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“The laws of the heaven and hell, above and below, ceased to exist upon the tundra. The frigid, merciless winds and cold that assaulted us was purgatory. We had no other choice. Our journey was one that began in pain and would end in the death of everything we knew.” 
                                                                   
-Unidentified traveler’s log 
  
  
  
                                                
                                                
The tundra seemed like another world; the events in the caves happened in another lifetime. We had seen almost a hundred lunar risings since we had begun to travel south. Fredrick had found his ways into the tunnels that day as well and joined us. His frantic ramblings had dissipated the farther south we traveled. I had begun to fear that we would not find anything. That was until the morning following the seventy-sixth rising of the moon. The rising and falling of the mountains on the horizon subsided and they soon became nothing more than a distant view. The plains that welcomed us seemed to stretch far off into the distance. 
I walked out ahead. 
The warm winds caressed my face as I pulled the wraps below my chin, exposing my face to the air. I sighed, my chest expanding as I took in a deep breath. Looking back at the others as they straggled behind in a loose formation, I saw that the tightness of the group had dissipated as we got to progressively warmer weather. 
Ryan looked up and ran. “Seth,” he called breathlessly as reached me. He pulled his mask away from his face. His boyish features streamed with sweat. He placed his arm on my shoulder to slow me and I obliged, stopping in order to let him continue. “Where in the name of the Believer are we?”  
“I don’t know. No one has traveled this far south and returned to us.” The Fallen had sent travelers into the south in hopes of finding warmer climates. 
Now, it seemed warmer weather did exist.
“I can see why. Who would want to go back to that cold hell after finding a place where you can live without burrowing into the earth?” called Fredrick as he and the others came up alongside Ryan and me. 
I looked out onto the new horizon. “Yes, why would they?” I replied.
Nothing had followed us this far. It was as if our departure had meant nothing in the end. 
Something caught my eyes in the distance, a shadow on the horizon. I shook my head as the dark forms took shape. The ground shook a little as the shadows got closer; soon, I realized that I could make out what they looked like. There were hundreds of them. My pack felt heavy on my back in the warmth and I slid it from my shoulders easily, the heaviness sinking into the claylike consistency of the earth. 
The others watched as I moved forward. 
The beasts neared and then passed. 
Their muscular bodies shone brilliantly in the sun. An amber aura radiated from them. Their skin was glossy; some of their hides were a deep black and some were a mixture of earth tones, black and browns. Some even had white splotches. They passed by us as if we did not exist. I reached out at them. My hands trembled as I did so. 
One of them stopped. I watched as its shadow hovered over me. 
My hand immediately went my planedge in fear, but I realized that it came forward without any such trepidation. Its head was angular, the triangular clip of its ears perked as it neared; a fantastic mane of hair cascaded over its skull. Two identical white stripes traced down its jaw. It shook its head, its mouth opening slightly, exposing rows of stained white teeth; it made a shrill sound in its throat as it did so. One of its muscular legs dug into the ground, pulling soil from the gray earth. I watched, completely absorbed by the magnificence of the creature. It reared back and I stood transfixed by the strength the beast conveyed. It landed back on its feet and shook its massive head once more before joining the fleeting image of its herd. As I watched it go, I realized that the others were at my side, their faces filled with worry. 
“By the Believer, Seth, are you alright?” queried Leane as she gripped my arm tightly. 
“I’m fine. I just can’t believe what I saw. It was a herd of animals,” I whispered in awe.
“Yes, I don’t know what they were though,” replied Ryan as he stepped back away and stood near Summer. 
Her eyes watched the fleeting herd as mine had. 
“They were beautiful though,” conceded Leane as she stepped away from me and watched them go. 
I looked once more and walked back to where I laid my pack upon the ground and picked it up with a grunt. I slipped the strap underneath my arms and clipped it across my waist. 
“Where do we go from here, Seth?” she asked.
“The Shaman,” whispered Summer distantly.
“How do you know of the Shaman?” queried Fredrick wildly, his voice shaky. 
She looked at him dismissively. “I heard Ryan speak of it before. The salvation of man resides with the power of the Shaman and the awakening of the Believer.”
“That is true enough,” I agreed, smirking slightly. 
It felt strange that my feet found sure footing on the firm earth beneath me. I felt connected to my surroundings in a way I never had upon the tundra. 
“How can we find this shaman?” queried Leane, coming up beside me. 
“South. That is all that we have ever known. His temple resides to the south,” I replied, turning away from her and looking back out on the open range that stretched out before me. 
“How far south though? There seems to be much of it,” replied Leane. 
“Until we find a new place, a place when we can begin again.” 
I did not feel like talking at length yet. Leane seemed determined to do so. 
Summer and Ryan walked together, their hands interlocked as they moved along. 
Fredrick remained at the back of our ranks.
Leane stopped me. She placed her lithe arms on my shoulders, her face serious. “Seth, I’m scared. We can’t just keep going until we find another place. We have to have some direction, some kind of plan. This place is so….”
“Unfamiliar. Yes, I know, but there is little else we can do. We could not have survived in the north. The caves that housed the Fallen were all that remained. The weather here is ideal for us to live above ground and that is what we shall do. I have not seen any shelter from storms, be it a rock enclosure or a home, but we will make one if need be.”
“Storms?” she queried worriedly. 
I pointed off into the distance. The sky was blue and sunny, a welcome change from the gray, listless skies of our birth. However, in the distance, bruised masses of clouds had formed and each step we took brought them closer to us––and us closer to them. “Clouds are approaching and they will bring new weather, winds and storms no doubt.” 
Leane looked around, her hair bounced as she did so. Her dark hair seemed even darker; her milky white skin was pure ivory in the sun. Her stomach had grown and I was worried about her. She raised her arm and shielded her eyes her hand. Pointing with her other free hand, she gestured to an outcropping of rocks in the distance that had remained behind the veil of the soon-to-be-setting sun. “Over there is…” She faltered for a moment, her legs shaky beneath her weight. 
I moved forward and held her in my arms. “Are you alright?” 
“Yes, I’m weak. That’s all. I feel a bit faint,” she replied breathlessly and then promptly fainted. 
I picked her up and held her. Her head rested against my shoulder and I moved toward the outcropping of boulders that she had pointed out. Ryan and Summer were quick to join me; Fredrick joined us eventually. As the boulders came into view, I could see the apprehension on Ryan’s face. Summer remained cool and clear. 
“What happened?” he queried hesitantly. 
“She collapsed. She seems very weak,” I replied. 
Her eyes were closed and her breathing had slowed. 
Summer looked at her with a critical eye. The clear irises of her eyes were eerie; it was as if she looked right through Leane. 
“Where are we going?” queried Fredrick meekly. His pale skin seemed even sicklier than before we had come to dry weather. 
“The rock formation,” replied Summer dryly, stealing my words. 
I looked at her, but she continued to look straight ahead, her gaze unbroken. The skies rumbled and the slowly-setting sun fell behind the advancing clouds. A shadow fell across the plains and the only remaining light slipped behind the rock formation, illuminating its outline perfectly. 
“There is sufficient cover along the side. The rocks overhead will provide shelter. Who knows when this storm will pass,” I commented. 
“Agreed,” chimed in Fredrick as he made a mad dash ahead of us. He was the first beneath the monstrous outcropping and sat upon the broken earth. Leaning back against the pale rocks, he closed his eyes, snoring before the rest of us reached him. 
I tilted Leane’s body onto one arm and then slipped my pack onto the ground. Ryan stepped in and pulled the flap open, pulling my sleeping fabric from within and smoothing it over the even earth. I placed her on the fabric, a murmur escaping her lips as I did so. She turned on her side immediately. I wrapped an additional fabric over her frame, afraid that the winds created by the storm might chill her in the night. 
“We camp her for the night then?” queried my brother as he rolled his fabric onto the earth as well. His was a rich tan color; mine was as white as the snow-covered tundra that we had survived on for so long. Summer sat down beside him, her face a slate of stoicism. 
“Yes, we desperately need rest.” 
The warm breeze and the even earth beneath our feet was our salvation. 
“Then what?” Summer asked.
“We try to find the Shaman; perhaps there’s a temple visible in the distance. Maybe there’s even a village here somewhere,” replied my brother. He shrugged his shoulders as he removed some rations from his pack. 
“Yes, perhaps,” I replied, leaning back against my pack. My head rested comfortably upon it. I placed my right hand on Leane’s damp forehead and my left on the hilt of my planedge. My brother shrugged once more and bit deeply into the jerky, offering a piece to Summer with a sheepish grin. 
She accepted, tearing at the piece nimbly. 
The sky rumbled and I saw water fall from the sky for the first time. My father had talked of rain, but I had never seen it. The tundra was far too cold for such miracles. I watched it stain the earth with each drop and soon the gentle tapping of it on the rocks above lulled me to sleep. 
            
  
I LOOKED OUT UPON the plains. The gray earth was covered in grass. Turning around, I saw something I had only heard of in stories: the ocean. I walked toward it, my bare feet caressed by the velvety earth. The emerald field before me spilled into sand. The overwhelming aroma of the sea overpowered me now. I bent toward the earth and pressed my palm into the sand. I grasped a handful as I did so and rubbed it between my fingers. I stood again, wiping my hands against my shirt. 
The sand stuck to my palms. Looking around, I saw only endless sandy beach. 
“Seth Armen, you have come a great distance, haven’t you?” queried a voice I knew well. It was one of the guides, Meinen. She had taken form. Her little frame was accented by a large bell dress, the edges frayed. Her hair was golden, the curls resting politely on her shoulders. Her eyes were nothing more than white globes. She was child. 
“Yes, we have come far. Is it enough?” I replied.
“Do you believe it to be enough?” Her question was cryptic and little more than a riddle.
I had many questions. Who was the Believer? Where was I to find this person? Here in the south or on the tundra? Were they testing me? 
“I believe that I know nothing of what is to come.”
“That is honest, but untrue. You know more than you can comprehend. What questions do you have for me?”
“Who is the Believer?” I asked hastily. 
The child paused. She turned away from me and stared at the ocean. Wisps of energy flowed from her eyes as I saw her face in profile. “Is that important? Must you know who a savior is in order to believe in them?”
“No…yes.”
“So, you cannot believe what you cannot see or understand?”  
“The Believer is meant to be human,” I replied defensively. 
The child giggled. “Many heroes of lore were once men; yet, they are no more. They live on now in spirit, in belief.”
“Yes, I guess that is true,” I conceded.      
“Is that your only question?” She had feigned off my first question as I imagined that she would. “I did not dodge your question, Seth Armen. The answer does not matter. When the time comes, you will be what makes the Believer powerful.”
The seas raged, not the clear blue as my brother had imagined, but instead angry and vengeful. 
“Is this the way the world is meant to be?”
“The world is as it has always been. What you see here is as it once was: a paradise.”
“What will happen when the Believer comes? Will it bring peace?”
“What is peace? Was the Fallen not the epitome of peace?” 
I thought about her words. We did not know war. We had sufficient rations. 
“Yes, we had peace of a sort. I meant that we would be free of the Umordoc.” 
“So you seek vengeance, revenge for what had been taken from you before you were born? Before your father was born?” 
“Vengeance?” I was shocked by her use of the word.
“You speak of retribution for what the Umordoc have done to your kind, correct?” she returned with a hint of challenge to her voice. 
“Yes, but I do not seek vengeance. Only justice for what they have done.”
“And you know that they have done wrong then? You can pass such judgment?” She sighed, the sound nothing more than a whisper. “We have spoken enough for now, Seth Armen. You have many trials ahead of you, but know that you are important in what comes next.” 
I tried to speak to her again, but my body screamed in pain; it was as if I had been torn apart. 
My eyes fluttered open and I swung my arms wildly. Thankfully, my knuckles collided with the stone instead of Lean. She was still buried in fabrics and her dark tousled hair covered her face. I rubbed my eyes and stretched my arms above my head, my fingers barely scraping the rocks above. I pushed myself off of the sleeping fabric and onto my feet, making sure not to disturb Leane as I did so. 
Ryan was asleep; Summer was curled up against him. Deeper into the shadow slept Fredrick. The storm had passed and the earth was moist from the rain. I stepped out from underneath the cover of the rocks, my boots sinking into the loose soil there. I tried to make out the shapes I saw in the distance. The darkness of night was beginning to lift, but shadows remained. I could see the outline of the mountains to the north. 
Clink. 
The metallic noise caught my attention. 
I reached my hand down to my sheath and realized that my planedge must have come loose in the night. Cursing myself silently, I backed toward the rocks, not wanting to dart in case something lurked in the distance. The rustling of shrubbery caught my attention from behind and I turned to investigate. A shadowed figure passed in front of me; the speed of the shadow made it impossible to tell its shape. As I looked higher into the sky, I saw several more, unmoving atop the rocky structure. 
I wasted no more time with stealth. 
“Ryan, wake up,” I screamed, waving my arms like a madman and charging back toward the rocky enclosure. 
My lungs burned as I ran. 
Suddenly, thick stick struck me in the chest; it almost lifted me completely off of the ground. I saw the sky above and shook my head, a stabbing pain in my stomach. As I moved my neck to look, I felt the cold touch of a blade at my throat. A face loomed over me, the majority of it clouded by shadow. The thin line of its mouth was evident; cold brown eyes looked into my own. A dark length of hair extended back from his scalp and his skin seemed much darker than my own. The face screamed at me. I could not understand the words. I tried to shield my arms in front of my face, but the figure pushed the blade harder against my throat.
I looked at the man. The voice was very masculine. His breath was stale and he had a strong odor about him, almost like a beast. Odors seemed stronger here in the heat than they did on the tundra. The language was almost as guttural and over-pronounced as the Umordoc tongue.
 “I cannot understand you,” I replied, trying as best I could to keep a calm tone. 
The man looked at me, pressed the blade against my throat once more, and then moved back slowly. As he stood, I noticed that he was smaller than me. Tan hides were draped across his body like a hunter. He replaced his blade into a side sheath and looked down at me.
I could not see Leane or the others from my position. I did not wish to jeopardize their lives as well as mine. 
He tilted his head at me, seeming to watch my face as I contemplated attacking him. I thought that he would assuredly draw his weapon again, but instead he pointed one of his fingers at his chest and opened his mouth to speak.
“Tiken,” he spoke crudely.
I looked at him and backed away slightly before rising to my feet slowly. I made sure to maintain eye contact. His words were guttural, but they seemed coherent. I felt as if he was trying to convey his name or what he was called. 
I stood a short distance from him and mirrored what he had done, pointing at myself. “Seth,” I replied slowly.
We both stood for a moment.
I could make out the figures still perched atop the rocks. The man held up his hand and the other shadows leapt from the rocks and darted on all fours until they reached me. Two of them had thick black tattoos across the bridge of their noses and another line along their shaved skulls. I was overwhelmed. I did not want startle these men, making them unintentionally hostile.  
“Seth,” spoke the man clearly enough. His deep brown eyes were a striking contrast to the others. 
The other four stood in a line behind him.
He pointed first to me. “Seth.” And then to himself. “Tiken.” Then, he pointed to the first hunter in line and went down the line in order, a word for each of them. “Yeru. Mikl. Dren. Kile.”
I nodded my head. 
Tiken merely looked at me; he was waiting for a response. 
I raised my hands into the air, palms facing out, trying as best as I could to convey that I had no weapon and wished no violence. Moving past them slowly, I made sure not to turn my back to them and slowly paced back toward the rocks. They watched me go cautiously. They hunched slightly in anticipation, but remained where they stood as I shuffled back beneath the rocks once again. 
I scrambled forward once underneath the formation again. Grasping my planedge, I tied the sheath around my waist. The noise woke both Ryan and Summer; they both sprung to their feet. Fredrick stirred as well, but he merely turned over in his fabrics, leering at me for waking him. Leane did not stir, but her hoarse breathing scared me. Her chest moved barely as she lay on her side. I leaned down and pulled the fabrics over her shoulders, making sure she was warm in the chill of the early morning. 
“Seth, what’s going on? Why all the noise?” queried Ryan as he raised himself onto his arms, Summer still leaning against his chest. 
I pushed my back up against Leane, trying as best I could to hide her from view. 
“We have visitors, Ryan,” I replied calmly. 
He tilted his head to the side and upon seeing their shadowed figures, he leapt to his feet. I restrained him by grabbing his arm. He looked at me, his eyes wide. “What in the name of the Believer, Seth?”
“There might be more. Attacking them could bring them down upon us.”
“Bring what?” queried Summer, rising to her feet slowly and pulling the fabrics with her. 
“More of them,” replied Ryan, pointing at the shadows no more than a stone’s throw from our encampment. 
Summer stared off into the distance, her shock of white hair having grown since we departed from the Fallen. The uneven length fell over her shoulders. “They are human,” she replied simply, not taking her eyes away from the shadowed figures. 
“How can you tell that?” replied Ryan. 
“Bipedal, upright, too small to be Umordoc,” rationalized Summer easily. 
“They tried to communicate with me. I could not really understand them. The first one that came called himself Tiken, I think.” I looked back into the distance, the shadows having not moved at all. They were like statues on the plains. “I am going to go back out and try to talk with them. Perhaps we can come to some kind of understanding. They might have a better shelter.”
“Agreed,” replied Ryan as he stepped in line with me.
“Where do you think you’re going?”
“With you,” he replied and then flashed me a sly grin. “You didn’t think I was going to let you go back out there alone?”
“Indeed.”
“Do you wish for me to accompany you as well?” queried Summer, stepping forward.
I turned away from Ryan and looked at Leane. Her troubled sleep worried me. “No, watch Leane.” I replied without inflection. 
“Understood.” She turned away and bent over Leane. 
I pushed my brother forward playfully and he glared at me as we set out toward the shadowed figures. My heart pounded in my ears. The clouds above had cleared during the night, but it seemed that they would return. As we reached them, Tiken looked at us from under his hard eyes, his jaw muscles flexing beneath his taut skin. 
“Home,” he grunted ferociously. 
“What?” I replied. 
The words seemed hard for him to enunciate.
“We go home…now,” he called again. 
I was shocked by his sudden articulation. 
“Tiken, this is Ryan.” I pointed to Ryan and spoke again. “Ryan.”
“Hello…Ryan,” replied Tiken amiably enough. 
Ryan looked at me in surprise. 
Tiken turned back to the others and they conversed with one another quickly. They appeared to come to a consensus. He turned back to us and pointed into the distance, farther southeast. The distance was nothing more than a dark horizon. “Home….” 
“You want us to go with you to your home?” I replied. 
“Home,” he reiterated, pointing again into the distance. 
I leaned over to Ryan. “We need shelter.” 
“We don’t know anything about them,” challenged my brother.
“Leane is sick. We need a place for her to rest.” 
Tiken watched our exchange back and forth, his mouth a thin grim line. 
Ryan hesitated before speaking. “I will follow you, brother. If there is any sign of trouble, then I have a very succinct response in mind.” He flashed the faded steel of his sidearm and nodded at me with a lopsided grin. 
“Agreed.” I gestured to all of us, including Leane, Summer, and Fredrick sitting beneath the rocks. Then, pointing back toward the horizon, I made sure that Tiken saw what I intended. “Home?”
“Yes…home,” he replied quickly. 
The others hunters dispersed in a flash. They disappeared into the darkness and only Tiken remained. His tight grimace was slight now. He extended an arm forward, as if insinuating that I should go before him. I moved past Tiken, bowing my head in thanks. Ryan did the same; his eyes never left Tiken. We gathered Leane and the others and packed our supplies once again. All the while, Tiken stood steadfast with his hands clasped behind his back. Once we were ready to go, he led us toward the horizon––to the place he had called home. 
  
  
THE SUN HAD ALMOST DISAPPEARED for a second time before we made it to the village. I had expected a crudely-constructed mass of homes spilling over into one another, but what I saw gave me pause. Even from a distance, it resembled something far more complex than I would have believed possible. The outer wall was made of clear stone, almost glossy in the fading sun. Each corner of the wall had an extended platform with another reinforced wall enclosing them as well, creating a lip along its edge. Several figures watched us approach from these lookout points. Their faces were veiled in dark, hardened masks that made them appear faceless. 
They looked down at us as we approached and then disappeared from view as we passed beneath the arch of the wall. Steel gates opened inward. Tiken had remained ahead of us for the majority of the journey; the other men dispersed into the city like ghosts. 
The buildings were perversely large. Some of them were taller than the combined height of ten or twelve men. The people who walked the streets did not resemble Tiken. Instead, they were clothed in even-patterned garments; the pressed material fit loosely over their bodies. Their hair was not long like mine, but instead cut short to fit their skull. They looked at us we passed, each one different from the other. Such diversity astounded me considering the closed community the Fallen had been for the better part of our history. 
Tiken stopped in front of me abruptly and I clumsily ran into him, jarring him.
He turned and glared at me. 
A man approached us, his frail body dressed in tan pants; his feet were covered in a slick, rubber-looking material. His features were more like my own: pale and drawn. He limped slightly off of his right foot and carried a cane in one hand. His long gray hair hung around his shoulders and his long face was drawn thin. 
“Welcome to Duirin, City of the Forgotten.” The man looked me straight in the eyes as he spoke and stopped for a moment. “By the Believer….”
I shook my head and looked to Ryan. The intensity with which the man was looking at me unnerved me, but I had to admit that he looked familiar. Something about his eyes reminded me of someone. “Do I know you?”
“Seth? Seth Armen?” he whispered.
“Huh?” 
“You’re Evan’s son. I can see it in your eyes. By the gods, it really is you,” he continued and then turning to Ryan. “And you must be baby Ryan. I suppose you no more look like an infant than your brother does a child.”
“Wait. Hold on just a second. How do you know our names? Or my father’s name?” I asked. 
“Forgive my impertinence. I should have introduced myself. I am called Y’re by the people here. When I was among the Fallen, I had been called Dean Armen. I’m your uncle.” 
Tiken looked at the man who called himself my uncle carefully. 
The old man waved him away and the hunter obeyed. He bowed his head as he departed. 
“You are father’s brother?” whispered my brother, stepping forward. 
Summer stood back with Leane by her side. Fredrick stood the farthest away.  
“Yes, his older brother. I imagine not much was spoke of me. I was your father’s senior by almost ten years,” replied Dean. 
“Father’s older brother,” I mouthed incredulously. 
“Who do you have with you here?” he queried, moving toward Leane. Despite his cane and busted leg, he moved with the same simple grace that had defined the tundra people for generations. 
I stared at the man, unsure of what he said. He knew of the Fallen and of my father; there was no way an outsider could know such things. I turned back to the others slowly, grasping Leane’s frail hand as I did so, supporting her weight as best I could. 
“Leane,” I replied warily. 
“Well, isn’t this a surprise? Leane, I remember you as a little girl. You used to stand at the entrance and watch as Seth, his father, your father, and I departed for the tundra. You have grown into quite a beautiful woman,” he marveled, placing one of his hands on her damp face. He grimaced when he felt her skin. “She is on fire. Has she fallen ill?”
“I feel a little dizzy is all,” she replied half-heartedly and then collapsed against my arm, her legs no longer able to support her weight. I pulled her legs out from underneath her and carried her in my arms. Her eyes were barely open and her breathing hoarse. 
“Do you have a healer?” I asked.
“Of course, follow me,” he replied, recognizing the urgency. 
He placed his cane in front of him and hobbled ahead of us, turning back over his shoulder every few seconds to make sure I was still behind him. He stopped in front of a building and motioned for me to go in. Depressing a panel beside the door, the gray exterior parted to the side and I slipped through. 
Leane’s eyes had closed and her breath slowed dramatically. 
“Leane, hold on. Don’t slip away, please,” I muttered as I held her head close to mine. I navigated through the room, stopping at a counter. 
A portly woman resided there; her hard eyes watched me disapprovingly. “Can I help you?” she snarled, her face a perpetual scowl. Upon seeing the worried look upon Dean’s face, she jumped from her seat and opened the door behind her. “This way.”
The door slammed behind us. 
The narrow corridor had a series of doors on each side with a glass window. I watched each of them pass, waiting for some kind of response from the old man. “Which one?” I yelled impatiently. 
“The one at the end of the hall,” he replied exasperatedly. 
The rooms blended together as my mind spun. The hall possessed no turns and no corners; instead, it ended, rather abruptly, at an unmarked door. I tried in vain to reach the handle before slamming my foot into the handle. 
Dean cringed behind me. “There was no need for that,” he said with a sigh.
I turned around and around in the white room. There was nothing in it: no doctor, no healer. There was only a bed at the center and white cabinets along each wall. “What is this place? I thought you were bringing me to a healer.”
“I have,” he replied, walking past me and pulling a frock from one of the drawers. He draped it over his neck and then produced a cylindrical tube from his pocket. Depressing a button on the end, a small beam of light appeared. “Place her on the table and let me have a look.”
I nodded and placed her gingerly on the table, her hair falling over the sides. My worried eyes went immediately to Dean’s nimble fingers as he placed his hands on her stomach. Pressing lightly, he touched her throat and then rubbed the sides of her neck. “What are you doing?”
“Checking for abnormalities,” he replied. 
“I did not know that you were the doctor.” The words felt stupid. 
She seemed so frail and vulnerable on the table. The very thought of her sickness made me sad with grief. 
“I ascertained as much, young Seth,” he replied, looking up with a smile. “Perhaps it would be best if you waited outside.”
I did not want to leave Leane’s side.
He could sense my apprehension. “She will be fine, Seth. I will take care of her.”
“Thank you, Y’re,”
“Please call me Dean. I’m your uncle after all. We’re family.”
“Thank you, Dean,” I stammered. 
I slipped out the door and then back down the hall. My worry grew with each step and uncertainty ate away at my soul.
  
  
DEAN WALKED THROUGH THE DOOR hours later. His head was lowered and his spectacles were in his hand; he cleaned them with his free hand. I pushed myself from my seat and moved toward him. 
“So, what is wrong with her?” I implored, the moments passing painfully. 
“She is with child,” he replied simply, replacing his glasses upon his face. 
“With child?” I mumbled unbelievingly. 
“She’s pregnant?” interrupted Ryan, coming close to us as he spoke. 
“She’s about three months or so along, not due for some time. However, the journey you undertook has worn her out. She’s suffering from severe malnutrition, as is the child. She needs care,” continued Dean, concern evident in his aged eyes. 
“With child,” I repeated again, pacing away from both Ryan and Dean. Leaning up against the wall, I covered my face with my arms. I couldn’t believe those words. “Can I speak to her?”
“Not just yet. We have her under sedation,” replied Dean, placing a hand on my shoulder for comfort. 
“I do not know what to think of all this,” I replied distantly. 
“Fatherhood is truly a blessing, Seth. You will warm up to the thought in no time,” he explained. 
“It is not that. I am happy to have a child, overjoyed even. It is this place. How can any of this be here?”
“I would imagine you have many questions,” he mused. 
“Where are Summer and Fredrick?” I asked Ryan. 
“Looking around the city. They both disappeared when you rushed Leane here. I honestly don’t know. I doubt they could have gone too far.”
“You should look around, Seth. Draw your own conclusions of Duirin,” suggested Dean, his wrinkled face a jovial smile. “Perhaps you will find a home here. I know that your father would have wanted that, for you and your family.”
“I have many questions, Dean, but I shall do as you wish. I will look around this place you call home,” I conceded begrudgingly. 
 “And I shall answer those questions for you, Seth Armen, son of the Fallen; but, for now, I need to attend to my duties here. Meet me at the inn tonight, after the third bell. We will discuss these things that plague you so,” he replied amiably, nodding his head and reaching his open hand forward. 
I gripped his hand and returned his nod. “Agreed, Dean Armen.”
My brother stood and watched, his silence unnoticed. “I shall see you later, Y’re,” spoke my brother slowly. 
“Please call me Dean, unless that name makes you uncomfortable.”
“No, that would be fine, I guess,” returned Ryan. 
“We shall see you later.” 
My brother’s mood seemed to have darkened. 
I felt as if the day had grown brighter with a new child, a new family. 
            
                                                            
THE SUN SHINED DOWN on me and I felt its warmth. I reveled in its comfortable embrace and I began to understand what Dean had spoken of; perhaps this place could become my home. Ryan’s mood had not improved. Mostly, he brooded and looked north. The night was colder than the days and for that I was grateful. A possibility of changing seasons seemed too much to ask upon the tundra, but here it was a pleasant reality. 
We sat in the night, Ryan and me, and watched the starry veil that covered the darkened skies. It had been four days since we had arrived in Duirin and Leane had not woken. Her comatose state worried me; the possibility of complications scared me. 
“Ryan?” I called. 
He sat near me, but his mind was a million miles away. I could understand his distance. The time spent in this place had begun to make me feel more and more removed from everything I had known. Dean’s history of the place, though a revelation, was difficult for me to hear. 
“What is it, Seth?” he replied with an annoyed sigh, his demeanor as sour as ever. 
“What has come over you? You seem to have become angry with this place,” I replied, trying as best I could to keep things cordial. 
“This place is not our home. Summer has been acting strangely, as if she no longer knows me. She is scared of something and she refuses to share it with me.” He paused for a moment. “I miss father.” He lowered his head in defeat. 
“As do I, Ryan, as do I.”
“I don’t him,” he added bitterly. 
“He has been nothing but honest with us so far, Ryan.” 
“Father never talked about his brother. The people here are too different. I don’t trust them.”
“Let us be patient, Ryan. He has done nothing yet to shake our confidence in him. He has provided a place for us to stay and has cared for Leane. If the time comes that he betrays our trust, I shall deal with it accordingly,” I reasoned. 
Ryan stood angrily. “This will never be home.”  
We had been sitting upon the ledge of the outer wall, the placement perfect for watching the cycles of the sun. Ryan stalked ahead of me. He jumped down the stairs instead of descending them and then melted almost immediately into the half-light of the buildings. I stopped on the edge of the town, watching the sky above me. 
Crack. 
I heard the sound behind me. I pulled my planedge came from its sheath and turned. The blade had not once left my side since we had reached Duirin. I smirked angrily as I replaced the blade. Dean grinned. His eyeglasses hung lazily around his neck on a bit of twine. 
“Jumpy, huh?” he joked.
He stared up into the night sky. 
“Yes, I must admit it: this place makes me very cautious.”
“A new place can do that to you,” he acquiesced easily. 
“What can I do for you?” 
He hesitated. “I passed your brother on my way here. He seemed preoccupied.”
“He is having a tough time adjusting to Duirin. He is still a boy.”
“And what about you? Have you already formed an opinion of this place?”
“I don’t know. Right now, I miss my home,” I replied, lowering my head to my chest. 
“You miss your family…”
“Ryan and Leane are my only family,” I returned quickly, interrupting him. 
“Your father?”
“Died. I thought you knew.” 
“I didn’t know. When I left for the south, I knew I wouldn’t return. It took me several years to recover from my journey south and I found myself far too fragile to make another journey north. So, I made this place and soon other travelers found me,” he began, leaning on his cane.  
“So, you never came back to see your brother?”
“I couldn’t. My body was not what it once was. I missed the Fallen, as you do now. I missed your father and your mother. Most of all, I missed my father, your grandfather, Malkai. He was a strong man, more like your father than me. I was the weaker of the two, not strong enough to endure the journeys north, but sufficient to travel south,” he continued. 
“Father spoke of Malkai. He called him the greatest warrior of the Fallen, a warrior among warriors. He said…” Dean turned to me, a glimmer in his eyes as I spoke. “He said that Malkai hunted the Umordoc. That the Umordoc killed him.”
Dean sighed, his twisted old body fighting for stability upon the cane he held tightly in his gnarled hands. “My father was a bold man; he feared nothing. He hunted the Umordoc far into the north, killing dozens of them. Then, he didn’t come back. Urgald, Higald’s great-grandfather, was the leader of the Fallen then. He decreed that another Armen must take his father’s place.”
“And?”  
“To my shame, I would not speak up. I feared the north. Your father was braver than me; he stepped forward in my place.”
“So you journeyed south for your shame?” 
“Yes, I sought redemption and traveled south, hoping to bring word of an easier place to live. The journey proved too difficult for me and I couldn’t return; in doing so, I missed the death of my only brother,” replied Dean softly. 
I sensed his sadness and changed the conversation quickly. “Why do they call you Y’re?”
He wiped at his eyes and smiled weakly. “Y’re was the name of a warrior Tiken’s people hold in reverence. He was believed to be a mighty warrior descended of the north who would save their people. When he found me, he saw the pale color of my skin and thought I was this mythical warrior.”
“You have created a safe place for them,” I replied. 
“This is hardly a safe place. Sweeps come through here often. The metalloids are a cruel bunch. They hate lower humans.”
“Metalloids? Lower humans?” 
“I have spoken too soon it seems. I had forgotten that you do not know about the Upper Plane, the world above.”
“The world above?” 
“Yes, Seth. The world above.”
“What of the Umordoc? I have seen them. Are they not our enemy?” 
“The Umordoc are more than they seem. A discussion for another night,” he replied, stepping away. 
“No, you will tell me now,” I returned angrily. I grasped his arm and glared at him. “What is this Upper Plane?”
“Seth, it’s too much for you to accept right now. Go and rest.”
“Why would I not be able to accept what you have to say?”
“Look about the city tomorrow. Walk with the people here and they will tell you of many things. I will answer what they cannot,” finished Dean. 
I turned back to the night sky with a definitive sigh and crossed my arms across my chest. My frustration had reached a boiling point and many questions weighed upon my mind.
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