flashes of light. 
His heart thundered in his ears. He could hear his own ragged breathing, struggling to gasp for the air that did not truly exist. There was no existence here, as there had not been in the wastelands of the Dead Sands. 
He reached out with his hands, hearing the strange howl of his voice, the distant, abbreviated volume with which his words droned. He looked up to the sky, watching as it ruptured and split, dividing itself into rifts of amber energy that spilled upon one another like sap running down the trunk of a tree. 
“Breathe.”
He knew the voice. As he saw Arivene’s features appear overhead, he knew that it had been her voice. He could see the curve of her cheek, the chalk-white dress that wrapped her so delicately. 
“I am breathing,” he called back, choking as he spoke. 
She smiled and he felt the world slow again, though not as abrasively as when his vision had turned upside down. She reached out with one of her slender hands until she was able to wrap her fingers around one of his hands. She pulled him up with an ease that betrayed her smaller frame. 
“You must be more careful, Lord E’Malkai.” 
E’Malkai dusted off his pants and looked around. They were some distance from the base of the path at the foot of the Kien’jedai. The trail seemed less dreadful from this height. 
“The pass was overwhelming. I cannot even remember walking as far as we did,” he murmured, rubbing his head as the rising stabs of pain flooded his mind. 
“You did not,” she replied.
“What?” responded E’Malkai, his headache forgotten. “Then how did I get here?”
She smiled again. The dazzling line of her teeth melted the youth. His apprehensions, his fears, were all forgotten in that moment. “The winding path that you see is not truly there. There is a gateway, a mirror of sorts, which separates the Outer Circle from the Kien’jedai. Had you been without a guide, then you would have become trapped within that mirror, pulled in so many directions that eventually you would have become nothing more than an immaterial consciousness without form.”
E’Malkai stared at her. 
“Why would there be such a thing?” 
“You have heard of the Covenant of the Dark, yes?”
E’Malkai nodded, folding his arms across his chest. 
She looked off into the distance, beyond the path and the Outer Circle to the dark fog to the east. “The Covenant of the Dark, though very much dead, continues to conspire. They would wish nothing more than to march upon the Outer Circle, and then the Kien’jedai to cultivate the wonders of the Grove. Even without the power of the Original Creator, there is so much more within that place. Wonders of an infinite number of worlds would be at the mercy of one who knew how to wield it.”
E’Malkai waved a hand toward the distance where she looked.
“So the Covenant of the Dark and the Emperor Me’Cheng…”
Arivene flashed him a hard scowl. 
“Where did you hear that name?”
E’Malkai drew back from her tone. 
“When Darien told me about his time as a Creator.”
Arivene watched him suspiciously, as a mother would watch a child who had been caught stealing candy. “You would be wise to not speak that name here, or anywhere else, again. The monster you speak of is not a trifling matter,” she scolded.
E’Malkai nodded, though he did not wholly understand. 
Arivene turned to a sound that the youth could not hear. The scowl that spread across her features was one of sudden apprehension. “We have to be going, Lord E’Malkai.” She turned back to him, her dark eyes distant. “We are being followed.” 
The girl turned toward the darkened cavern that was spread out before them that delved deeper into the Kien’jedai. He looked around, taking in the silent, foreboding reaches of the peaks. The bruised purple clouds that hung overhead flashed with tendrils of electricity and power. 
He grabbed her with an urgent squeeze, turning her despite her progression forward. “You said that nothing could follow us,” he urged. 
She allowed herself to be turned. “There are creatures of this dimension that can transcend the rules of this place. You have encountered one of them in the past.”
“Shadow panther,” whispered the youth, mystified once more. She nodded and turned again toward the darkness of the tunnel. “Why would it pursue me again? I thought that it served as a test,” growled E’Malkai as he pounded his fist against the flat palm of his other hand. “This place is pure madness. How am I to believe any of this when not one piece of it makes any sense?” He whisked the dark hairs from his face with his fingers. 
“Because you are a champion. You have been chosen.”
E’Malkai shook his head in defiance. 
“No, this was not my choice.”
She laughed at him. “You cannot seem to make up your mind, can you? First, you want nothing to do with this power, crying about how you did not ask for what you received. And now that you are here, you want it to be your choice. As if you knew enough to stumble around blindly across dimensions,” she snapped. Her hair whipped around her as she leaned closer to E’Malkai.
E’Malkai felt the sting of her words. His flippant attitude was not unapparent to him, but he could not help but feel raw from her tongue lashing. “I only meant…”
She moved back toward the tunnels. “This is not my concern, Lord E’Malkai. I am your guide, not of spirit, but of direction through the Kien’jedai. Your toils of the mind are for you to right.” 
E’Malkai wanted to stop her, to try and explain what he had meant; the stress and burden of what he had been presented with was ever-present. “Arivene, please listen.”
She continued to walk out ahead. 
Whatever her response, it was whisked away by the cold pockets of air as they poured from atop the peaks of the Kien’jedai. The open mouth of the cavern swallowed her frail figure and left the youth alone. 
His clothes blew around him; the strange colors of the winds drew his attention. The hair that rose on the back of his neck betrayed the wonder before his eyes. He looked to each side and then stepped into the cold shadows of the Kien’jedai. 
  
*
  
The interior of the cavern was not as dark as it appeared from the outside. Stalactites and stalagmites cascaded from the glimmering stone of the walls. Bright blues and deep reds shone as one, reflecting off of the crystals that were embedded within the walls. A thin mist hung just along the roof, giving it the appearance that it might extend into the sky above.
The sound of their footfalls told the youth otherwise. 
The stone path wound without real aim for what seemed like forever. Arivene stalked out ahead of him, her feet clicking against the stone in a simplistic, rhythmic pattern. Her hair bounced as she walked and her hand shot up to her face every so often and brushed away loose strands. They had not spoken since their tryst outside the Kien’jedai cavern. She had not tried to, and he had not pressed the issue. 
E’Malkai ran his hand idly over his planedge. He felt at ease running his fingers over the ridged edge of the hilt. The acoustics of the caverns were such that each step sounded like some phantom in pursuit. E’Malkai wanted to talk to Arivene, but he knew that she had changed. She was driven and poignant, now a being of this strange dimension in which he found himself. He stepped forward, his head bowed down as he watched his own feet as he walked. That was the precise moment when he heard the echo of footfalls once more. 
Click.
It was the sound of talon against stone. 
He froze in place, his hand falling to the planedge. 
His eyes bulged as he continued to stare forward. 
“Arivene,” he whispered. 
She stopped in her tracks. Wheeling around suddenly, her face was flushed in anger as she regarded him with a cold stare. She placed her balled fists on her hips and glared at the youth. “What is it now?” she snapped in annoyance. 
E’Malkai turned toward the shadows slowly. His eyes squinted as he tried to make out shapes in the relative darkness of the place. The jagged outcropping and various rock structures could easily hide as many shadows as they produced. He squatted down as he looked, feeling the fatigue in his legs, the soreness of his muscles as he flexed them. 
“There is something out there.” 
She stalked toward him, her scolding glare unrestrained as she did so. “I told you that a creature was following us. It is a familiar that comes and goes as it pleases. There is no need for the theatrics you are choosing to employ,” she returned. 
E’Malkai frowned, but ignored her words as he concentrated on the darkness. He could feel something, and it was not a shadow panther. 
This was different. 
The youth did not look back at her as he spoke. The sound of a dislodged rock glancing off of other stones drew his attention as the words emptied from his mouth. “You don’t understand, Arivene. This is something else. I know what you think it is, but I have encountered one before. This feels like something else altogether.”
She crossed her arms underneath her breasts. 
“How can you know that?”
He stood from his crouch, the hair on the back of his neck taut as he could not shake the feeling of being followed. His muscles were coiled just beneath the surface, like a predator ready to pounce. 
“I just feel it. My tsang might not yet be completely matured, but I can feel some things, a disharmony in the surroundings. That is what I feel now,” he responded without looking back at her. 
She was not so easily convinced. 
“Then it could be nothing for all you know.” 
He sighed in frustration and turned back to her. 
“No.”
“That is your only explanation? That is all you have to say?”
He pushed the loose ends of his hair away from his face, accenting the deep blue recesses of his eyes as he did so. “I know what the panther felt like, just as much as I know what you and every other person I have come into contact with feels like. What I am feeling now is something foreign, something I have never felt before,” he explained, terribly vexed by her inability to trust his intuition.
Her arms fell back down to her sides as she looked at him as an adult looks at a child when they speak of monsters underneath their beds. “We are very close to our destination. It would be unfortunate if you had an emotional breakdown before reaching the gateway.” 
He felt the anger boil in his veins as he clenched his fists, a rebuttal ready to spring from his mouth. This fell short as Arivene’s eyes opened wide in a strange sort of panic as she raised her arm. Her finger shook as she pointed into the darkness, her other hand covering her mouth, stifling a silent scream. 
E’Malkai turned at her fear and saw the glowing green eyes deeper in the darkness. He heard the throaty rumble of a growl as it echoed through the rocky tunnels. Stepping back slowly, he reached out with his hands until Arivene grasped them. With her behind him, he backed away in the direction that they had been heading. “Try not to make any sudden movements,” he spoke in a low voice over his shoulder. 
The eyes grew closer, wider. 
Arivene nodded in understanding, fear having captured her words. He continued to push her back as the eyes began to take shape. The dark silhouette of a figure emerged from the darkness. 
“How much farther is the gateway to the Grove?”  
Arivene whimpered as the creature out from the shadow, beginning to take shape in the light. She had dropped the torch she had been carrying upon seeing the eyes. It walked on two legs, but was hunched over. Arms dragged out in front of it like an ape. It was completely hairless and its skin was a dark purple, as if it were bruised all over. The muscles were sinewy along the arms and back. Its robust midline was like many a cook the youth had encountered in Culouth, vast and full of mighty girth. 
“Arivene?”  
She had begun to tremble beneath his grip. 
Her whimpering had risen to a frightful cry. 
“Mah’goe,” she whispered. 
Her words were a bleak squeak. 
E’Malkai’s ears perked up at her words, but he did not take his eyes from the beast. “What did you say?”
“Mah’goe,” she repeated, though slower this time. 
E’Malkai’s frowned deepened. 
“What in the name of the Creator is a Mah’goe?”
She pointed out with her other hand, over his shoulder, at the lumbering beast that edged toward them. “That is a Mah’goe,” she replied with a stammer. 
The Mah’goe roared.
The volume of its voice shook the cavern. 
Both E’Malkai and Arivene fell back, their hands clasped over their ears. Their faces were contorted in pain as the creature bounded toward them. Its massive fists slammed into the earth around Arivene, her scream lost amongst another bellow. 
It scooped her up as if she were weightless. 
E’Malkai had been thrown clear of the beast as the fists had struck the earth. The sheer power of the blow lifted him from the ground and into the retaining wall. He shook off the blinding pain that echoed in his mind and saw the peril that had overtaken his guide. 
The creature’s jaws were wide open, monstrous nostrils sniffing at the girl. It blew snot upon her silk dress. Spittle and saliva sluiced from fang to fang and then onto his lips, eventually making the trip to the ground beneath as it surveyed Arivene. Its head was shaped like a wedge, drawn to a snout and rows of sharp, massive teeth were etched back into its jaws. A pair of dark black horns rose from the top of its skull and curved back against its scalp like tufts of hair. 
E’Malkai pushed himself from the ground shakily, immediately drawing the attention of the creature. Its horrendous greenish-black eyes watched the youth; the lingering webs of saliva licked away as it stalked toward him with a single bound. 
He pulled the planedge from his side, the only thing he could think to do. It proved useless as the creature swatted him across the torso with the back of its monstrous hand, sending him crashing across the tunnel into another wall. 
Groaning as he tried to open his eyes through the pain, E’Malkai coughed hard. As he managed to open his eyes, he heard her scream again. He tried to push himself from the wall and succeeding only in falling flat on his face. The blade skittered from his grip and sprawled into the darkness. He swore beneath his breath as he pushed himself to his feet and stumbled. 
His tunic was ripped. 
Bloody lines marked his clothing where he had come into contact with the sharp rocks along the wall. The stench of the Mah’goe was reminiscent of an unholy bog and it washed over E’Malkai like a wave of nausea as he searched the floor to find his father’s weapon. 
The creature swung its long arm across the tunnel and slung Arivene against the wall. A strangled cry escaped her lips as her eyes rolled over to white. The Mah’goe lowered its body closer to the ground and opened its jaws, a ferocious howl rumbling over the rocky halls. Its claws and arms were long enough that as it reached out it dragged the tips of its talons against the walls. 
A shower of sparks accompanied the scratches. 
E’Malkai backed away. 
He could see the glint of the steel in the shadows and cursed himself for losing his father’s planedge. The creature’s green eyes watched him freeze like a cornered animal. 
The claw lashed out again, tearing a ragged line across the wall where E’Malkai had been. The youth had rolled beneath, the brunt of the fist making contact and knocking him aside, but the razor edges of the talons had missed and found a home in the wall. 
A cloud of smoke filled the enclosure as the Mah’goe pulled its claw free. This time it swung its mammoth fist across the tunnel to where E’Malkai hid, finding its mark. 
The energy was a ripple a first, a shiver along his spine. 
He looked up as the Mah’goe pulled away. Its grotesque features watched the youth, seeing the vein of energy as it crawled across E’Malkai’s eyes.
The creature growled and stepped back. 
It sniffed the air as it backed away, past the crumpled figure of Arivene and then into the darkness. Lightning danced down his body, crackling the earth beneath as he stepped toward the Mah’goe. Energy flowed over him in the wake of his sudden power. 
E’Malkai knelt beside the disheveled Arivene and gently lifted her head, cradling her neck as he did so. Her eyes were closed, mouth agape. His arm glowed, twisted strands of emerald intertwined with white as he brushed back her hair. 
“Arivene,” he whispered, looking over his shoulder. 
The eyes had disappeared into the shadows once more. 
They were alone. 
Her head bobbed, her eyes fluttered beneath her eyelids. She swallowed and then stirred, her eyes opening slightly as she did. Her head rolled and then her eyes opened as awareness came back to her. There was a distant look in her eyes as she first looked at the youth. The tendrils of energy made him look far more surreal than he actually was. 
“E’Malkai?”
The youth smiled as he looked down at her. Pulling back on the mental hold of his energy, he made it recede back into the depths of him. “You are okay now, Arivene.”
She sat upright, her eyes staring off into the darkness. 
“The Mah’goe?”
He smiled again as he pulled his hands away so that she could stand up once more. “Gone, Arivene. It fled back into the darkness.” She steadied herself against the wall, her wide eyes watching the shadows. “Tell me about the Mah’goe,” spoke E’Malkai with an even tone. 
She turned away from the darkness. “Did you kill it?” 
E’Malkai shook his head, his arms folded across his chest. 
“How did you get it to leave?” she smiled. 
He knew she was baiting him. 
He reached out with his hand, turning it as he drew out the power of the Creator. “The energy spikes when I am hurt, or when the rage overtakes me and I cannot keep it back any longer. Seeing you hurt, and the impossible situation that we had been thrust into, called it forth. The Mah’goe saw this, tucked tail, and disappeared into the shadows,” explained E’Malkai, withdrawing the energy as quickly as it had come. 
Her scowl returned as she glowered at E’Malkai. 
“You are more powerful than the others had said, even more powerful than I had felt. You should not have used your power within the halls of the Kien’jedai,” she scolded. 
“Why? I though you said this place was a sanctuary?” 
She closed her eyes and nodded. 
“Yes, that much is true. Those who dwell within the Kien’jedai do not pose a threat to a mortal, such as you, who just walks absently through their domain. Using your power was sending out a beacon to which all will be drawn.”
E’Malkai swallowed his amusement and realized the consequences of his error. “The Mah’goe would have killed us both. I saved our lives.”
Her serious gaze was unfazed by his reasoning. “For now perhaps, but you may have called down far greater adversaries instead of a mindless Mah’goe,” she retorted unkindly. She turned as if to go, but the youth stood his ground, clearing his throat to get her attention. 
“Not one more step until you answer my question.” 
The sigh was possessed of a dark wisdom that should not be uttered. Both the youth and the guide knew that, but sometimes truth won out over reason. “The Mah’goe are creatures of Dok’Turmel. Their origins are unique. The Emperor, the dark lord who you spoke of…”
“Me’Cheng.”
She did not glare at him as she had before, but E’Malkai knew that she wished to. “Yes, Emperor Me’Cheng had a son, a vile incarnation much like himself who was bent as well on the domination of both Dak’Tan and U’Mor. He knew that within Dok’Turmel were two weapons that he could use in his conquest.”
E’Malkai nodded, looking away as he spoke. 
“Me’Cheng and the Grove.”
She nodded. “Precisely. They were the two pieces of a rather perverse game that the Emperor’s son wished to play. The Shaman who you know was once called…”
“Ti’ere’yuernen,” finished E’Malkai with a smile. 
She placed her hands on her hips, as she had done before in annoyance, and fixed the youth with an equally annoyed glare. “Would you care to finish the story?”
E’Malkai shook his hands, feigning fear of her wrath. 
“As I was saying, Ti’ere’yuernen had brothers born of the same power, not truly kin by blood, but by charge. They left behind the Shaman to guard an ancient power: the very power that you now journey for. The Emperor’s son was a callous and determined man much like his father and though he could not find the Shaman, he instead found the other conjurers who had fled. He used them to find the original opening that they had breached in order to allow Ti’ere’yuernen safe passage.”
E’Malkai’s face slackened, a raw fear flowing over him. 
She saw the fear and nodded. “The Emperor’s son used the army of the great Walled City of the Forgotten Realm, the one that Lord Darien once had dominion over, and walked through the tear into Dok’Turmel and marched on the Kien’jedai.”
“By the Believer,” whispered E’Malkai in horror.
“He succeeded in entering Dok’Turmel and lost many men traversing the Dead Sands. He was able to reach the Outer Circle, which even to this day cannot be explained. Upon entering the Outer Circle, the guardians there defended their position until the last man.”
E’Malkai’s brow wrinkled in confusion. 
“That does not explain the Mah’goe.” 
She held up a hand for patience. “I was getting to that. For a Creator, you are rather impatient. The Emperor’s son brought Umordoc into Dok’Turmel, and then into the Outer Circle. In doing so, he condemned them to madness. They fled from formation and ran into the hills; some came here into the Kien’jedai. They were transformed into the Mah’goe, infused with the souls of the dead warriors who had marched with the Emperor’s son.”
E’Malkai whistled; the sound echoed off the walls. 
“Quite a story.”
“To call upon the power of a Creator of the Light in front of a Mah’goe is to spit in the face of the Dark Emperor Me’Cheng. What you have done is announce your presence to the one being who you would not have wished to ever have the displeasure of meeting,” she spoke, her anger visceral. 
“How could I have known?” 
She stood tall. It was a regal quality that she had not possessed when she was mortal. “You are Lord E’Malkai, bearer of the greatest of all powers. You should have thought before you acted, as even the weakest of your kind would have.”
She crossed her arms underneath her breasts again, placing her weight on one leg over the other. The youth was drawn to the sexuality of her stance as opposed to the anger of it, and found himself blushing as he met her eyes once more with a sheepish grin. 
He spread in his arms in a defeated posture, his palms facing her. “I am sorry that I did not think before acting, Arivene, it was foolish of me. Please accept my apology,” he replied as sincerely as he could muster.
She searched his eyes. 
Scrutinizing his sincerity, she then sighed, veneer defeated. “Enough of this. The gateway is just ahead, around the next bend. What awaits you there is far more powerful and gruesome than the Mah’goe. You would do well to remember that you are not yet as powerful as you wish.”      
E’Malkai watched as Arivene glanced back over her shoulder and then disappeared into the surrounding darkness. The echo of her words made them appear darker. He remained in the shadow as her words faded into silence and pondered what waited for him ahead. 
 



  
ⱷ
Illigard
  
  
  
The sound of soldiers’ voices was barely audible over the heavy hammering that seemed to inundate Illigard. The outer wall no longer looked as barren as it once had. There were hollowed-out pieces of mortar and stone that served as archer’s posts. The three sides that did not face the mountain boasted close to a thousand archers and five times that many infantry who waited for the inevitable breaking of stone that would announce the siege of their home. The ditch that surrounded the outpost on three sides was widened, though it could not be deepened as commanded because of the waist-deep frozen water that filled it. 
Dark black snow marred each bank.
The embankments were more than twenty feet in width. Pitfalls had been dug in sporadic increments to ensnare the ground forces who would attempt the initial crossing. The mighty oaken door of Illigard had been reinforced on the other side by leaning posts dug deep into the earth. 
The common grounds that stood between the buildings were barren. Snow had been worn into wet ground; the melted ice on the boots of the soldiers who manned the walls was proof enough that the land had been walked many times. 
Snow storms had turned into slush storms that drenched soldiers and animals alike. There was a strange silence over the whole affair, boots stamped and hammers rang as they were put to metal and stone. The war room had been emptied and most of the barracks as well. Tents had been erected; there was doubt the buildings would last the siege. 
T’elen and Arile stood along the northern wall, watching as soldiers committed to their tasks with stoic determination. Already they could see the approaching forces, distant shadows on the horizon. T’elen could hear Xi’iom’s words and knew them to be true; had they marched they would have been obliterated, crushed underfoot by the massive force that was the Culouth Commerce Army. 
The tundra people had refused to stay within the walls and instead had scaled the westernmost wall of Illigard and set up camp in the mountain cliffs. Arile had chosen to stay, the only of the tundra people to not abandon Illigard for open territory. “You should not worry about my people,” he spoke, not bothering to look at the worn features of the Field Marshal. 
“They are brave warriors, much stronger than many of the men who walk these walls. I only worry that they could have been of greater help within Illigard than trying to ambush a much larger force from the cliffs.” 
She did not look at the hunter and instead laced her hands behind her back. They passed by soldiers who were leaning against the walls, their rifles draped over their knees and the hoods of their coats pulled tight to fight the cold. 
Arile stopped and looked up, watching as a platform was carefully delivered to the top of the wall via a crudely constructed pulley system. Quivers and bows were mixed in with other weapons: spears, swords, and the like. There were plastic-wrapped bundles of rations, an expectation of a prolonged attack. “We of the north are most comfortable fighting our enemies in the open, not from behind walls.”
T’elen nodded as they passed another pack of soldiers, their conversation quieting as the Field Marshal and the white hunter lingered nearby. “With that said, why do you stay among us?”
She stole a quick glance at the angular features of the hunter. He held his head up high, part of his cloak moving aside. For the first time she realized that he carried more than the spear strapped along his back. There was the tail end of a bow and quiver, as well as more browned leather sheaths than she could count. 
“I am accustomed to fighting on many fronts. E’Malkai of the South was worried about you and his mother. I thought it best that I stay behind to watch the both of you as a favor to him.”
T’elen smiled slightly, the muscles of her neck and face sore from the cold weather. “He asked you to do this?”
Arile shook his head. 
“No, Lady T’elen. I believe his intention was understood.”      
The northern stretch of the wall was bisected by an additional wall, one that was meant to serve as another shelter if perimeter defenses were breached.
Elcites leaned against the corner. 
The edged weapon that he had used at the Eddies was gripped firmly in his hands, arms folded over his chest. Fairhair stood close to Leane. Xi’iom remained impassive, his features not giving away the swell of pride he felt for being right about the advance of the Culouth soldiers. 
Arile bowed curtly to each and found a place up against the stone as the sleet began to beat down once more. This time it was laced with the frosty touch of ice and snow, but still more of a hazard than the snow itself had ever been. 
T’elen crowded beneath the diminutive overhang that sheltered the others. A fire worked itself in the corner opposite the Umordoc guardian. Its flickering edges seemed to reach out to the blowing snow, tempting it. 
“I’m sure you have heard of the host that marches upon us,” she began, blowing a column of cold air as she took another breath. “There have, as well, been sightings of fire trail in the sky just above them. It seems their most powerful piece is in play once more.”
Fairhair shifted beside Leane, making sure to stay within her sphere of influence. “Why has the cold placed a burden on the machines? We have used them in the past to travel in the winter. Why now?” he queried, looking to Leane to see if she returned his gaze. 
She did not. 
Elcites pushed himself from the wall, making the multi-edged blade disappear within the maze of sheaths along his back. “The cold of the north has crossed the northern marker. We have never experienced a penetrating cold such as this. They say that the cold that lives in the north seeks only death.”
“The winds,” muttered Arile as he pulled the collar of his cloak closer to his neck and looked out along the wall line. 
T’elen turned to him. “What about the winds?”
Sighing, he knelt close to the fire, crossing his legs beneath him as he sat beside it. He held his hands out for warmth. “The winds say that the energy of the old markers has failed. The energy that separated the tundra from everything else has been breached and the magicks are what have brought such a season upon us. It is the taint of the Gagnion’Fe’rein that ails the machines,” spoke Arile without turning. 
They all looked at the back of Arile with varied glances; some with confusion and some speculation. In the case of Fairhair, it was anger. “Are we really going to believe that this inferior mind of the north speaks to the winds and has brought us a divine message?” he snapped, his tone startling the others. 
Such seething angst seemed ill-placed. 
Leane restrained Fairhair with a touch of her hand to his chest. A reproachful stare shrunk away his anger. “He is the last of the Re’klu’hereun. They can hear the winds, the voices of the earth that call out but cannot be heard. If he has heard this from the winds, then I believe. As should we all,” she spoke in a very low voice, her eyes meeting T’elen’s. 
The reality of the situation was much simpler. 
Engineers from Culouth who were meant to maintain the machines of war had been called away to die in the cold. Long ago the Intelligence shackled humanity, never again allowing them free reign over the machines of war. 
T’elen ran her hands over her hair. The braid that ran down her back was frayed. “If what Arile has spoken is true, then Culouth is as well without machines. The fire in the sky that scouts have witnessed is indeed Fe’rein.”
Xi’iom cleared his throat and stepped forward, hands behind his back. T’elen looked at him in annoyance. “Yes, Xi’iom, you were right that marching on the Stone Tower was a foolish idea. Now is hardly the time to gloat about it,” she snapped. 
He shook his head. “That was not it at all, Field Marshal, though I am glad that you remembered my words. There is something else that warrants your attention, all of our attention,” he began. “There have been sightings of the Ai’mun’hereun.”
Leane placed a hand over her mouth. “Of my son?”
Xi’iom tilted this head, grimacing slightly as he did so. “Not exactly, Lady Leane. They say that they were visited by an ethereal being who spoke of bringing peace to Terra.”
Elcites nodded. “Some of the tower guards have seen figures in the night. They say that they are apparitions that whisper of the coming of the true Ai’mun’hereun.”
Leane bit her lip to keep from speaking. The joy she had felt from seeing her son was suddenly adulterated. She remembered his words: he only had a short time to speak to her. 
Fairhair turned to Leane and frowned. He remembered her speaking of her son and he reached out to hold her, wrapping his arms around her shoulders. 
She did not fight his embrace. 
T’elen saw the exchange. 
“What is the matter, Leane?”
“She saw…” began Fairhair and then looking to Leane he stopped. She met his eyes and nodded. Turning away, she broke from his embrace as he continued. “She saw her son several days ago. She says that he spoke to her and told her that he was in the underworld searching for the power of the Original Creator.”
T’elen moved toward Leane. “Is this true?”
She nodded, but did not turn around. 
T’elen reached out with her hand to comfort Leane, but pulled it back before touching her. “I would have thought the men were going mad from being trapped here in Illigard for so long, but for Leane to see it as well…”
Xi’iom finished the Field Marshal’s thought. 
“Then there can be only one conclusion.”
Arile threw something into the fire, a small pouch that crackled as it struck the flames. Tiny tendrils of smoke rose from it like the whisks of dragon’s fire. “If E’Malkai had found a way to talk to someone on this side, found only one chance, who do you think he would contact?” he called over his shoulder. Wafting the smoke into his own face, he blew out a column of smoke through his mouth and nostrils. 
“Then what are the other men seeing?” queried T’elen. 
He inhaled another cloud of smoke and exhaled with a grateful sigh. “They are seeing the coming of another, perhaps one who wishes to beat E’Malkai back to this plane,” reasoned Arile. With a shrug, he stood and turned to the others. “I do not have the answers to your queries. I can only pose questions. That is the way of the north. You do not always have the answers you seek, but you can create questions to seek the truth.”
“What can we possibly do about these hallucinations?” Fairhair spoke, breaking the tense silence. 
T’elen smirked. “Nothing. We need to worry about the problem at hand. Culouth is no more than a day outside of Illigard.”
Shouting drew the Field Marshal’s attention.
The scout’s words were jumbled. He stumbled across the snow, his leather boots finding a hold on the slick ground only to lose his balance once more. Falling flat on his face, he skidded to a stop at T’elen’s feet. His face was buried in the frigid mush that littered the courtyard.
As he lifted his head, his face was adorned with brown snow like a comical beard that covered his entire face. His hand was clenched around a piece of browned paper. The exterior had been covered in oils to keep the snow and moisture from being absorbed. 
“Field Marshal T’elen,” was all he could manage before T’elen bent down and snatched the piece of paper from his hand. She tore open the seal, the wax indentation a needless worry since they knew that Culouth was upon them. 
She scanned the document, her eyes darting across the page as she read, and then crumpled it in her fist as the scout stood with the help of Arile and Fairhair. 
He was robust for a soldier; therefore the relative size of his belly went unnoticed except that he was wearing a constricting uniform that accented the bulge of his midsection. His red stripe was faded and his face was covered in a thermal mask, the wooly exterior added to the comical dangling of icicles that hung from the loose strands of the material.
T’elen watched him with a predatory gaze. 
“What is your name, soldier?”
“Odium. Private Second-Class Phillip Odium,” he stammered. 
She shifted from the conversational tone that she had with the others to that of a commanding officer. “Where are you stationed, Private Odium?”
He swallowed hard, the bulge of his throat like a grape caught in his throat. “Scout Company Epsilon, Field Marshal T’elen,” he replied, saluting as he spoke her name. 
She looked at him in annoyance. Knocking away his hand, she stepped closer. “Stop saluting like a fool and tell me that you saw. Not what is in this note, but what you saw with your own eyes,” she replied with a hard edge to her voice. 
His wide eyes betrayed the fear that washed over him. He stumbled over the words as he spoke them. “I didn’t read––I mean I would never think to read correspondence meant for you, Field Marshal,” he almost cried. 
She rolled her eyes. 
Grabbing the man by the scruff of his outer cloak, she pulled him closer with a quick shake of his body, though the man was much larger. “Don’t be an idiot. I know that you didn’t read the letter. But you can probably tell me what was written because you were there in the field,” she snapped. Her patience was a thin, taut wire that was about to snap. He gulped again, T’elen’s face only inches away. Had he been another man, or this a different moment in time, he might have relished such an intimate affair. 
As a soldier, he feared such an interaction. 
“The army extends farther than the eye can see, hundreds upon hundreds of thousands of soldiers, perhaps more. We tried to sneak around the side of them to get an estimate, but it proved futile. There is a dark red cloud that hovers above them. Red and black, shadow and blood, that guides them,” he repeated, as if it were a practiced answer. 
She released her hold on his cloak and he fell back, panting. “How far are they?” she queried as she thrust the rumpled paper into her pocket. 
The scared look returned. 
“I’m sure the letter explains it all…”
“They have sent me a fool of a courier. You have traversed the distance between their position and Illigard,” she spoke, her words laced with sarcasm and cynicism. 
He stammered again, wringing his hands against one another. “They move as if they do not need rest or food. They are no more than a day behind me,” he replied with finality. 
T’elen turned and whispered to herself. “A day.”
Xi’iom moved into the man’s path now, gripping him by the shoulders. “What about the scouts? What has happened to them?” he pressed. 
Odium looked down, defeated. “Dead, sir.”
Fairhair’s astonishment was unmatched. “A day? How can that be? They were more than three days away yesterday morning. How can they have covered so much ground so quickly?”
T’elen chuckled, not of mirth, but of the futility of the lieutenant’s words. “With Fe’rein as a master you will walk to the very ends of the earth. Until your knees give way, and even then you would crawl until he told you to stop. He has set his sights upon Illigard and there is no longer a doubt in my mind that he will not stop until we are all dead.”  
Screams and shouts echoed from atop the walls. 
They looked up as the archers pointed east. Though they could not see what the archers saw, or hear their words, they knew that Culouth had already arrived and with them came war. 
 



  
ⱷ
The Tundra People
  
  
  
Higald stood outside the flapping main tent of the Fallen encampment. Just west of Illigard, it was higher into the mountains. As such, he saw what the archers were screaming about below. The dark lines of the Culouth regiment extended for what seemed like miles. Illigard was by no means a small place and was incredibly well fortified, but compared to an army that large it was just a matter of time before it would be worn down. 
He saw the fire god the men on the field had witnessed. Fe’rein hovered above the Culouth host, shadow fire pouring from his body. 
The Culouth soldiers swarmed around the sides of Illigard like insects and soon there was darkness at every corner of the outpost. Men fell underfoot to provide a human bridge across the moat surrounding Illigard. 
S’rean stood to the far left of the Fallen chieftain upon a rock outcropping that jutted out farther over the cliff edge, a far more dangerous place to stand if the winds were fickle. 
S’rean could not speak Fallen, but Higald could speak Utiakth. It was a language that he had acquired at the behest of his father when he was a youth, a time when it was believed that he would someday join Seth Armen, son of Evan, on the tundra. 
He called across the gap, over the wind and snow. 
“It is time.”
S’rean turned and nodded, his dark skin hidden beneath the equally dark skins of the Umordoc. “This is the end of the tundra people,” he called back in the tongue of the Utiakth. 
It was said that the elder of the Utiakth was a Seer, and thus there was cause for Higald to believe the man’s words. “It may well be, S’rean, but I hope that it will be my grandest day in battle.”
S’rean smiled and pulled his sickle from around his back. The sharp edge of the blade seemed meek, much like the appearance of the Utiakth elder, but Higald knew differently. 
The man was death on swift wings. 
He was hatred and malice incarnate if war required it of him. 
“We are all generals and kings in the Final War. May the Believer watch over the Fallen.”           
“May the Believer watch over the Utiakth.” 
S’rean let loose a primal bellow and leapt from the cliff edge, his movements as nimble as a youth as he picked his way down the mountainside. 
The Utiakth followed behind him. 
Their descent was silent and as spry and adroit as their leader. 
Higald nodded once more, feeling the cold mountain air on his face. He loved that feeling, loved the fragrance of the cold. He pulled free his broadsword, a distinctive ring accompanying it, and extended it forward as the tundra people, the last remnants of a forgotten world, charged down the mountainside into a battle that could not be won in this life or the next.
            
                        
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The gateway into the Grove was nothing more than a simple door. Upon looking at it, E’Malkai could not hold back his disappointment at its simplicity. “What in the name of the Creator is the point of having a door between two worlds? I would hardly call this safekeeping,” he chided, reaching out as if to knock on it. 
Arivene grasped his hand in her two smaller ones and spun him to face her. “Sometimes you are such a child, Lord E’Malkai. You have aged hundreds of years since you passed into Dok’Turmel and yet, here at the gates of the very power you seek, you act like an insolent child,” she scolded. She let go of his hand and wrapped her arms around herself, turning away from him. 
“I never told you,” he began. 
She smiled, though her back was turned. “Mete and I knew what we were getting ourselves into. Mete wanders the upper levels of the Kien’jedai as we speak. He is very happy here.” 
He moved closer, touching her arm with his hand. 
“Why is that you were bound as my guide, Arivene?”
She sighed and turned. 
Her lower lip quivered, eyes filled with tears. 
Her chest heaved as she searched for the words. “I cannot.”
E’Malkai pulled her closer now and she laid her head against his chest. “Please tell me, Arivene, I need to know,” he urged. 
She sniffled, her face wet against his tunic. “I was bound to you because I loved you from the first moment that I saw you. When the Shaman spoke to me that night, before he came to you, he said that in order for you to pass into Dok’Turmel that he had to know whether or not I loved you. He said the only way for you to find your way here was if someone loved you enough to be bound to you for eternity. It is because of that I now guide you to the Grove,” she cried, tears flowing freely.
He hugged her tighter, whispering in her ear, “I’m sorry.”
She pushed him back, enough so that she could see his face. “I am not. I did it because I knew that your life was more important than any feelings that I had. I was a young girl from the Fallen. Had I lived out my days, I would have married someone I did not love and then died young. The Fallen do not live real lives. Not real ones as you do in the sky,” she sobbed. 
He did not know what to say to her. 
She smiled as she saw his confusion. “There is no need for words. I was happy to love you as a mortal for the short time that I did. I may do so now for all of eternity. It is peaceful here.”
He grabbed her shoulders. “I loved you, Arivene. I swear that I did, but it did not seem like the time or the place for such a thing. I am sorry that I did not tell you when you were alive,” he replied, his eyes glassy as he looked at her. 
She smiled and pulled away from him, smoothing out her dress and wiping at her tears as she laughed. “Thank you, E’Malkai. I felt the warmth in you when I first met you in the Fallen. I knew that you were a good person and now I can truly see why.”          
E’Malkai smiled in return, gripping her hand tightly. 
She motioned with her other hand to the door. The sorrow was gone and replaced with duty. “On the other side of this door is the path to the Grove. There is a being that guards it called the Polypheme.” 
E’Malkai smirked at the name. 
“Why do they call him the Polypheme?”
“I do not know. I have never seen him.”
He reached out and grasped the steel ring of the handle. It was glossy, as if it were polished to maintain the shine. The door was of simple construction, brown oak with dark black lines that ran vertically through it. 
“What happens once I open this door?” he asked. 
Her brow furrowed. 
“You cannot leave until you have completed your journey.” 
He turned to her; his hand still gripped the handle. 
“You mean no matter what, I cannot leave?”
“I doubt that you would go to Dok’Turmel. You would end up in the Kien’jedai, or perhaps even as a champion of the Outer Circle,” she replied without realizing the youth’s intent. Upon seeing the serious look on his face, she continued. “Yes, once you choose to walk through that door, it is life or death.”
He regarded the door again. 
“What do I do when I want to leave?”
She gestured with her hand to the way that they had just come. “The path will be apparent to you. The light of the Original Creator will guide you as it has guided me, if you defeat the Polypheme,” she added with a swish of her finger. 
He arched an eyebrow as he looked back at her. 
“Don’t think I can?”
She smiled. “This place is eternal, as is the Polypheme. He has never been defeated.”
E’Malkai pulled open the door, bathing him in a soft white light. He could hear Arivene gasp, but as he turned to see her he was blinded by the light. Emptiness greeted him and he could hear the door slam shut. He breathed out and felt the light infect his lungs, working its way over his body. Gasping for air, he felt his chest expand. He opened his eyes and the blinding white heat burned and then faded as the world came back into view once more. 
The room he was in was not really a room at all. 
There was no roof and the blue sky overhead looked like a clear day in some fairy tale. White sculpted pillars were set beside him and then two more in the distance in perfect alignment. The ground beneath him was matted and stained black, unlike the green all around him. 
A white symbol was etched into the ground, though he could not make out what it was. He pushed himself from the ground with a grunt, the tremor in his head like an earthquake. Sounds of nature fluttered over him as he looked at the green hills. 
The wind blew across the grass, swaying it back and forth. 
Azure skies overhead were dashed only by billows of white clouds; some strung out and flattened and some bulbous like gaseous balloons. E’Malkai shook his head as he stood and felt for his father’s weapon at his side, sighing in relief when he found that the planedge was there. 
His relief was short-lived as he saw the being called the Polypheme across the blackened grass. The creature was almost as tall as the pillars that were at the edges of the darkened square; almost twice the height of the youth. He wore a red mask across his face. He had three dark black lines like claw marks near his mouth.
Dark brown eyes stared out: human eyes. 
The majority of his body was without armor, the thick, coiled muscles of his chest revealed that it was indeed human, and a man at that. He wore black metallic armor that wrapped around his chest and back, leaving his arms barren. The long muscles of his arms were covered in runic tattoos, scarred lines of ancient symbols and languages that were strung together like a mural. On each hand was a bright white glove that was covered with darkened spikes along the back of the hand. 
One wide blade jutted from the knuckles.  
E’Malkai gripped the hilt of the blade and pulled it free. He called out in surprise as the planedge flew from his fingers and stuck to the pillar. He looked at it in horror and then looked to his hands, dumbfounded. 
“What is the meaning of this?”
“They are not allowed,” bellowed the man. 
E’Malkai looked to the mammoth being as he took another step forward. There was nowhere for the youth to run. “You are the Polypheme?”
The man nodded as he closed the distance with a few short steps and loomed over the youth. The shadow of the being was more than enough to cover E’Malkai. The youth shirked outwardly as he prepared for the giant to strike. 
Instead, he watched as the being reached out his hand. 
“I am the Polypheme,” he spoke. 
E’Malkai blinked as the being called the Polypheme waited for the son of Armen to accept his hand. He did so slowly and watched as his hand disappeared within the white glove of the being. “I am E’Malkai.”
The Polypheme smiled, though it was hidden beneath the mask. “I know who you are, E’Malkai, son of Seth. I have been waiting some time for you.”
E’Malkai was surprised by the intelligence of the voice. 
“I did not think that you would be so articulate.”
The Polypheme knocked a knuckle against his armor. “I get that. This armor, the stature, it makes me seem the part that the name implies. I can assure you that if I were to spend all eternity as an imbecile, there could be no place greater than in the garden before the Grove,” he replied, his inflection and pronunciation incredibly precise. 
E’Malkai’s tenseness evaporated and his hands eased back down to his side. “So what is this place?”
The Polypheme crossed his arms over his chest. “Short answer: the Grove. In reality, this is what heaven is, my friend. Once you pass on, of course. That’s why I am here. Can’t have people prematurely seeing heaven, now can we?”
E’Malkai nodded absently. 
“So how do I get into the Grove?”
Each movement of the Polypheme, though quick and precise, was like the shifting of a continent. “That is where the problem arises. You see as much as I abhor fighting, I’m afraid I can’t simply allow you to walk past. Funny story, actually. There was a man named Doi who came here a long time ago,” he began and then leaned down to the youth. “Kind of lose track of time, you know what I mean. You’ve already aged several centuries and it probably feels likes weeks in some respects.”
E’Malkai nodded again, but looked over at his suspended blade. 
“Anyway, as I was saying, this guy Doi came here demanding all kinds of things. I wasn’t keeper of the Grove then. I was one of the Outer Circle. He marched close to a million men and Umordoc through the dimensional wall of Dok’Turmel to free his father…”
“Emperor Me’Cheng,” finished E’Malkai with a small grin. 
“You’re a quick study. Yes, he was the son of Emperor Me’Cheng. He thought to take the power of the Grove as well as free his father. Foolishly, he believed that a million mortal men would be enough to thwart the Outer Circle. It was a massacre to say the least. The Umordoc fled into the hills and eventually became…”
“Mah’goe,” spoke E’Malkai, smiling once again. 
He gestured with his finger that the youth was right. “Correct again there, young E’Malkai. Seems that mortals think they can waltz right in and demand whatever they want. No offense there, little man.”
E’Malkai smirked. 
“None taken. I guess letting me pass is out of the question.”
The Polypheme shrugged his mighty shoulders. “Afraid I can’t at that; though I understand your disappointment in traveling all this way and not being welcomed with open arms. I like you, kid.”
E’Malkai folded his arms over his chest. 
He was uncertain once again at how to approach such a being with questions. “What then can I do? The Shaman said that the power of the Original Creator was in the Grove and that I needed to get there no matter what,” returned E’Malkai, his frustration beginning to mount. 
The sky above darkened. 
Gray clouds obscured blue skies. 
The wind picked up, growing cold. 
The Polypheme crossed his arms over his massive chest once more as he regarded the youth. “See the thing is: the only way to get to the Grove is through me, and I’m sure you’ve been told that it cannot happen.”
E’Malkai backed away, flinching as lightning danced across the sky accompanied by the symphony of thunder. The Polypheme had lost its innocence as the rain trickled from the sky. It was a haunting sound as it struck the metal of his armor. “You know that Terra will perish if I do not return,” urged E’Malkai. 
The Polypheme bowed his head, clearly understanding the youth’s concern. “I see the bind you are in. Ancient laws are ancient laws. There is only one way past me: trial by combat.” 
E’Malkai looked around, frustrated as the rain intensified and began to come down in thick sheets. Fat droplets of rain echoed off of the menacing features of the Polypheme. 
“Can I at least have my father’s weapon back?” 
The Polypheme shook his head. “This breaks my heart. You seem like a really good kid, but no one told you the rules. They say that is a quality of a hero, doing what he must despite his ignorance of the dangers in his path. You can only fight with your hands and your spirit, nothing more, nothing less.”
The thunder echoed again like the rumbling of a grand beast struggling to unearth itself from the ground. “You are eternal, how am I supposed to kill something eternal without a blade?”
The Polypheme unlaced its arms and faced the youth. 
All emotion drained from his eyes as he looked at E’Malkai. “When you come here again, as an After-person, I hope you will think of me as a friend. Someone you would wish to talk to, E’Malkai, son of Seth Armen, for you have a spirit unlike any other.”
E’Malkai stared, his hands trembling from the cold rain that poured down. The Polypheme backed away to the other side of the blackened grass and nodded as another strike of lightning flashed. 
E’Malkai looked for a weapon, but found none. 
The Polypheme lowered his body to charge forward. 
The youth ran toward the pillar, diving to grab at his father’s weapon. He reached it and grasped the hilt of the planedge and tugged on it, but he could not break it free. The thunder of the storm above was replaced by that of the approaching Polypheme. As the youth turned back around, he saw only the bulk of the massive warrior. The force of the blow lifted him up from the ground and free of the pillar, impacting an invisible wall that ran parallel with the darkened grass. 
E’Malkai had seen the rushing image of the green grass and then felt the ringing pain as he struck something that he could not see. He fell on his side, feeling the warm sensation of his own blood run down his face. Looking up through hazy vision, he saw the Polypheme standing over top him, rain sluicing off of his armor. 
His mighty chest seemed unfazed by his motion.  
“I am sorry, E’Malkai, son of Seth Armen,” he spoke, as he swung one of his mighty fists toward the youth’s body. Jolting him at the same time that it drove him deep into the soil, the slick earth beneath the child of Armen gave him cushion from the blow. 
He felt numb; his body rung and as the volume grew, so did the pain intensify. He was face down in the dirt. Breathing out, he tasted the soil and spit it out of his mouth with a violent cough. He felt tears on his face. The pain was so complete that though he could not feel it, his body reacted. 
The Polypheme wrapped one of his hands around the youth’s waist and pulled him free of the wet earth, holding him up over his head. The rain beat down upon E’Malkai, his hair slick with blood and water. 
E’Malkai opened an eye just enough to see the Polypheme holding him effortlessly. He thought he saw compassion in the warrior’s eyes. As the youth looked down, he could see the imprint of where his body had been driven into the ground by the Polypheme’s blow. The son of Armen groaned as he tried to speak, the pressure in his chest making him wheeze and whine. 
The blur of the earth coming into focus as he was swung back down toward the ground again caused him to shudder. He was once more buried into the dirt beneath the feet of the Polypheme. The pressure of the being’s strength lifted away and the world had fallen silent. 
As he turned onto his back, the cold rain on his face was a welcome change. E’Malkai tried to open his eyes as he turned his head to look at the angry sky. Veins of lightning crawled; accompanied by its ethereal voice, thunder. 
The Polypheme looked down at E’Malkai. 
Only one eye was open, the other already swollen shut from the beating. E’Malkai coughed hard as the he regarded his foe. Bringing his arm to his face, only to wince, he knew it was broken. He began to laugh. The strangled, unabated sound startled the Polypheme, who raised an eyebrow as the youth convulsed in laughter. 
“You will pass over soon enough, son of Armen, and then you will be at peace. We can be friends once more,” echoed the Polypheme, his words accompanied by another ring of thunder.
E’Malkai shuddered as he laughed. When he tried to move, the pain shot through him and made him laugh harder. Rain pooled in his mouth as he struggled to breathe against the pain. 
“You are still a champion, E’Malkai. No one could have asked more of you than you have already given,” spoke the Polypheme as he knelt down near the youth. 
E’Malkai wheezed in between bouts of laughter. His head rolled to the side as he lost the feeling in his left arm. As he stared out into the rolling green hills of the Grove, he smiled. It was as the Polypheme had said: what a beautiful place to meet an end. 
A flash of lightning crawled over the hills. It neared and then froze, lingering just outside the milk-white pillars. The bright flash took shape, a human figure stepping out from within it. 
It was a figure the youth knew well. 
It was his father. 
The visage of Seth Armen stood steadfast just outside the ring of combat. “E’Malkai,” called the image of his father. 
“Father.” 
“It is not yet your time,” Seth called again. 
“I am tired. I do not have the strength to carry on.” 
The Polypheme rose from his knees and turned away from the youth. There was sadness in his eyes as he turned. The son of Armen was fading fast and the being knew it all too well. 
“You have come too far to be denied,” spoke Seth.
“It is done,” replied E’Malkai as he turned his head. 
The visage flashed to the edge of the blackened soil, but the invisible wall reflected him back. Drawing the attention of the Polypheme, the giant stalked toward Seth. “You cannot be here Seth Armen, son of Evan. You cannot interfere in his battle,” bellowed the Polypheme, urgency in his voice. 
“Father,” called E’Malkai weakly. 
His eyes closed as he again felt the pain course over his body. The numbness had receded. He felt his throat again and he reached up with his hand to touch it. There was blood; it was still wet and slick as he ran his fingers through it. 
“Father,” he croaked. 
The Polypheme looked back to the youth and his eyes grew wide as he saw the flicker of power beneath him: emerald and white, the colors of a Creator of the Light. 
The Polypheme did not appear worried.
“You are more powerful than was foreseen,” he whispered. He walked to the youth and raised his foot into the air as if to stamp down on his body. “I will end your suffering.”
E’Malkai looked again at his father and he saw he had faded away. He was alone, watching as the leg cut through the air, driving toward him. His mind floated back, he saw the images of his father, of his mother. He saw the warmth in Arivene’s eyes the first time he had met her, the twinkle in T’elen’s eyes when she watched him as he lay broken. 
He would not be denied. It was as a roar that erupted from his lips. With that call of agony, the power rose like a monsoon across an island. 
The Polypheme stretched his arms over his face, the force of the energy rising from the youth knocked him on his back. His arms were crossed over his face as the youth rose from the ground. 
The energy that enveloped E’Malkai ran through his veins. The electricity of it sparked against the ground and off of the pillars that encaged the blackened earth. 
As the being uncrossed his arms, he saw the darker form within the brilliant light that stood before him. He pushed his massive arms up from the earth, as if he were a mighty tree that had been uprooted. “You are no longer E’Malkai. You have become what you must be.”
The light pulled away and E’Malkai hovered just above the ground. White globes watched the Polypheme without care. “Let us try this again,” he called. 
The volume of his voice was deafening; it shattered the pillars into white crystallized dust. The Polypheme nodded and stalked forward in a wild charge. The youth remained, his hand outstretched, palm facing the rush of the Polypheme. Emerald and white energy crawled over his skin. 
 



  
ⱷ
In the Shadow of War
  
  
  
The siege of Illigard was a mosaic of colors drawn with the macabre brushstrokes of a deranged artist. Red-striped archers released clouds of arrows into the approaching army. Men fell left and right, their startled cries replaced with the hungry growl of those who attacked the walls in their place. The southern wall was embedded in war, but they received a surprise as the tundra people poured from the mountains like a rain of steel. 
Higald and S’rean ran out ahead of their men. 
Several thousand men, women, and children charged across an open field, weapons in hand. Primal screams echoed from their lips as they collided with the startled ranks of Culouth. Men were gashed open before they even raised their plasma weapons. 
Higald swam deftly through the sea of enemies. The sure swing of his blade halved man after man as the small number of tundra people soon merged with Culouth. 
Blue bursts of fire flashed over the field, scorching the flesh and hides of the tundra people. Some fell aside and others, committed to their death charge, mowed down those who stood in their path. 
S’rean found himself surrounded quickly. 
The edge of his sickle already bloodied, he continued. Dragging the blade up the torso of one soldier, like that of a surgeon, only to spin the foolish child of a warrior around and drive the pointed handle of the weapon into the next man. He lowered himself and then spun, lifting his blade vertical from the ground and catching another Culouth soldier along his lip. He ran it the length of his face until the blade came free from flesh. 
The world around him was shrouded in silence. 
The roar of violence claimed his senses. 
His eyes passed over the dead. 
He continued on, dancing the steps of death as he watched the violence around him with sadness. The cry of death followed him with each step, but he would not falter as he pushed forward. 
The deeper he delved, the farther from his people he became. In mere moments, there were none who he recognized amidst the sea of bodies. The shadow of those who would consume him bore down upon the Utiakth chieftain until he could manage no more and fell into darkness. 
  
*
  
Higald carved a path with his blade. 
He had watched S’rean storm into the sea of bodies like a man possessed. The chieftain thought only of his mistakes: casting Seth from the Fallen, something that even on his dying day, as this day surely would be, haunted him until his end. 
He watched his kinsmen fall beside him. 
Lances and blue bursts of energy found their marks and they cried out, reaching out into nothingness for the embrace of death. The Fallen chieftain could no longer see anything other than the yellow-striped uniforms of Culouth. They were interminable, extending far beyond his vision. His enemies were a sea of darkness that was accented only by the snow and ice that crashed overhead. 
Many of the tundra hunters wished for a death such as it was: to die in a battle so immense that there would be no one left alive when the Believer came to count. This was the last day of the Fallen; the last day of the tundra people. 
The burst caught Higald in the back. 
The warmth burnt through him and was replaced with a bitter cold, the icy grip that he had often felt in the winds, alone on the tundra. He fell back, the world above swimming out of focus. A gray cloud overhead was pregnant with ice and snow. He blinked as the snow filled his eyes and he reached to wipe it away, but felt the firm pressure upon his arm 
He saw that a Culouth soldier had stepped on him. 
The soldier looked down at Higald and him up at the soldier. 
The man picked up the chieftain’s broadsword, testing the strength in his hands and then with a suddenness that jolted the Fallen warrior, drove it through Higald’s chest. The soldier smiled a crooked grin and stalked back into battle, his voice lost among the others. 
Higald reached up and grasped the blade, though he could not reach the hilt. His eyes glazed as he watched the darkened skies above. His hands slid down the sharpened blade, slicing them open as his arms fell to his sides. 
He welcomed the song of death. 
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
The thunder seemed to grow with every strike of lighting. The rain poured down such that it was impossible see outside of the blackened ring. Brilliant white pillars were no more than piles of white dust that had become four silvery rivers that flowed like pain from the battlefield. 
The Polypheme crossed its arms over his face as he backed away from the onslaught of E’Malkai. The white energy infected him completely, his fists extensions of that power. He struck the face of the Polypheme, breaking apart the faceguard that covered his face. 
Red material fell about the being as each blow tore away another layer. A thick black beard emerged from beneath it, as well a trim scar that ran across his face from one end of his jaw to the other. E’Malkai was at eye level with the being, his figure far above the ground as he attacked with as much speed and ferocity as a hundred warriors. 
E’Malkai struck the Polypheme across the face once more, dislodging the faceguard completely, and then dropped low. His feet touched the ground for a moment before he rocketed up suddenly.  
The web of E’Malkai’s energy flooded over the Polypheme as he spun in the air, head over feet. E’Malkai clipped the being across his jaw, sending him back against the far side of the blackened ring. His massive body rebounded off the invisible barrier before he fell forward. 
His mighty chest heaved as he watched the youth. 
“Impressive,” he called through teeth stained with blood. 
He pushed himself from the ground with the one of his claws and used the other to balance himself as he prepared to face the youth. The youth seemed unfazed by their exchange. By all accounts, the guardian of the Grove had not landed a single blow since E’Malkai’s transformation. 
The youth picked at his fingernails mindlessly. “I grow tired of this. I wish to pass into the Grove. That is my purpose for coming here. You only delay the inevitable.”
The Polypheme cracked his neck, the sound rivaling that of the thunder that echoed around them. The rain drove against his frame, washing away the blood that beaded from his face. 
“I am eternal, son of Armen. I have told you before that the only way into the Grove is through me, beyond this blackened ring,” he answered and darted forward. He swung his mighty fist with a speed that would have been unnatural had he not been fighting a being that was beyond boundaries such as speed and strength. The fist made contact with nothingness, though it was true to its original mark. 
E’Malkai had dematerialized from where he had been and shimmered back into real space behind the Polypheme. Lacing his hands together, he drove his doubled-up fist against the giant’s back, driving him into the wet earth below. The Grove’s guardian made a labored sound as he collided with the earth. He tried to roll over, but it proved too late as E’Malkai streaked past. Lifting the Polypheme by one of his massive feet, E’Malkai shot upward. There were boundaries on all four sides, but there was not one above. They climbed high into the troubled skies, watching as the bloated clouds echoed with thunder and lightning. 
E’Malkai’s face was unscathed, untouched by the rain. 
The Polypheme’s features were slick with moisture. 
Blood trailed down his face and made the long journey from the skies to the earth. “Tell me how to enter the Grove. I do not wish to hurt you more,” the youth called over the winds, his voice rising above all else. 
Polypheme craned his neck to see the youth and despite the pain and agony of their warring, he managed a strong smile. “This is a trial by combat, son of Armen. There is only one way to find victory. I wish that there were another way, but the rules are set in stone. Beating me to get answers is the not truth of this experience. I can tell you nothing more than I already have.”
E’Malkai looked away in annoyance. “Stone can be broken.” 
He wheeled, diving back toward the earth, the Polypheme trailing behind him. As they neared the ground, he spun. Bringing the full force of the giant around beside him, E’Malkai drove him into the earth. The impact with which he hit the ground opened a crevice several feet deep. 
E’Malkai circled back and landed just on the edge of it, crouching as he peered down. “Seems like you had a bit of a fall there, friend.”
The youth could barely make out the Polypheme through the darkness. The mammoth figure leapt out from the hole. His outline billowed with soil and grass that had had been around him as he crashed through. His fists flashed out, crackling against E’Malkai’s energy, and then as if by magic, it crushed through the barrier.
Striking the Creator across the chest, he tore away the tunic beneath. E’Malkai watched as the piece of fabric floated in the wind and then flattened against the slick ground. His white eyes turned to the heaving Polypheme.
The giant bellowed as he rushed forward again. 
E’Malkai had time to bring his hands up in front of his body to shield him from the impact. He flew back against the invisible wall of the ring, bouncing off and then resituating himself before he landed face first into the soil. 
The Grove’s protector was already on the move again as he brought his fists out to his side as he prepared to crush the youth. E’Malkai’s eyes went wide as he shot up, above the attack, and looked down at the Polypheme. 
The Polypheme’s words echoed in his mind: through me is the only way. He wove around, the trail of his power visible in the darkened skies, and dove at the Polypheme, catching him across the chest with his palms. He lifted the man up against the invisible wall and held him there, suspended from the ground. 
“You keep saying that the way is through you,” spoke E’Malkai, though he did not really expect a response. The Polypheme lashed out with his arm, but E’Malkai caught it and threw it aside with enough force to make the much larger being wince. He gritted his teeth as the youth continued to wrench on the arm, listening as it crackled and popped beneath the strength of the Creator. “I said that stone could be broken.”
“The way is by defeating me,” he sputtered. 
E’Malkai pulled his hand free and wagged a finger at him. “That is not what you said. You said through you. If you are eternal, then there is no way that I could ever extinguish your life. Being that I cannot strip your power here in the Grove as I would in the real world, then your words have a more literal meaning. As in passing through you, physically passing through your form and into the Grove itself,” reasoned the youth as he cocked his head to the side at the tight-lipped response of the Polypheme. 
E’Malkai lifted the man’s chin. 
“Yes, you are more perceptive than the others.”
He allowed the Polypheme to fall back to the earth, kneeling as he did so from the beating he had taken. E’Malkai lowered with him, touching his feet upon the ground as he looked up at the worn face of his opponent. 
“I told you that there was another way.”
The Polypheme coughed and covered his mouth as he wiped away the blood. “Indeed, son of Armen, indeed.” He pushed himself back to his feet with his other hand and they stood watching each other, the wind driving them one way and then the other. The rain pelted against them with a vengeance, smoothing back the youth’s hair. 
“Will it hurt?” he spoke finally. 
The Polypheme shrugged. 
“It might. You are the first to have done it,” he replied with a smile. “I knew that there was much more to you than many believed. I am proud to have fought you.”
E’Malkai smiled and looked down at his hand, concentrating as the energy began to pool at his fingertips, swirling and colliding into a mass of energy that seemed to have a life its own. He turned his hand, palm facing toward the Polypheme, and the energy leapt out and grabbed the giant.
Vibrating, it shimmered like water that was searing its way through his body. The youth looked at the man’s face and saw that it was calm. Winds blew from the vortex forming at his waist, but he did not seem to be in pain. The portal reached out, replicating itself, growing in both power and intensity. 
E’Malkai reached out, his hand passing through the Polypheme. 
“I hope that we meet again.” 
He breathed in as he entered, the viscous nature of the portal filling his lungs. As he breathed out, his eyes opened again. He was somewhere else altogether. 
The room was much like the rocky caverns of the Kien’jedai; though only for a moment as it opened into another larger chamber. At the center was a fountain that spat waves of silvery liquid into the air above. It shone brilliantly, as if there was a light source somewhere in the room.
He stalked closer, the silver liquid shined brighter as he approached. Looking down at his hands, he realized that he was the source of the radiance. The fountain was carved of a smooth white marble; pearl lettering surrounded it. 
There was no sound.
There was only the fountain and the stone. 
The youth reached out and touched the edge of the fountain. He smiled. The texture was like silk or velvet––so comfortable, so inviting.
As he pulled his hand away, the fountain erupted. 
Silver liquid formed into a shape as a being rose from within it. It appeared humanoid as it stepped from the liquid of the fountain. Silver from head to toe, it possessed no color except the liquid of its birth. 
It possessed no gender.
It simply was. 
“You have passed through the guardian.”  
E’Malkai let go of the power of the Creator, stepping out from it as if it were a shell in which he was encased. His dark black mane fell below his shoulders. He brushed away the strands that fell across his face. 
“I am E’Malkai, son of Seth Armen.”
The creature passed a hand in front of it. 
“We know who you are.”
“We?” queried E’Malkai. The hold on his power was not so far away that he could not call it forth at will. The creature saw his apprehension and the lighter pockets of its face that were eyes blinked and narrowed. 
“We mean you no harm,” it repeated. 
E’Malkai looked around, unclenching his fists as he did so. 
“You know who I am. What is it that you are called?”
“We are the Grove.” 
The youth could not hide his amusement. 
“You are the Grove?”
The creature tilted its head. 
“Yes, we are the Grove. Is that hard to understand?”
E’Malkai crossed his arms over his chest and paced around the side of the fountain. “You could say that. The Grove is a place where the power of the Original Creator is bound. A place where those of the Light, of the Kien’jedai, find peace.”
The creature did not waver. “We are very much that. We are connected to one another just as everything in nature is linked.”
E’Malkai paused as the liquid formed into the face of Arivene. He reached out to touch it, but pulled his hand back and glowered at the creature. “What is the point of all this? I have come for the power of the Original Creator. I need to right what you have allowed to transpire.” 
The exterior of the creature rippled at the youth’s words. “We did not allow anything. We cannot affect the living; we can only take hold once they are remanded to the afterlife. What became of the one called Ryan Armen was because of the darkness in his own heart, not because we allowed him to take it.”
“Why are you here?”
The creature moved forward, the motion of its body was powerful, like water moving through a stream. “You can be granted one thing, given one peace before your eternal charge. That is the way of the Original Creator. All that you have known will turn to ash and blood. The path is dark and deep, and all those who you have loved will fall into darkness once you ascend.”
E’Malkai paced around the other side of the fountain. He did not like what the being had said. The youth knew there would be a cost; he had come too far to demand anything. “Anything at all: a memory, a place, a person? Whatever I wish?”
The creature nodded, the lidless eyes peering at him. 
E’Malkai looked up at the creature, closing the distance quickly. The pain and anger of memories ignited the power at the core of his being. “That day: I wish to see the day when the power was taken by Ryan Armen and my father was murdered.” 
Green veins of energy crawled over his skin. 
The creature nodded. 
“As you wish, you shall see the day as it happened and when you have seen enough, you will be mortal no more. You will be imbued with the power of the Original Creator,” responded the quicksilver creature with a polite nod. It moved toward the center of the fountain, turning and extending its hand to the youth. “Be warned, once you awaken from that moment the fountain will be no more. You will be committed to the power that is given.”
E’Malkai reached out.
He was pulled deeper into the fountain, the silvery waters flowing over his head and body. He breathed out, the cold air of the caverns going with it. As he breathed in once more, he felt the velvety liquid course down his throat. He gasped, but felt the pressure on his back, a welcome hand urging him forward. The liquid covered his sight and he saw only the quicksilver that was all about him.
  
*
            
The cavern of the Shaman looked as it ever did. 
E’Malkai recognized the rocky enclosure, the spheres of light and color that adorned the ceiling and walls. He dragged his hand along the walls absently, his fingers passing right through the stone. Stopping, he stared at his fingers, staring through them rather. Turning to his side, the quicksilver creature stood there alongside him.
“What is the meaning of this?”  
“This is what you asked. This is that day,” it replied, gesturing with its hand to the pedestal at the center of the room. A glowing orb much like the others sat transfixed upon it. The colors from within shone out like revolving beacons of iridescent light. The creature walked toward it, placing its long, slender fingers over top; not touching, for if he did, they would pass through as E’Malkai’s hands had done. “This is the power of the Creator. Not the true power, but the one guarded by the Ti’ere’yuernen.”
The youth approached it slowly, bridging the distance. 
As he neared it, he heard voices. 
It was not the creature, but others. 
That was when E’Malkai, son of Seth Armen, saw his father and the being called Fe’rein when he was only Ryan Armen. Seth wore torn wraps, though they were not as faded as E’Malkai would have thought. At his side there was no blade, no weapon of any kind. His light brown hair was at his shoulders and he wore a light beard, his body drawn thin from near starvation. After seeing the tundra and the Fallen, E’Malkai could understand that condition. Ryan was shaggy as well, though the sallow pockets of his sleep-deprived eyes showed something else. There was violence in those hateful eyes, and an agenda not wholly his own. 
The Shaman stalked out ahead of them, his flowing robes very much as E’Malkai remembered them. The being called Ti’ere’yuernen stopped and stared out ahead, and E’Malkai would have sworn that the Shaman looked straight at him and winked. 
He gestured back to the two brothers. 
His voice was precise and prophetic, much as he was when the son of Armen had last been there. “Brothers of Armen, this orb is the mantle of the Creator, of a power that can be used to structure and mold Terra,” he began. 
The dark, round beads at his wrist clacked against one another. 
Seth stood still and watched the Shaman carefully, his arms folded over his chest. “A simple orb is the power of this land?” queried E’Malkai’s father with an arched eyebrow, obviously unimpressed by the presence of the lights and colors. 
The Shaman grinned. 
“You are very perceptive, Seth Armen, son of Evan. There is much more to the power of Creator than this simple orb, but it is the beginning. This sphere is your guide to the power. When a servant of the Light touches it, he is granted the power of life. He is shown a path, one that he or she can use to shape the destiny of the world they inhabit.”
Ryan looked hungrily at the orb, the lights reflecting in his eyes. “What if a warrior of the darkness were to hold it?” he queried, his eyes glued upon the shimmering sphere. 
The Shaman followed his gaze. Using a cloth from beside him, he threw it over top. Ryan’s feral gaze stuttered and then focused instead upon the Shaman. “If the intent is for violence, for hatred, then the power of the Creator will be wielded to that end. The true essence of the energy will be sealed away in a place inaccessible by mortal means. The influence of the shadow can taint the wielder of the power of the Creator. And to that end, the bearer would never understand the true extent of his power until his master is destroyed. This being would forever be at the whim of his insecurities. When he feared, his power would wane. When he was frightened, his tenuous grasp on the power would fade, making him question whether he ever had the power at all.”
Seth uncrossed his arms and ran a hand through his hair. “Which one of us is to wield this power?” he asked after a time. His cold blue eyes were fixed deeper into the distance, almost exactly where E’Malkai stood next to the quicksilver creature. 
The youth turned to the creature, the sadness in his eyes evident. “Is what the Shaman said true? That the power can be released if the hold of its master is severed?” he queried, unable to take his eyes from the visage of his father. 
The creature nodded. “He will not regain his humanity. Instead, he will be a more powerful incarnation of the darkness,” he answered and then pointed back to the Shaman and the brothers. “There is more, you must listen.”
The Shaman sighed. “Only one of you has the power to wield the energy of the Creator. It is in the blood of you both, but only one can use the power as it was intended.”
Ryan surged forward, his hands clenched at his side in waiting. Seth remained impassive as the Shaman paced away from them, his dark hair glistening beneath the colors of the room. 
“Seth Armen, son of Evan Armen, Master Huntsman of the tribe of the Fallen, it is you who must bear the burden of the Creator. You will bear a child who will be the end or the beginning of us all.”
Ryan’s face contorted. 
He looked at his brother and the Shaman with distaste. 
They were both his enemies now. 
Voices swam in his mind. Even the youth could hear them, dark whispering voices that committed him to a fate that was not one of his own choosing. They chose his enemies, spelled out the fate of those who would stand his path. 
The voice was the Intelligence. 
“I see it is always Seth. He has always been the stronger one. It only makes sense that he as well would inherit the power of creation and life,” mocked Ryan, desperately trying to hide his hatred. 
Seth looked crestfallen. 
Once again, the weight of responsibility was his. In all his years he had never possessed freedom, a reprieve from being looked to as a leader. “This is no contest, brother. I have won no more from being granted this power than you have from not receiving it. This power is a curse, not a gift. It is the only way to restore things to their natural order,” spoke Seth. 
The Shaman smiled. 
“That is why you must be granted this power, Seth Armen. You will wield the power only because you must and do only what is needed. Your brother has felt the darkness. He would inadvertently bring about death and despair.”
Ryan lunged forward, a fist clenched in rage. 
“You lie,” he hissed. 
Seth held an arm against his brother. Ryan pushed it away with a forceful shove, glaring defiantly at his brother. He glowered and then spun, disappearing back into back caverns Mete and Arivene had occupied when E’Malkai had journeyed into the Desert of the Forgotten. Seth turned to follow his brother, but felt the gentle, yet restraining, hand of the Shaman on his shoulder. 
“You must be careful of your brother, Seth, son of Evan. He has felt the darkness. It speaks to him now, makes demands of him. He means to take your power,” warned the Shaman, his smooth features ruffled into a frown. 
Seth hunched forward, sighing as he did so. 
“Is he so lost?” spoke Seth. 
“What does your heart say?” 
Seth scoffed and shook his head. 
“Yes, I have known it for some time. He has changed. He yearns for violence,” admitted Seth as he paced toward the wall where the gateway to Dok’Turmel rested. He ran his hands over the stone without knowing the purpose it served.  
The Shaman nodded. 
“You have seen horrors, felt pain, yet you still see with a mind that is untainted. Right and wrong have meaning to you. That is your gift and your curse. Your own heart will be your undoing.” Seth looked to the Shaman and then looked away, kicking uselessly at the ground. “Will you accept the mantle of the Creator?”
Seth moved back toward the pedestal at the center of the room, pulling aside the brown fabric that covered it. He watched the orb. Vibrant colors ran together like strange shades of blood. 
“You spoke of my son.”
“E’Malkai.”
The youth looked up and approached the Shaman. He stood right next to his father; shoulder to shoulder, though Seth could not feel his son. “You said that he would bring about the end and the beginning. What exactly did you mean by that?”
The Shaman looked past Seth to the empty space where E’Malkai stood. “Yes, your son will be more powerful than any being born on Terra. He, much like you, will be faced with a terrible choice, one that will shape the lives of us all.”
Seth pulled the fabric back over the orb. 
“I will have an answer for you by morning.” 
The Shaman nodded, allowing the tundra huntsman passage into the chambers beyond as E’Malkai turned back to the creature. “My coming was foretold?” asked the youth. 
The creature nodded, its simple nature was frustrating to E’Malkai. “There is much that is written that does not come to pass, as well as much that has. You can do no more than what you are able; just as you can be only who you are.”
E’Malkai shook his head, his brow furrowed at the response. 
“I wish to see more.” 
E’Malkai turned and the room had changed. 
The pedestal was still at the center of the room. 
The orb was uncovered. 
Ryan stood before it, running his hands over top of it. Whispers escaped his lips as he stared off blankly into the distance. He turned sharply as Seth entered from the far side of the room. 
“What are you doing, Ryan?” 
Ryan grasped the orb in one hand, pulling it from the pedestal. His free hand rested on the hilt of his own planedge. He leered at his brother. “Whatever I wish, brother. They have spoken to me. They told me what I must do to take the power.”
Seth saw his brother’s hand tighten on his weapon and he raised his hands in peace. He saw the madness in the eyes of his own kin. “Who told you, brother?”
Ryan’s face opened into a smile. 
“The voices. The darkness.”
Seth took a step forward and Ryan pulled the blade free of its sheath. “Not one more step, Seth. I know what I must do. The power will be mine. I have to make them all pay for Summer’s death, for the way I am. The voices have told me how,” he preached. His voice was no longer his own. The deep red bags of his eyes made him seem more maniacal than ever before. 
Seth moved forward again, holding out his hand.
“Brother, do not do this.”
Ryan kicked at the pedestal. Knocking it against the far wall, it shattered into pieces of marble and stone. “There is no escaping them, brother. They see all, hear all. They know how I feel. They can understand my pain, the regret that plagues me.” Ryan reached out with his clenched fist as his mouth twisted in anger. 
Seth circled around his brother, watching him with equal intensity. “You have come all this way to be taken by darkness, brother? You must fight these voices that would claim you.” 
Ryan’s eyes pooled with tears. Rage claimed him. “They are my way now, brother. They are the way of this realm’s future,” he insisted as he circled close to his brother. 
He crouched low and slashed out. 
Seth pulled away from the blade at the last second. The cloth of his tunic was opened wide from the point of the planedge. Seth ran the torn fabric between his fingers. “You are walking a thin line, Ryan. I have no weapon. Do you wish to kill me in cold blood?” called Seth, looking behind him as he searched for a weapon. 
Ryan slashed out again, catching his brother along his forearm. He received a kick in the stomach, knocking the younger sibling back. Ryan looked up, his hateful gaze mixed with an equally diabolical smile. “It is your blood upon this orb that will grant me my power.” 
Seth stood up straighter at his brother’s words. “It cannot be.”
Ryan twisted the blade back against his wrist, his dark eyes fixed upon Seth. “The time has come. This is where we end our bond as brothers.” 
Ryan placed the orb aside and leapt out toward his brother, slashing horizontally. Seth grasped Ryan’s arm and used the other to strike him across the chest with the hard edge of his palm. Ryan reeled back, though his blade was still held in his hand. The younger brother reached out, driving his closed fist against the back of Seth’s skull. Seth let out a startled cry as he rolled aside, his balance thrown off. As suddenly as he hit the ground, Ryan was on top of him. 
“Goodbye, Seth,” he croaked as he raised the blade high into the air and then drove it deep into the chest of his brother. Seth cried out, the scream trapped in his throat as he struggled to breathe. 
E’Malkai ran to where Ryan stood, swinging his fists, but they passed through his uncle’s head. The youth fell to his knees beside his father as he sobbed. When his head lifted again, he saw Ryan reach out and rub his hand along his brother’s chest. 
He smeared his bloodstained hands over the orb. As he held his hands over each side and looked up, his eyes closed. Shadow fire crept from the orb, shattering its glassy exterior. Blood and shadow, crimson and darkness, consumed Ryan Armen: he became in that moment the being called Fe’rein.   
E’Malkai pushed his body up from the ground. 
The image of that day passed away and the cavern returned. 
The fountain was no more. 
The quicksilver creature had gone. 
He stood alone in the empty chamber, tears tracing down his face. An echo filled the space, a distant rumbling that seemed far away. Light shot through him like a blade in his back. He reached out, his arms flung above his head. The spiral of light passed through him and out the other side. His mouth opened to scream, but light cascaded from it, billowing off his lips. Silver script crawled over his body, roving words and letters of a language long since forgotten.  
The light diminished as quickly as it had come. 
Silver lettering covered his entire body. 
It spoke of prophecies. 
It spoke of the histories of a people long forgotten. 
The code of the Creators was etched into his skin. He pulled a white cloak from thin air over his shoulders. His legs were adorned with bleached white trousers. The symbols as well marred his face.
E’Malkai opened his eyes and stared forward. 
White spheres of influence were traced with the emerald of his power, as well as the red taint in honor of the Polypheme. The room arched, bending at his will. He extended his arm out from his body; the ethereal glow that enveloped him extended with it. Touching the air, he solidified it with a touch of his finger and stepped through. The fabric of time and space materialized around him.
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Illigard
  
  
  
Fe’rein laughed as the arrows sizzled at the edges of his shadow fire. The wail of M’iordi drew his attention. The foolish councilman had insisted that he stay at Fe’rein’s side no matter what, but at the moment he was rethinking that particular philosophy. Fe’rein rested down atop the walls, his energy scorching the stone as he stepped upon it. His head was shaved clean again. It shone as the snow glowed all around him in crimson, the blood of those who stood in his path. 
With each sweep of his hand, a wave of his power flowed over them and toppled them over the sides of the walls. His power was not as potent as it had once been. Instead, he was a bully on a playground; a child burning ants with a magnifying glass.
He had nearly wiped away the eastern wall when T’elen and the others stalked toward him from deeper in the common area, their weapons drawn. Arile let loose two arrows before the mion turned.
Fe’rein batted them away as if they were flies and jumped down. The snow and ground beneath him melted away as if it had never been there in the first place. M’iordi was dragged with him for he was entombed in the power that surrounded Fe’rein. 
“The heroes of Illigard, how quaint,” he called. 
Arile wasted no movement as he loosed several more arrows before laying his bow aside and drawing his spear from around his back. Fe’rein turned and extended his hand. The shadow energy leapt out and grabbed Arile, wrapping its tendrils around the white hunter, and then flung him aside with a hungry grin. 
Leane brought her rifle from around her back and into her hands. She did not get a chance to shoot as Fairhair shoved her aside and squeezed off a burst of his plasma rifle. 
She glowered at him as she pushed herself to her feet. 
The others ran forward: T’elen, her weapon drawn; Elcites charged, his teeth barred and his spear gripped tightly in his hands as he swung it. The serrated edges gleamed with blood and ice. He arched it overhead and swung it down as strongly as he could muster. As it came down on Fe’rein’s forearm, it shattered into thousands of pieces. 
T’elen swung along the torso of the mion and it too shattered as if it were frozen glass. His hand lashed out and slammed into the chest of Elcites. Lifting the much larger Umordoc off of the ground and across the common grounds into one of the makeshift walls, the structure crumbled beneath Elcites’ weight. 
“I had forgotten how much I enjoyed this,” he howled as he lifted T’elen into the air and squeezed his hand against her throat. “Nothing snide to say now, do you?” 
He cackled as he threw her aside, her lithe figure bouncing off of the ground as she skidded to a stop. A shadow leapt up from behind him, a thick blade held tightly in the hands of Xi’iom as he drove the point down as powerfully as he could. The blade, as the others had, snapped as if it had struck solid metal. The commander ricocheted from Fe’rein back against a wooden door. 
The mion turned toward the wooden supports. 
Opening his hand as the ripple of his shadow fire stuttered, it leapt from Fe’rein’s fingers, singeing the wood to ash. The thunder of the troops echoed as the gateway into Illigard creaked and groaned against the pressure of too many men. Fe’rein turned back, a feral smile spread across his lips as the door gave way, splintering at its edges. 
The reaching arms of Culouth soldiers began to seep through. Hordes of Illigard soldiers abandoned posts and ran toward the slowly disintegrating door. They used the blunt part of their rifles to strike out at exposed hands and faces that found their way through the gaping holes of the entrance. 
Elcites had pushed himself free of the rubble and carried T’elen in one arm. Arile pulled Xi’iom away from the marauding horde that was finding its way in. Fe’rein turned back just as Fairhair urged Leane to follow the others as they fell back to a higher point. 
The mion pointed his finger, fire leaping from it across the courtyard and striking the fleeing figure of Fairhair in the back. A scream echoed from his lips as he fell forward, knees striking the earth first. 
Leane turned at the sound of him falling. 
The steps that led up the incline of Illigard were no more than a few feet away. She reached him as he fell to his side, blood draining from his midsection where the shadow fire had carved a hole. 
“Leane,” he gurgled, blood spiting from his mouth as he spoke. 
She looked at him, smoothing back his golden hair, blood pooling at her feet as he held him on an incline. “Don’t, there isn’t time,” she croaked. 
She felt emotion for a man that she did not love.
He had shown her comfort when she needed it. 
“You––save yourself,” he struggled to speak. 
The entrance was breached. 
The host of Culouth soldiers stormed through; what remained of Illigard charged from behind where Leane sat with Fairhair. Fe’rein, who stood at the center of it all, did not lift a hand against the normal infantry. Instead, he walked through, brushing off the occasional blow that came close to him. 
Fairhair tried to speak once more before his eyes rolled back and Leane laid him aside. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she ran her hand over the top of his face, closing his eyes forever. As she stood, wiping away the tears from her eyes, she saw Fe’rein. The tendrils of his shadow energy seeped out through the clashing of weapons and men. The stairway was slick as she turned quickly and bounded up after Elcites and Arile. 
The mion reached the base of the stairs, M’iordi only steps behind him. His wide eyes looked this way and the other as he watched the carnage around him. Men burst from the insides, their blood sizzling against the energy, and the meek councilman did his best to keep from falling sick right there in the streets of Illigard. 
The building that resided at the apex of the stone stairs was much like everything else within the outpost: antediluvian and dated. The swell of the soldiers continued around him as Fe’rein ascended the steps one at a time, not bounding or leaping as the remnants of the Illigard officers had done. Each step bore the mark of war, the sacrifice of blood for honor.
Leane was the last through the door of the hill building. 
The scared soldiers on either side of the door watched her in wide-eyed apprehension. T’elen sat across the room; her feet sprawled out in front of her and her head tilted on a bundle of clothes. Xi’iom had regained consciousness, but had not moved. The whites of his eyes were intent upon the roof of the eroding building. 
The soldiers looked back to her and she realized the shift in command. With T’elen down, it was understood that she would lead them. She spotted the pile of wooden pallets standing along the other wall that had been used to move freight around. She moved toward them, her voice immediately taking on the tone of a commander. “Get those pallets and stack them in front of the door, bar the windows,” she shouted as she heaved one up against her body and prepared to walk it across the hall. 
Elcites lifted it from her grasp and finished the distance. 
She ran across the room, her icy boots making a squishing noise, and fell down beside T’elen. She pushed the hair back from the Field Marshal’s face. “T’elen,” Leane murmured as she stroked the woman’s face. 
She looked across to the vacant stare on Xi’iom’s face, and then to the concerned look spread across Arile’s features. Dirt and blood had pasted a mask across his nose and cheek. His mouth was closed, but a dark line traced it evenly. He was crouched and as she knelt, he pushed himself to his feet. The broken end of his spear was still held tightly in his hands. “It appears that this day cannot be won,” he spoke with a deflated sigh. 
T’elen stirred. 
Her eyes fluttered, but did not open. 
Leane grabbed her hand tightly, squeezing it with all the might she had, and smiled. “Fe’rein has indeed made things more difficult, but we are not yet lost as long as we have our lives.” 
Thunder echoed against the door. 
The wooden pallets splintered and burst aside despite Elcites and the other soldiers’ resolve to stack them. The Umordoc commander shielded his eyes as the shards of the wood were flung out over the entire building. 
Leane looked up from T’elen’s side and saw the glow of the energy that she knew all too well: Fe’rein. The chaos of the war outside filtered in through the door. 
The guardian was quick to recover. 
He produced another blade from his side, ducking and swinging it along the midsection of the mion. Fe’rein glowered down at the strike, not even bothering to touch the blade. 
He simply stared at it. 
The blade glowed red hot in the Umordoc’s hand and Elcites threw it aside with a hiss as it sizzled through the wood of the floor. Fe’rein looked at Elcites, his right arm stretched out in front of him and his fist clenched tightly. A snarl curled his lips. His form dematerialized, trails of where it had been floating on the wind. 
Leane knew what was about to happen, she had seen the man do it before. She reached out her hand, her voice a shrill scream. “Behind you.” 
Elcites spun, but as he did so it was too late. Fe’rein struck out, his fist passing through the stomach of the Umordoc guardian. A strangled, startled gurgle erupted from Elcites’ lips. 
The mion lifted his arm. 
His hand had passed completely through Elcites. 
The guardian reached down with his two massive hands, trying to wrap around the single arm that held him in the air, but he could not. The energy around it was like an invisible, impenetrable shield that protected Fe’rein. His eyes bulged as Fe’rein twisted his arm within the guardian’s torso. The grinding noise of Elcites’ flesh against Fe’rein’s energy was a sickening sound. 
“He will come,” screamed Elcites, his face a canvas of pain. 
Fe’rein tilted his head, his hateful eyes watching the guardian. “Will he now? I would have thought he would be here already to save the day,” mocked the mion with a cruel grin spread across his featureless face. “Where is he when you need him the most?”
Arile had already begun his dash across the hall, a blade in each hand as he covered the distance without sound. He sliced through the air, striking out at Fe’rein’s face and then his body, spinning as he carried through each blow. Rage overtook his attack. As he backed away, he looked down and saw that he only held the bone hilts in each hand. The remnants of the blades were scattered at Fe’rein’s feet. 
Fe’rein, still holding Elcites above him, turned and looked at the white hunter. A lecherous grin spread across his shadowed face. “Your time will come soon, White One,” he crooned as he slung his arm out and the battered body of Elcites collided with the far wall, destroying the pile of pallets below the window. 
Arile fell back, tripping on the uneven slant of the floor. Fe’rein towered over him; the writhing shadows of his body leapt from his form and leered. 
Dark eyes within dark eyes watched him. 
Fe’rein reached down and grasped Arile’s neck, lifting him from the ground as if he were weightless. The white hunter clawed at the hands around his neck, a thick vein bulging from his forehead. Red veins coursed through Arile’s eyes. 
“You are the White One, pride of the Re’klu’hereun, and yet here you are. I could crush you if it pleased me. You are supposed to be a prophet of the tundra people. You are nothing, useless.”
Leane had pushed herself up from T’elen’s side. Pulling a blade free of the sheath at her side, she crept around behind Arile and Fe’rein as they argued. M’iordi had stood by, his hands laced over his chest and his eyes watching the exchange. 
She was crouched as she moved around them, her eyes flashing over to Fe’rein and then to the calm figure of M’iordi. She tucked the knife back against her wrist and crossed the distance between them. His eyes wandered to her and his hands uncrossed from his chest and tensed at his sides. 
“Leane ilsen,” he spoke, the surprise in his voice evident. 
She paused, the blade instinctually flipping back around so that she held it like an ice pick. “Councilman M’iordi, it has been some time since last I saw you. I trust that Culouth has served you well, and that you in turn have done all you can to subjugate your people,” returned Leane with a grim smile. 
M’iordi took a step forward, nodding to Fe’rein as the mion craned his neck to see them. “I can handle this, Fe’rein. You continue with your violence.”
Fe’rein turned back and threw Arile across the length of the building, his body slamming against the far wall. The material of the structure caved beneath the force of his impact. Fe’rein moved beside Leane with a brief flash and reached out with his hand. The blade lifted from Leane’s grip and floated to the mion. He flipped it over in his hand and then grasped it tightly, dissolving it into a liquid that pooled by his boots. 
Fe’rein looked at Leane, his dark eyes reflecting her image. “Your son has been a thorn in the side of many people, Leane. There are many who believed he would deliver you from this day.” Fe’rein spread his hands wide at the carnage around them: the heap that was Arile and the bleeding mass that was Elcites. He smiled as he gestured to Xi’iom and T’elen. “It appears that you have no savior.”
Leane looked around the room. 
She felt panic tug at her. She knew that there were no options left. “He has not come, yet,” she managed through the tight line of her mouth. 
Fe’rein laughed. 
The eerie pitch of the sound was inhuman. “I keep hearing that: he has not come, but he will. I must say that it bores me,” he sneered as he flashed forward, materializing right in front of her. 
The stale breath of death washed over her. 
She turned away, grimacing as she did so. 
He leaned in farther. 
“You could never understand. Seth…”
Her reply was cut short as he struck her across the face, knocking her to the ground. Fe’rein loomed above Leane, his chest heaving. His snide manner was replaced by anger and hate at the mention of his brother’s name. 
“You dare to speak his name?” he screamed. The hatred in his voice caused the shadows of his body to leap up off him like cruel monsters grown from his skin. 
She wiped away the blood from her lips and glowered back at him. “You were always the sullen, useless child of the two. He was strong, brave, and you were pathetic and weak. That is why the Intelligence chose you. They saw your weakness and used it to control you,” she sneered back, her voice taunting. 
M’iordi stepped forward as if to say something, but Fe’rein laid a hand out in his way as he moved forward. Lifting her from the ground, the mion flung her across the room like a rag doll. Her scream echoed as she sailed through the air, and then became only a pained murmur as she collided with the retaining wall of the structure. 
He teleported across the distance and stood over top of her again. The murder in his eyes was accented by the blood red tint that the darkened globes had undertaken. He grasped her by the scruff of her uniform and pulled her free from the rubble as easily as he had tossed her across the room. 
He was eyelevel with her now. 
Her bruised face ran red with blood. 
One eye was beginning to close and the other revealed the hatred she felt for Fe’rein. She flexed her jaw muscles and spit his face, the blood and saliva caught in his right eye, or rather where it would have been. It sizzled and drained away from his face, but he wiped at it with his free hand all the same. 
He opened his mouth to speak, but a flash of pain ignited in his mind. He fell back, Leane still gripped in his hand. Fe’rein shook his head, eyes closed. His grip faltered and she fell aside with a thud. He fell to his knees; his hands wrapped around the side of his face in pain. 
Fe’rein, bringer of Darkness, hear our voice.
The energy drained away from his features. 
The cruel, puckered features of Fe’rein returned and he gasped for breath as if he had not done so in some time. The outer door flowed with the yellow-striped grab of Culouth and soon M’iordi was surrounded by them as he had been surrounded by Fe’rein’s power. 
The Ai’mun’hereun comes. We need your protection. 
Fe’rein unlatched his hands from around the side of his head and looked around him.
He watched as the Culouth troops poured through the door like water through a crack. They all looked to him, their pleading eyes searched for leadership. He pushed himself to his feet. The voices had resounded in his mind like a bell rung near glass, shattering the calm that had been there; calm created of rage and hatred. 
“My mion, what is the matter?” queried M’iordi, stepping out from within the crowd of Culouth soldiers. Fe’rein flexed his hands. The pressure of his shadow fire still crept through his fingers like a vile liquid that had found a home inside his form. 
Fe’rein sliced a hand through the air. 
“The Intelligence calls for me.” 
Whispers and mumbles passed over the assembled Culouth soldiers.
There had not been talk of home in some time. M’iordi looked at Fe’rein questioningly. “Why do they call, my mion?”
Fe’rein closed his eyes, visualizing the extent of his power. As he opened them once more, he was consumed. His face was again the mask of the Creator. “That is between them and me, M’iordi.”
M’iordi bowed and then opened his hand, gesturing to Leane and the others. “What would you have me do with them in your absence?”
Fe’rein looked over the huddled forms, a sense of satisfaction in his eyes. “Keep them alive. The Intelligence may yet have use for them. Especially the mother, she is the link to the boy.”
M’iordi bowed. “We will await your return, my mion. Illigard has fallen, and with them the Resistance. Give my many thanks to the Intelligence.” 
Fe’rein eyed the man. 
There was a time that he trusted the councilman, but he knew behind every word there was a layer of deceit. He nodded slowly and looked to the hunger in the eyes of the soldiers. Women: that was the bane of every soldier who was far from home, who felt the primal touch of senseless violence. Given enough time, they would come to crave it. 
He pointed to the men. “Make sure these women are not harmed, M’iordi,” he ordered, making sure the councilman looked him in the eyes. 
Leane continued to stare at Fe’rein, even as the soldiers lifted her from the ground. Some used the opportunity to fondle her, but that mattered little in the wake of the hatred with which she stared at the mion of Culouth. 
M’iordi bowed again. 
“You have my word. They will not be molested.”
Fe’rein grunted and pushed past the soldiers, most moving aside to clear him a path. Once outside, he raised his hands into the air. He lowered himself, tucking his arms close to his body, and then sprung from the ground like a burst from a rifle, disappearing instantaneously into the gray cloud cover above. 
His destination was the same as the Ai’mun’hereun.
 



  
ⱷ
E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai stepped through the fabric of time and space. He reemerged in the temple of the Shaman. Ti’ere’yuernen, the Shaman of the East as he had once been called, looked incredulously upon E’Malkai. He had been sitting cross-legged at the center of the room, his dark eyes closed as he searched through the world. 
“You have returned,” he spoke, astonished. 
E’Malkai looked at the Shaman without emotion. 
“I have,” he replied and looked around the room as if it was foreign to him. The silver lettering that was tattooed all over his body glimmered and shone, vibrating within his skin as he took each step. “Much time has passed.”
The Shaman watched the youth carefully, his attention drawn to the tear in the fabric of Dok’Turmel. The heat of the Dead Sands radiated from it, the edges glowing as if on fire. “How did you return?” he asked as he passed his hand over the tear. His dark hands sealed it once more as if he were simply wiping away a stain. 
E’Malkai took another step forward, the intensity of his power searing a hole in the stone, blackening the floor. “I walked through the barrier, tore a hole so that I could return.”
The Shaman nearly burst in frustration. “You cannot simply tear a hole in the dimensional barrier of Dok’Turmel. It is simply not done,” he exclaimed, throwing his hands up as he walked toward the youth. 
E’Malkai turned as the Shaman closed the distance. His lidless eyes narrowed at the man’s approach. “I had to return. There was no time to waste.” 
The Shaman stopped in his tracks, staring at the consumed figure of E’Malkai. “There is evil on the other side that wishes to find a way into the realm of the living. If they were to find the tear you created…”
E’Malkai waved his hand for silence. 
“It matters not. It is already done.”
The Shaman crossed his arms over his chest. 
“What is it that you would wish to speak of?”  
E’Malkai’s head lowered. “I have been given this power though I would not have wished for it. I have witnessed the death of my father and have seen the passing of centuries before my eyes. My life and my youth have been taken from me.”
“The Final War is upon Terra.”
E’Malkai hesitated, turning back slightly. 
“Is it over?”
The Shaman shook his head. “No.”
“Has Fe’rein killed many?”
The Shaman sauntered forward, standing beside the youth and placing a hand on his shoulder; rather at the edge of his power where his shoulder would have been had it not been for the field of energy that enveloped him. “Much of the killing has been done by men. Kyien led a vicious campaign across the swamps of Illigard. Hundreds of thousands have fallen already.”
“What of Illigard?”
“It has been taken for now, though it was defended to the last man and woman of the tundra. They gave their lives for you. For their Ai’mun’hereun,” replied the Shaman. 
E’Malkai nodded and continued forward. He lifted his arms from his sides and then pressed them out in front of him, palms facing forward. “Too many have died for the greed and lust of the Intelligence. They must be ended.”
The Shaman followed the Original Creator forward. “Fe’rein will not simply stand aside once his master has fallen. He will rise with more power. Without the leash of the Intelligence, he will be much more powerful than he was before.”
E’Malkai turned, facing the Shaman. 
“He is only a shadow of what I am.”
The Shaman smiled, closing his eyes and nodding. 
“Indeed he is.”
“I will not return here again, Ti’ere’yuernen.” The Creator hesitated. “You were right about my father. His heart was his undoing. He loved a brother who cared only for himself.” 
The Shaman nodded. “I spoke the truth, nothing more.”
“I may yet destroy this world, Ti’ere’yuernen. I will do so only after I have taken the life of the creature that enslaved my uncle and the monster that killed my father.”
E’Malkai reached out with his hands. His fingers flexed as he touched the air, solidifying it as he had done within Dok’Turmel, tearing back the folds of reality and time. A bright light came forth from the center of the tear, beckoning the Original Creator forward. 
Winds blew from it, gales of a storm greater than had ever been seen upon Terra. E’Malkai looked back as he stepped through, watching as the Shaman waved goodbye. 
Time and space engulfed him once again.
 



  
ⱷ
Illigard
  
  
  
Leane choked back a sob as the soldier’s fist collided with her face. The piggish turn of his nose and beady dark eyes made him look more the part of evil than he might have been in his former life as a civilian. The stained yellow stripe that traced down his right shoulder was bathed in the blood of the enemy. 
The double doors of the building were cast wide open. 
The cold draft that barreled through could not chill Leane more than the actions of men she would have thought incapable of such atrocities. The army of Illigard was not completely without integrity. Though the building was taken, Illigard was far from occupied. That particular fact was made all too clear as another volley of rifle bursts cascaded through the opening and clipped a soldier who was reporting to M’iordi. 
She had been violated. 
She had heard Fe’rein’s words, but had not believed that M’iordi would see them through. These men of war had become beasts, driven forward by primal urges that were far from under control. 
Her uniform had been torn from her torso. 
It hung in rags over her shoulders from where the Culouth soldiers had pawed at her, tearing away at her pride and dignity with tainted hands. The soldier who loomed over her now had a mind to do as the others had done. The shrill, almost feminine tone of M’iordi just behind him gave him pause. 
“That’s enough, soldier. We are still at war here. There will be ample time for the spoils once our enemies are plowed into the earth,” he spoke, marveling at his own magnificence and eloquence of speech. 
The soldier took another crooked look at her and smiled, revealing stained yellow teeth from neglect, another fantastic benefit of war. 
M’iordi took his place looming over top her. 
His pale features showed signs of both dirt and fatigue. “So much for the strength of the tundra. You always were quite the whore, weren’t you?”
Leane looked up. 
Her neck felt heavy and her arms were bound behind her back. She looked over to where Elcites was huddled against the wall. The Umordoc commander had been wounded; he might even be dead, she could not be certain. Her face was swollen, the bruised lids of her eyes very nearly shut from being slapped as they dishonored her. 
“You always were a mindless child, weren’t you?” She cried silently as the ropes bit into her wrists, drawing blood once more. 
He threw his head back and laughed. 
The dip of his throat infuriated her.  
He leered at her as the laughter subsided, and then struck her with the back of his hand. “Fe’rein said that you were to go unspoiled, but that seems an unfair way to treat such a hostile enemy, does it not?” He leaned closer. The fresh smell of his breath baffled her. “There is no need to hide it, my dear. You know you enjoyed it.”
She snarled and leapt forward as best she could from her knees, but failed in doing so. Receiving another smack across the face, saliva and blood returned to her lips. 
She looked up at him over red and worn eyes. 
“Not jealous are you?” she mocked. 
Her mouth was swollen and her jaw felt numb. 
His neck reddened and it rose to his cheeks, his eyes wide at her words. “Pity that the whore general is not up and moving. She is known for her resistance,” he returned, the venom of his voice guttural. 
They eyed each other, the hatred so thick that it could have been hammered out between them. It was broken suddenly as a soldier marched in. The man wore the same dirty clothing that he had for months. 
“Lord M’iordi, the enemy forces have erected barricades at the base of the stairs. They have sealed over the main entrance, and have archers along the wall towers.”
M’iordi held his breath, bringing his hand to his face. 
Leane laughed at his back. 
“Seems we are not so defeated, pig,” she spat. 
The councilman wheeled, his foot lashing out and striking her across the face. A satisfying crunch emanated as he felt her jaw break under his boot. She fell back against the wooden floorboards, her head striking the ground and then rebounding back. She looked out across the floors and saw the crumpled figure of Arile. 
He had not moved since Fe’rein left. 
M’iordi kicked her again along her ribs. His face was red and his lips were pressed together so tightly that they had gone pale. He continued to kick her several more times, each with more force and authority than before. 
He did not stop until the soldier cleared his throat, bringing a closed fist to his mouth. His voice was controlled as he spoke to the councilman. “What are your orders, Lord M’iordi?”
M’iordi breathed hard as he watched Leane’s eyes roll back into unconsciousness. He smoothed out his hands against his robe and turned, pressing one hand into the other. Gripping them tightly, he fought the rage that had momentarily claimed his judgment. “I want these soldiers rooted out. Find them and kill them, captain. I will not be the one to tell Fe’rein that we lost Illigard in his absence.”
The soldier bowed and looked to the curled-up Leane before he spun and left. He melted into the sounds of orders being barked. He turned back once more to look at Leane and merely stared as he lost himself in the sounds of war. 
 



  
ⱷ
Culouth
  
  
  
E’Malkai materialized upon the Avenue at the heart of Culouth. The sprawling skyline was hidden behind a gray cloud of toxic fumes and smog. Pristine buildings had crumbled and withered. There were riots in the streets; PTVs overturned on the Avenue, flames rising from their cores. Men scampered about, plasma rifles held in hand. Wild looks infected their gazes, watching everything through the eyes of a maniac. 
The Original Creator walked without care. 
He wanted the Intelligence and he would not be made to wait. As he continued to walk, he saw through eyes that had once been. He remembered the city as it was, and would never be again. 
Culouth was the tree to which the poisonous root was latched. It, too, needed to meet its end. Acts of perversion and moral degradation were flaunted before the bearer of life and creation. They paid him no more than a moment’s notice. 
E’Malkai could sense the mion.
He dematerialized and materialized once more as the walking became tedious. His objective was clear to him. He reached the gulch that delved deep into the epicenter of Culouth. It was the hole in which the Intelligence chose to hide. 
He stared down into the dank pit of machine refuse and grimaced, the lines of his face hidden behind the mask of what he had become. During his battle with the being called the Polypheme, he absorbed some of his power without realizing. Now he bore a red vein of energy as a reminder of that, a testament to his journey. 
Jumping forward, he allowed for a moment the absurdity of gravity to pull him down into the cesspool of toxicity. He watched as the lights faded and the shadow claimed what had been. He felt the doorway, the gateway into their world. It was something that they chose to hide, and then only to reveal to those who they felt were worthy. Unfortunately for them, there was nothing that was outside the understanding and influence of the Original Creator. 
Reaching out with his hands, he closed his eyes as he felt the prickle of energy crawl along his skin. He opened his eyes, the energy leaping from his hand and colliding with the wall. The emerald and white electricity danced over the shadow until the gateway revealed itself in the light. 
He smiled.  
The white halls that Fe’rein had seen were no more. There was no convoluted entrance through which the Original Creator was forced to walk. Instead, there was a dank, rocky cavern at the end of which stood Fe’rein, his dark power a guise. 
The Intelligence stood behind him in its true form. 
Three heads rose from the ground. Each bore coils of electrical tubing that ran back into the wall behind them. It was the central nervous system of an entire city controlled by so few. 
Fe’rein’s arms were crossed over his chest. He wore a smile across his scarred face. “How nice of you to join us, child,” he called over the expanse of the caverns. 
E’Malkai stopped a distance from him. The haunting white glow of his body made him a beacon within the darkness. He stared beyond Fe’rein to the Intelligence. “I am no child. I have walked across the Dead Sands, seen the peaks of the Kien’jedai, and witnessed the splendors and terrors of the Grove. I have lived a hundred lifetimes and you have yet to live one,” returned E’Malkai, the ethereal tone of his voice wiped the self-righteous smirk from Fe’rein’s face. 
The first of the voices called out. 
“We tried to warn you…” spoke the child. 
“But you would not listen…” continued the grandfather. 
The darkest of the voices boomed in the cavern. “Fe’rein.”
Fe’rein turned back to the Intelligence, his arms at his sides once more. “You fear this child,” he marveled, pointing at the youth. 
“He is the Original Creator, the Light born before the darkness,” screamed the child, her voice ringing across the halls. Fe’rein held his hands over his ears as the shrill pitch rebounded. 
“You are a mere shadow of what he is.”
Fe’rein turned to the darkest of them, waiting. 
“You must kill him. You are our guardian,” the shadow voice concluded. His was the most somber of all. 
E’Malkai sliced his hand through stale atmosphere of the cavern. A wave of solidified air passed across Fe’rein, knocking the wind from him. “I call your true names: Talmar, father of pestilence; Meinen, whore of the winds; and Culouth, deceiver of the darkness. I shall take you from this earth as my father was taken, and all others who have fallen because of your depravity.”
Fe’rein held his hand over his chest and grimaced. The force of the air that had struck him had actually hurt. He had not felt pain in longer than he cared to remember; the very thought of it now ignited his hatred, his rage. He moved forward, but was thrown aside again as E’Malkai cast his hand back without looking, knocking the mion back once more. 
“If you destroy us, this city will wither and die,” warned Meinen. Her childlike voice pleaded. The synthetic face shifted as if shaking its head. Her feminine features diminished and sputtered. E’Malkai reached out. Lightning and white fire leapt from his hands, disintegrating the metal and wire, reducing the machine to smolder. 
The second face, the one called Talmar, shimmered. The exact features of the fatherly face were distorted. “By killing us you make your foe stronger, far more powerful than he has ever been,” roared Talmar. 
E’Malkai shook his head and hovered forward. Placing his hand on the external skin of the synthetic head, he let his power flow freely. Consuming it, E’Malkai listened as the machine cried and writhed. The Original Creator swept away the smoke from the enemy at his feet. Two of the minds of the Intelligence were dissolved into nothing more than burnt and melded wire that no longer served a use. 
The final of the three, the one called Culouth, did not plead. 
Its coal black eyes stared at the Original Creator incarnate and glowered. E’Malkai hovered just in front of it. Fe’rein sat away from them, holding his breath as the child he knew confronted the masters who had held the mion in bondage for almost half his life. 
“You have taken life from two realms: the one who birthed the line of Armen and another who was innocent to your claim. The wrath that you have invoked extends beyond this life and will follow you into the next, if there is a mortal frame to which your consciousness may flow.”
E’Malkai settled back down upon the ground. 
The glow of his figure hummed as E’Malkai extended his arm as he had done to walk through the fabric of space and time. The energy poured through his outstretched hand; a disc of emerald and white energy grew with each second. The Original Creator called out from within E’Malkai, a war chant in a language that had never been. 
The power leapt from E’Malkai’s hands and crawled through the air. Energy eradicated everything in its path, dissolving the rock and earth, the wires and machines that had kept the Intelligence alive. The world fell out from beneath the mion and E’Malkai, and for a moment Fe’rein cried out.
Blue skies had darkened. 
War seemed to even affect everything it touched. 
E’Malkai turned back to Fe’rein. 
A dark mist hovered above him, specks of red and white darting in and out of his body. He reeled back, his body suspended in the air. With his mouth open, the shadow within poured free. His arms reached out from his sides and then drew back into him, hands convulsing into claws that dug at his flesh. 
E’Malkai watched without remorse. 
He knew that he was being given the power that he had received as payment for the blood of his brother. “That is the power you accepted. It hurts doesn’t it, burns from the inside? Your masters are gone, their control diminished,” echoed E’Malkai, his arms linked across his chest. 
Fe’rein fell forward, his head weightless as the shadow receded. “I can feel it once again, as it had been when it first came to me.” He flexed his hand, clenching it into a fist and then opening it again. The winds attacked his figure, blowing the tunic he wore. The sash around his waist fluttered as if it were another entity altogether. He stretched out his body, flexing his hands into the air.
His stare fell upon E’Malkai. 
He saw the intermingling of the energies and the red strand that ran across the youth’s body. “What is the crimson streak for? Why do you bear red lightning?”
E’Malkai stood steadfast against the winds. His white clothing did not move as Fe’rein’s. “There was a being called the Polypheme who guarded the Grove. He was a powerful creation. I wear it as a reminder of his strength, of his sacrifice, so that I would inherit this power.”
Fe’rein laced his fingers and extended his arms as he cracked them, the sound lost over the howl of the gales. “So you travel across centuries and sands of death and despair to come back and destroy me? I must say that I am distressed by this. I could have killed you months ago. I spared your life when it should have been taken from you.” 
Arms folded and his most hateful glare summoned, E’Malkai responded. “My life was spared only so that I may return on this day and end the life of the monster that killed my father.”
Fe’rein laughed. “That is what this is all about, your father? I ended his life for his own benefit. He would have resented this power. He would have found a way to rid himself of it, foolishly I might add.”
The extremities of E’Malkai’s power spiked violently. “I do this because you have abused your power, brought war upon Terra.”
Fe’rein pointed at himself, touching his chest with his fingers. A mocking glance was pasted over his features. “You think I started this war? Have you ever thought that all the violence you see was created because of you?”
E’Malkai glared at his uncle. 
Fe’rein smirked and tilted his head. 
A giddy laugh escaped his lips as he did so. “I see that I have your attention now. If you had not been the son of your father, then you would not have inherited the power that would have inevitably led you into a battle with me. Your defeat prompted the wayward Field Marshal and your mother to carry out a crusade, which was not completely unreciprocated, against Culouth. War greeted the realm and hundreds of thousands of soldiers have fallen on each side because you were too weak to defeat me when you had your chance.”
E’Malkai’s eyes steeled, his lips held tight. 
He flashed forward, the emerald and white trail of his energy billowing off of him. His elbow caught Fe’rein across the jaw. Before he even drew back the elbow, E’Malkai’s clenched fist slammed underneath Fe’rein’s chin and lifted him into the air and through the metallic layer below Culouth. 
E’Malkai pulsed forward, following Fe’rein as he collided through layer upon layer of steel and wire. The force of the blow, and the heat of the shadow fire that burned around him, carved a tube through the lower layer of the city until the mion emerged through the cast metal of the Avenue. 
A cloud of dust trailed behind him. 
Colliding with a length of building, the stone and metal fell away as Fe’rein glanced off and fell to the ground. E’Malkai emerged from the massive hole that had been created. He landed gently on the ground, several feet from Fe’rein. His chest heaved and his face was marred in dark lines. E’Malkai stalked toward the mion, his feet searing rivets into the surface of the Avenue. 
He loomed over his enemy, his family. “Where are the trite words now, bringer of deceit? Do you yet fear me?” spoke the Original Creator indignantly, his arms crossed over his chest. 
Fe’rein ran his arm over his face. 
Dark red blood covered the sleeve of his tunic. He looked at it incredulously as he gritted his teeth. They were as well stained in blood. “Seems you have gotten a bit stronger since than last time we met,” spat back Fe’rein as he held his hand to his chest. 
E’Malkai stepped forward again. Reaching down, he grasped Fe’rein by his tunic and lifted him into the air, high above his own head even though they were very nearly the same height. Fe’rein fought E’Malkai’s grip, faltering as he met the dead eyes of the youth. 
“Your pain has only begun.” 
E’Malkai slammed his fist into Fe’rein’s chest, which launched him across the Avenue. Falling another building in his wake, he continued through. As he flashed forward, E’Malkai wished only for the strength to repay the anguish Fe’rein had visited upon the realm a thousand fold.   
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Illigard
  
  
  
Leane stirred awake. Elcites hovered over her. His usually unsympathetic face seemed full of emotion. He held one hand over his waist. The wound there no longer bled, but it seemed sensitive to the touch. Stroking back the hair from her face, the plastered curls were slick with blood and tears. 
The building was deserted except for the guards posted at the entrance. Arile stood over T’elen, pressing a damp washcloth against her forehead. He turned as Leane did, meeting her pitiful smile with a sour nod. 
“I am sorry that I could not defend you as I should have, Leane ilsen,” spoke the Umordoc guardian, sitting back on the floor as he breathed out heavily. The wind blew through the hall and even the grand warrior shivered at its cold touch. “I am no longer the warrior that I once was.”
Leane pushed herself to her feet as best she could. She could feel the heaviness from where she had been hit along her jaw, as well as on the side of her body from where M’iordi had kicked her into unconsciousness. There was relative silence and that worried her more than getting beat had. 
“Is it over? Has Culouth taken Illigard?”
Elcites shook his head, his chin almost touching his chest as he did. “The fools started a fire as a way to keep Illigard soldiers back. In doing so, they have trapped us here in this building with the Culouth soldiers who had followed us. The others have met their fate.”
Leane laughed, the action hurt her lungs. 
A fire built in her chest as she shook. 
“It will not be long now.”
Arile pushed himself to his feet, running his hands along the cheek of the Field Marshal as he walked toward Leane. He sat alongside the guardian, his arms stretched out behind him. His gaze was fixed upon the guards in front of the entrance. “It seems that our prayers will not be answered, Lady Leane. Your son has perished in his mission.”
The soldiers shifted, exposing the outside. 
Columns of smoke and fire rose from below the stairwell. Startled screams and shouts echoed from deeper in the thick haze of violence and war. Arile shook his head as he watched bodies being dragged aside; some thrown upon the fire. “So many have died. The people of the tundra are no more. The time of the hunter has passed.”
Elcites nodded, his hand clasped over his wound. 
“As has the time of the guardian.” 
The wail of a horn was shrill in the night air. 
The time of day had become increasingly difficult to tell between the overcast skies and the fog of war. The soldiers parted as M’iordi stepped through, his regal robes stained by smoke and dirt, as well as the blood of those fallen around him. Yellow-striped soldiers poured from either side of him, their faces soiled from whatever plunders they had dabbled in. 
He took long strides across the hall. His bright cape wrapped against his body, wet from the storm that raged outside. His uneven stare fell upon Leane and he pointed his hand out. The soldiers fell in line with his wishes without thought or question. They grabbed her bound hands and pulled her to her feet roughly. 
Elcites reached up as if to stop them and felt the brutal end of a plasma rifle across his face. He gripped the wound at his side with a twist of his lips. Arile as well tried to intercede, but instead felt the sting of a weapon against his chest, the shock of electricity crawled across his skin as he gritted his teeth. 
He fell back, his hands clenched.  
The soldiers threw Leane at M’iordi’s feet. 
A cry escaped her lips as she landed hard on her side; a place already bruised from abuse. He stared down at her, his eyes wide from sleeplessness. The days that had passed since last he had beaten her had found no sleep for him, only the torment of a prolonged engagement of war. “Three days have we laid siege to this damnable place and all that we have accomplished is more death. Now we are trapped in this useless tower.”
Leane looked at him with impassive eyes. “Pity.”
He reared back with his hand as if to backhand her and then stopped, glowering at her. “I grow tired of beating you. My men no longer care for you. You have grown rank and useless,” he retorted with equal viciousness and hate. 
He grabbed her by the torn sleeve and pulled her to her feet. Her eyes were wide as he manhandled her, pulling her toward the door. The soldiers watched with sad eyes as her screams were lost upon them; deaf ears to a war that already claimed too many lives. 
They emerged out into the open air of the stairs. 
Illigard was bathed in fire and blood. 
The line of flame cut the outpost in half, one side trapped with the mountain to its back and the other pressing against the fires from the east. The roar of the fire droned out everything else; the whipping scream of the immortal flame. 
He pushed her down on to the stone with enough force to make her cry out as her already bruised legs smashed into the earth. He bent close to her, grabbing a fistful of her hair and drawing her face close to his. 
“Do you know what purpose you serve?” he rasped. 
The smoke and the anger that coursed through him had nearly taken his voice. She spit in his face and screamed as she tried to bite his face, the only recourse that she had with her hands bound and forced against the ground as she was. “Damn you, M’iordi,” she cried, her head falling forward, suspended only by his hand. 
He wiped away the saliva with his free hand and smiled as he wiped it across her shredded tunic. “You can die for me. Your death will be a reminder: I have their kings and queens, their leaders of faith,” he whispered feverishly, his breath still not yet as stale as the others who had used her. 
Her eyes widened. 
She had accepted her servitude, of being used, because she believed that there would be retribution for what had been done to her. Being condemned to death so simply was a frightening prospect. “You wouldn’t dare, Fe’rein would…”
He interrupted her with a sharp smack across her face. “He is not here. He cares little for the life of one whore; even if it was one who had tasted his brother.” His eyes flashed wildly as he drew a slender knife from around his back. 
It was a simple weapon. 
Dark black hilt and silvery steel, it had no inlaid markings, no ornate carvings; it was a weapon of death. He turned, dragging her forward, kicking and screaming, to the very center of the steps so everyone could see. Soldiers of Illigard pointed from beyond the flames, their words lost. 
M’iordi reached high into the sky, sleet turning into rain against his body as the seasons changed. His dark eyes were wide in a zealous rage. “Watch and learn, fools. I will bleed her as I will bleed all those who stand against the will of Culouth,” he roared, his dark robes billowing off of him as the rain and winds grew excited with his words. 
Leane was pulled taut. 
The councilman was tall enough that as he dragged her to her feet, she could do nothing but squirm against his grip. The thunderclouds shuddered violently as lightning danced across the sky. 
M’iordi motioned with the blade once more. 
Soldiers of Culouth turned away, many had known Leane before the war, heard her kind words. M’iordi brought the blade down and stabbed her square in the chest. Her eyes opened wide, tears forming at the edges and pooling at the center. She gasped, falling forward as M’iordi loosed his grip. She uttered a strangled scream as she fell, her hand clawing out in front of her. 
M’iordi grinned like a jackal as he drove the blade into her back, pulling it free again only to drive it in again. A shower of blood sprinkled across his face and was quickly washed away by the rain. She was frozen, her hand still reaching out in front of her, gnarled fists trying to reach the unknown. M’iordi rose from atop her, wiping his blade on his robes so that it was clean once more. The cold wind blew her hair from her face, the last of her tears touching the stone of Illigard. 
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E’Malkai
  
  
  
E’Malkai stopped and wobbled, his feet almost giving way beneath him. He reached a hand to the side of his head and closed his eyes. He had heard the scream, it sounded in his mind like a thousand screams within a hurricane of sound. He moved his hands to the front of his face, pressing desperately against his skull. His breathing increased, he felt his chest heave. He had felt her die. E’Malkai had seen the passing of her as if he had been standing at her side. 
Fe’rein’s was still upon his back. 
He had felt the passing of Leane as well. 
“You felt her death,” he marveled. 
The mion knew the youth had grown powerful. Fe’rein had spent decades honing his powers, perfecting them, tempering them to his will. His skills were already beyond even the very limits of the Dark Creator. 
E’Malkai nodded. 
Opening his eyes, the flame of the Original Creator receded. The silver tattoos remained, as well as the glow that permeated his being. The white and emerald were now merely a shadow upon him as the blood and death was so often on Fe’rein. He did not answer him, but instead turned toward the west; to Illigard, where he had felt her death originate. 
He rose from the ground and reached out with his hand, turning the air solid as he had done in order to pass through time and space. Fe’rein watched in amazement as the youth reached his hand through and then disappeared, his figure dissolving into open air.
The Dark Creator pushed himself to his feet and ran toward the tube that had been created and ignited his shadow fire. He dove forward, freefalling into the tumultuous skies beneath him. As he felt the rush of the wind brush over his face, he reached out a hand as the youth had done. The energy of his life-force crawled along his arm and flashed forward. He could not teleport the distances E’Malkai could, but he did know where the youth was going.
  
*
  
E’Malkai walked out of thin air into the horrors of Illigard not a foot from where his mother had been slain. M’iordi turned in a panic as the youth breached the very fabric of reality and walked to where his mother lay prostrated in a crumpled heap. The councilman backed away, tripping past soldiers and guards as he rushed back toward the building at the top of the hill. 
The Original Creator knelt beside his mother, the sight of the stab wounds made the energy recede. His youthful features were evident as he ran his hands over her injuries. Tears pooled in his eyes as he turned her over; he did not wish to see the rush of her blood. 
Her face was still pitted in horror, the glassiness of her eyes had faded and only a distant look remained. His head fell forward, his long dark hair spilling over her face as he wept silently. He gripped the back of her neck and pulled her head to his chest slowly, cradling her in his grasp. 
He rocked back and forth. 
His tears glistened as they trickled on to her pale skin. 
“Who did this?” he whispered. 
The soldiers who were within distance exchanged worried looks. They started to back away, but the youth raised a hand and pointed a stern finger at them. His dark gaze took them all in at once. 
“Tell me who did this,” he commanded
One of the soldiers stepped forward, his legs shaky beneath him. “Are you the Creator?” he asked shakily. 
E’Malkai looked at him, the anger and sadness evident in his eyes. “I will be your death if you do not tell me who took the life of my mother,” he screamed, the energy sparking around him and lighting him aflame as if he were drenched in oil and had fallen upon a lit torch. 
The red streak that he wore in honor of the Polypheme had fattened and ran down the center of his face, cutting his features in two as he glared at the soldier. 
The man flinched at the sight of the youth’s power. The soldier held his hands to his face as he looked to the others, but they had tucked tail and run back toward the building where M’iordi had fled. “The councilman, the one called M’iordi,” he stammered before he fled. 
The youth closed his eyes, bulbous tears broken as he did so. He reached out with his other arm and slid it beneath his mother’s legs and then stood up, carrying her with him. The power of the Original Creator coursed through him, her body protected by the ghostly flames as he walked toward the building atop the hill.
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Fe’rein approached Illigard from above, first seeing the crimson and orange line of flame that cut the outpost in half. As he descended, he saw E’Malkai as he stalked toward the building at the top of the stairs where the mion himself had left Leane. 
He moved out ahead of the youth and landed at the entrance of the building, just ahead of E’Malkai. Smashing his shoulder into the door, he shattered it to pieces. As Fe’rein stepped through, arrows whistled, glancing off of the power that surrounded him, snapping and burning to ash at his touch. 
M’iordi stood far from the entrance and emerged once he saw that it was Fe’rein, not E’Malkai, who had burst through the open door. He fell to his knees before the Dark Creator, a sob escaping his lips as he looked up through fearful eyes. He gripped the edge of his pants in prostration. 
“He stepped out through thin air,” M’iordi cried. 
Fe’rein had always suffered the man because he had a strong will when it came to war, and the taking of lives when necessary. What he saw now was the truth of the man’s quality. 
He was very much a coward. 
“I told you not to harm the mother. I told you not to hurt Leane,” spoke Fe’rein. The very mention of her name panged him. He had always harbored such hatred for her because she had reminded him of his deceit. Now it brought him misery for she had once been a close friend, a caring being who had nurtured him when he was a child. 
M’iordi looked up at Fe’rein, his gaze averted. “She needed to be made an example of. They all did. We could not hold Illigard. I had no choice,” he stammered, his zeal and vigor for her death waned at the grave tones of the Dark Creator. 
Fe’rein turned as he felt E’Malkai approach. 
He bowed his head slightly. 
E’Malkai saw Elcites, his back against a wall, his head tilted aside. Arile sat at his side. T’elen was unconscious and Xi’iom had slipped back into nothingness, his health fading fast. 
He fixed his glare upon M’iordi. 
“You had no choice but to kill my mother?”  
M’iordi stared fearfully from E’Malkai to Fe’rein and pushed himself from the ground, wagging a finger at Fe’rein as he backed away. “I did not wish to do it. He commanded that I must,” he cried as he bumbled over fallen pieces of the roof. 
Fe’rein reached out with his hand, shadow fire exploding and finding its mark. M’iordi raised his hands as the power crawled over top him, consuming him. He screamed as the grip of the darkness eviscerated him until he was nothing more than bones and ash. E’Malkai opened his eyes as the man faded away and then bowed his head, turning with his mother in his arms. He laid her down at Arile’s feet, his tears no more. 
The power of the Original Creator had claimed E’Malkai. “I wish you to honor her as my ancestors honored their dead,” spoke the youth, his once bright blue eyes consumed so that his sorrow was not visible.  
Arile looked into E’Malkai’s eyes. He knew the youth did not mean to return to see the deed done. “As you wish.”
E’Malkai stood and turned back to Fe’rein, meeting the gaze of the Dark Creator. “This war is ended. No more blood will be spilled because of Culouth or the Intelligence. They are no more,” spoke E’Malkai, his voice dark and foreboding. “This battle ends tonight.”
The soldiers whispered and gathered, backing away from the youth toward the entrance and then once through, scurried back out into the open air. Their voices carried the news of the end of the war; whether or not a war could be ended so simply remained to be seen.
The Creators appraised each other as Fe’rein circled back toward the youth. “I did not wish for your mother to die,” he offered, his hands spread wide. 
E’Malkai bowed his head. 
He flashed forward, his clenched fist connecting with Fe’rein’s stomach. Spinning, he drove his foot deep into the chest of the Dark Creator. The mion was lifted from the ground and exploded through the roof of the building. 
E’Malkai turned slightly. 
Gazing back at the others, he nodded his head. 
A farewell would not serve any of them. 
E’Malkai leapt forward, his body gliding along the air as if it were silk sheets, and burst out into the cold open air. He hovered as he scanned the horizon and saw the smoking billows of energy against the white-capped peaks of the mountains that guarded Illigard. 
He shot forward, air rushing against his warm face as he barreled toward Fe’rein. The Dark Creator had pushed through the layers of snow upon impact. The heat of his shadow fire had melted what had fallen beneath him, carving a deep gash in the white hills of the mountains. 
The youth hung just above him and extended his hands, thumbs touching one another and palms facing forward. The energy of the Original Creator sparked and then flowed over his hands like muddied waters, casting a glow on the face of the Dark Creator. 
E’Malkai screamed as the power coursed over top and he let it loose. A shaft of emerald energy splashed over the mion and drove him through the mountain, carving a hole through stone and slate. E’Malkai kept on him, driving blow after blow against his face as they tumbled through the core of the mountain and out the other side. 
They crashed into the dark, angry ocean that was farther west of Illigard. Foam exploded around them as they dove deep into the frozen depths of the sea. Bubbles floated back as air expelled from their lungs and they crashed into the sandy sea floor. E’Malkai pushed himself hard from Fe’rein and extended his arms once more, a brilliant white beam of energy striking the Dark Creator and pushing him against the unyielding floor of the ocean. Water stirred and the ocean toiled with the powerful display of the Original Creator. 
E’Malkai propelled himself from the deep. Water sprayed from alongside him as he resurfaced from the sea, climbing into the skies above it. He spiraled, water sluicing from his body as he twirled to a stop and looked at the torment of the waves crashing below. E’Malkai looked on impassively, as if he had simply strolled down the street. 
The surface of the water boiled, ripples and waves rising from a single spot near where E’Malkai had emerged from the waters. The bubbles grew larger and soon the liquid rose as if a mighty creature was forcing its way from beneath. 
Crimson and black, blood and shadow, shone from within just before it broke free and the column of shadow fire leapt toward E’Malkai. Tendrils of hate lashed from it as it climbed toward the Original Creator. He crossed his arms in front his face as the energy struck him. 
The beam of energy crushed up again his arms, the white field that surrounded the youth buckled and groaned as the crimson and black threatened to break through. He ground his teeth, the piercing scream of the power resounding loudly in his ears. His brow sweated as he uncrossed his arms. Forcing his hands in front of him, he grasped at the mass of energy that so desperately clung to him. He pushed the energy, moving it to his side as best he could. As he finally pushed himself parallel along it, he flung it aside; the column decimated the edge of the mountainside. 
Even though he felt Fe’rein burst from beneath the ocean, he did not move in time to keep from being struck in the face. The force was enough to topple the Original Creator end over end into the mountain. 
He felt the stinging sensation as the razor sharp corners of rock ate through the patchwork of defenses that was left after he had had his bell rung so completely. Fe’rein flashed forward, hovering just out of reach, thin red lines of blood trailed back from his eyes and nose. 
“You are still just a child. You have neither the skill nor the experience that I do, whether or not you have weathered centuries in the underworld,” rasped Fe’rein. 
E’Malkai opened one of his eyes and looked at the Dark Creator. “I have much more than you know. A coward such as you will no doubt have more tricks than me,” retorted E’Malkai as he wiggled his hand free of the rock and reached it out suddenly. 
A bright light flashed and Fe’rein covered his face, a shield of dark power immediately surrounding him as he floated back. As the Dark Creator opened his eyes, he saw nothing. 
The youth had teleported, the flash nothing more than a diversion to draw attention away from his flight. Spinning, Fe’rein felt the energy signature of the Original Creator and ducked low beneath the volley of emerald and white energies that soared past his head and collided into the seas below. 
Fe’rein sneered as he gave chase. 
Their endgame had begun. 
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Hours had passed since Fe’rein had ended M’iordi’s life and the two Creators had begun their dance of death that would end the power struggle for a time. The building was in ruins. Water trickled in through the mammoth hole that had been Fe’rein’s exit. The fire of Illigard had been quelled, men on both sides fighting to bring it under control. The war was indeed over, though what remained in the aftermath left something to be desired. 
Men on both sides faced the loss of kinsmen and family. Culouth was no more and there were no longer tribes in the north. Only the south now offered promise, the fertile plains and the harsh deserts that turned like the edge of a knife against the Sea of Torments. 
Arile stood with his arm pressed against the doorway, his lithe figure resting against the frame. There had not been a soldier of either side who had come to the building, nor did the white hunter believe that there would be.
Elcites had moved enough that bandages could be wrapped tightly around his wound; the very same bandages that were used to wrap Leane as she slumbered in death. 
T’elen stirred, her unblinking eyes glazed. 
Tears pooled as her mouth moved. 
“E’Malkai,” she whispered.  
Arile turned and moved to her side. Elcites turned, but did not stand, the wound at his side still painful. The white hunter touched her face, brushing away her sweat-matted hair. 
“Can you hear me, T’elen? Can you see my face?” he called. 
His mouth was drawn into a thin line. 
T’elen blinked and smiled, swallowing hard enough to draw tears. “Arile, proud white hunter of the north,” she responded. 
Arile’s gaze softened and he allowed the line of his mouth to widen into a small smile. “You gave us quite a scare sleeping for so long.” 
She gulped again and lifted her body so that she was in a sitting position. “How long has it been?”
“Days,” he answered. Walking over to where Elcites sat, he kicked at a Culouth helmet. The metallic armament scuttled across the wooden floors and out into the open air outside the building. “Much has happened.”
As she looked across the room and saw the near comatose stare in Xi’iom’s eyes and the wrapped form at the center of the room, she could not hide her shock. “What has happened here, Arile?”  
Arile watched as morning broke the horizon. The orange of the morning sun filtered through a crimson haze. Dark gray clouds hung beside the great star as if threatening the land with more rain. 
“Leane is dead. M’iordi killed her in cold blood on those steps.”
He pointed toward a pile of the dead. 
A pyre had been lit beneath them. The poignant smell of burnt flesh washed over him. He turned and pointed to the blackened stain that had been M’iordi. “And there is where Fe’rein incinerated him.” 
T’elen pushed herself to her feet with a grunt; feeling the weight of her blade on her back was a waking comfort. “Why would Fe’rein kill a Culouth councilman?”
Arile shrugged his shoulders. “E’Malkai came. He carried his mother into this room and that was when Fe’rein ended the life of the late councilman. There was rage in E’Malkai’s eyes.”
Elcites grunted and shifted, holding his hands to his bandages. 
T’elen looked his way and smiled sadly for reassurance. She moved to where Arile stood and looked out over the chaos of Illigard. The outpost had been her charge, and much more than that: her home. The walls had remained mostly intact, but the buildings within were burned and broken.
“Where are they now, E’Malkai and Fe’rein?”
Arile sighed and scratched at his shoulder. 
“He said that I was to honor his mother as we would on the tundra. He placed her before me and said those words. He said no goodbyes, nor did I wish him to. He sped off after the false Creator and I imagine they dance with death as we speak.”
T’elen had never in her adult life cried. 
She had on occasion as a child wept when the time was right or when a situation called for it. Tears sprang to her eyes and she knew that this was both the time and the situation to let in sadness. 
“This was the Final War indeed,” she muttered between sobs. 
Arile looked at her and then out onto the outpost once more. He saw as she did. He saw the end of an era, the passing of a time. “We can only hope that E’Malkai comes out the victor.”
T’elen shook her head. 
“There is nothing left here for him anymore.”
Arile nodded and looked back to the others. “The ritual of passing requires the body to be burned. Those who were the closest to the deceased then sing the hymn of passing. It is a somber melody that brings even the bravest warrior to tears.”
“Do you wish to journey back to the tundra with her?”
Arile shook his head. 
“There are so many dead, so many who had called the tundra their home. We could not burn one in the north and not the others. We will mourn them and build their monument upon the place of their death in the mountains west of Illigard. That is where I believe E’Malkai would have wanted her honored, among those who loved her,” he answered with a somber tone. 
T’elen stepped out into the chilled air, wrapping her arms around herself as she looked back at the mountain. It was misty, the warmer air beneath it creating a fog that hung over its peaks menacingly. The fire, though quelled, spewed smoke into the air from its former glory and it, too, found its way to the mountains above. A war had ended as abruptly as it had begun. She shook her head as she continued to watch the distance where a sun might rise upon a better day than the last. 
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They curved back over top land once more. They collided against one another. Rings of power and fire burned from them as they fought against each other above where Duirin had once stood. Fe’rein seemed far deadlier now. His anger supplemented the powerful aura that surrounded him. They traded blows, speed for power and skill for inexperience. 
The youth parried and felt the impact as Fe’rein struck him across the face with his doubled-up fists. Bright lights flashed across his vision as he, along with the trail of his energy, exploded into the snow beneath. His body slid across the surface, falling on one of the few sections of stone wall that had remained standing in Duirin. 
E’Malkai stood among the tattered stone, throwing pieces free with a swipe of his arm. Fe’rein hovered overhead and the youth watched him. His white eyes poured back across his skull. Though his hair was raven black, it seemed more the part of white marble when consumed by the flame of the Original Creator. 
He breathed out, the power that had laid claim over his body still searching for its place. The words of the Shaman echoed like thunder in his mind: to strip away the power of the Dark Creator as it had been done eons before. He jumped forward, the energy taking him over as he climbed in a controlled ascent toward Fe’rein. 
The Dark Creator regarded him as a bear regards a bug. He reached his arms behind his back and yawned as E’Malkai drew close. Stopping in front of him, E’Malkai hovered miles above the terrain below. “Is this the power of the Original Creator?” he mocked. 
E’Malkai’s entire frame was tensed. His muscles, had they not been infused with the power of the Original Creator, would have snapped like drawn cords. “It is your power that is at its fullest, uncle. Mine is just beginning.”
E’Malkai flashed forward, a current of wind passing by where he had been, and then reappeared behind Fe’rein. He crashed his fist down hard upon the back of his foe. Fe’rein doubled forward, his face aghast as he felt the pain wash over him. 
He turned to face the youth and as he did so, E’Malkai teleported once more. He came around with his knee, driving it into Fe’rein’s back, just below where he had struck him a second before. And then carrying through, E’Malkai spun back around and drove his foot into the Dark Creator’s lower back, driving Fe’rein toward the ground. 
Spinning, Fe’rein could see the white snow of the tundra. As he looked back to the sky again, his eyes went wide as the youth crashed into him. Together, they collided into the snow-drenched lands below. 
A cloud of cold and ice erupted around them, crystals floating on the gentle wind that caressed the tundra hundreds of miles to the north. Fe’rein flung his arms out from his sides as he tried to see in the fog of uprooted snow, but instead felt E’Malkai coming. Bringing his hands up to block, he was pushed back. His feet dug a trench in the ground as he remained upright. 
He opened his eyes as he realized that he had shut them. 
Again, he saw the youth come forward. The thick pulsing vein of crimson that infected his aura grew with each blow, with each surge of anger and hatred that he felt for the Dark Creator. He opened his anger as well, but found that it had long since been spent. 
The youth’s words had not been lost on Fe’rein. 
The awakening that surged within him could not contend with the rising power that billowed from E’Malkai like smoke. Fe’rein passed his hands in front him as a mime would run his hand over an invisible wall in the air. E’Malkai came forward again and slammed into the makeshift barrier, bouncing back. 
Ramming against it once more, E’Malkai landed in the snow; its depth crawled very nearly to his knees. He cocked his head to the side and reached out with his arm, emerald energy leaping from within and striking out at the barrier. 
Fe’rein smiled tightly. 
The barrier remained as long as the Dark Creator could hold it, extending like a straight wall through reality. E’Malkai rose and tried to fly over top, but found that he could not and landed once more. His smoldering gaze was fixed upon his wayward uncle. 
“You cannot breach the barrier as long as I maintain it.”
“Parlor tricks,” muttered the youth as he closed his eyes. 
The storms had begun once again. 
The distant light of the clouds breaking was hundreds of miles away to the south. Upon their battlefield, there was only the blowing snow. E’Malkai reached out with both hands. Palms facing out, he pushed up against the barrier that the Dark Creator had erected. His eyes moved beneath his closed lids, his mouth mumbling. 
Fe’rein shifted uncomfortably as he felt the intrusion of the youth’s energy. Reaching into his mind, it pushed back the limits of control Fe’rein had on the barrier. “E’Malkai, you must listen to me,” was all that he could say before the youth’s eyes snapped open and his hands burst through the energy barrier. Fe’rein was lifted from the ground and flung back, burying him in the snow. 
He could feel the cold all around him.
The barrier had been an act of desperation. 
He had felt the youth’s power long before the battle had begun. 
Yet, he could not stand down. 
That was not his way. 
E’Malkai stepped past and loomed over top of the fallen Dark Creator. The spike and sphere of his energy glowed about him like magnificent thorny circles that radiated and changed directions, seemingly, with the wind. 
“This is where it ends. You have taken everything from me: my mother, with your hatred and lust for war; and my father, by your own hands, as you bled him of his life––a life that he should have shared with me,” E’Malkai screamed as he reached down and grasped the weakened Fe’rein and lifted him from his coffin in the snow. 
Fe’rein could feel the waning of his own power. He tried to free himself, struggling against the youth’s hold, but could not. He looked down at E’Malkai, as he was several feet from the ground in his grasp. 
“There are no words that I can say that will heal what I have done,” he began, but he could see the hatred in the youth’s eyes, the uncompromising glare that he knew well. There was a time when others feared that same look, but upon the Dark Creator’s face. “Nor would I wish to. I cannot repent or atone for what I have done.”
“There is only one thing that I can take from you.” Fe’rein looked at the youth, trying to contain his rising fear. E’Malkai pulled the Dark Creator close to his face. “I will take the power that should have been my father’s, the power that you killed him for. The very essence that infected those closest to you. That resulted in my mother’s death. I take from you your charge.”
Fe’rein swallowed hard. 
He had never heard of such a thing. “How?”
E’Malkai reached forward, his movement not his own, but that of the Original Creator. The youth drove his hand into his uncle’s chest, a bright light surrounding it. The Dark Creator gasped as he felt E’Malkai’s presence within his own mind, pulling at the shards of his fractured power. He reeled forward against the hand and felt his power drain from him like sand through the slender neck of an hourglass. 
“I bleed you of your power as you bled my father of his life.” 
Fe’rein’s mouth opened like a fish gasping for its life. 
His flesh withered, as did his mind, as he felt the layers of his energy ebb and then flow outward from his body into the vast essence that was E’Malkai, the Ai’mun’hereun, the Original Creator. He felt the warmth of his tears as the pain flooded over him, years of pain and anguish, physical and mental. The last of the taint of the Gagnion’Fe’rein flowed free from his body. 
E’Malkai let loose the fragile shell called Ryan Armen. 
He looked up to the youth with glassy eyes, the dark power receded. His once powerful figure seemed weak and frail beneath the gale of the tundra and looming presence of E’Malkai. Ryan Armen could feel the horror that he had caused, each blow, each death as if it had been lashed across his skin with a stick of thorns. 
“I am sorry,” spoke the man beneath the monster. His breath and voice had been taken from him as if he had run miles farther than his body was capable. He coughed. 
E’Malkai looked down at his uncle, his true family beneath the guise of shadow, and nodded sadly. “Your sorrow is justified, Ryan, son of Evan. A lifetime more could not cleanse your hands of the horror that has been caused by them.”
Ryan knelt and then rolled forward, his face in his hands. A sob seeped through the opening of his hands. He was now far older than the familiar face of Fe’rein had been. 
He looked the part of the old man who dwelled within. 
“My brother, Seth.” he mumbled. 
E’Malkai tilted his head. 
Looking into the distance, into the welcoming arms of the tundra that had once awaited the children of the Fallen and of all the tribes that called the frozen wasteland home, he knew what would come next. “When you pass you will find yourself in a place of perdition. In this place, an eternity will await you.”
Tears streamed down Ryan’s face, the icy winds stinging his skin. “Summer.”
E’Malkai had not known Summer. 
She had been a demi, but to Ryan Armen, youngest son of Evan Armen, she was his first and only love. Her life was the very string that had snapped to make him relinquish his humanity for the shadow. 
“You will pass on soon. The shadow that had claimed you has been forsaken and the shell that is left can no longer carry your essence. You must cross over Ryan, son of Evan. Fear not, I have done what you could not to embrace this power. I have watched my people plowed into the earth, turned to ash in the wind. Pass on, uncle.”
Ryan tried to get to his feet, but stumbled and fell forward into the snow. E’Malkai flinched ever so slightly to help him, but thought better of it and instead let the man lie as he must. He had caused too much pain, more than half his life devoted to hatred and the destruction of others. 
One moment of humanity did not condone a near lifetime of violence and hate. Ryan Armen, son of Evan, the once proud warrior and brother, was very still as the frozen winds blew over top him. 
He accepted death, for his path had now ended. 
The path of the Fallen had come full circle, a line of family destroyed and a people annihilated from existence. Minutes passed into hours as the youth, the boy once called E’Malkai, watched the snow build around his uncle. 
He lowered his head, his somber blue eyes not bothering to take one last look at humanity. And E’Malkai, the last son of the Fallen, journeyed into the tundra of his forbearers. 
Alone.
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