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	A fierce storm raged as my mother, Solph, cried, and my father, Carine, paced back and forth in the hall outside.

	He’s told me the story so many times I can recite it by heart. He wanted to be in the room with her, but something was wrong. My birth was not going as planned. Maria, the midwife, had asked him to wait outside. 

	My father swore that a bolt of lightning struck the house, that in that moment of blinding light he was sure the house would catch fire. But fire never came. There wasn’t even a crash of thunder to follow the lightning. Without warning, the storm -- and my mother’s screams -- had come to an abrupt halt.

	My father rushed into the room and took me in his arms. He said there was a spark of electricity in my eyes. That all the force of the lightning had been bottled up inside me, and that’s where my powers had come from. The powers I’ve spent years learning how to control. To suppress.

	That’s where my father always ended the story, but no matter how many times he told it, I could see him choking back the tears. Hiding the pain. He wanted to tell me what happened next, but he never had the strength.

	My father never told me the end of the story, but Maria did. She said it was my right to know. When my father rushed into the room he was so overjoyed he didn’t even notice at first. He was filled with joy at the love that had entered his life, yet was unaware of the love that had left. When he finally saw her, he fell to his knees. Maria was afraid he might drop me by accident, but he never did. He laid me on my mother’s motionless chest and crawled into the bed, cradling us in his arms. There he stayed, weeping late into the night. 

	He always believed it was all connected; My birth, her death, and the drought. 

	My father used to tell me about the world as it had been. The deep gorge that ran past our village with a trickling stream at the bottom was once a roaring river. The dusty, withering crop fields were once lush and green. The abandoned buildings that now sat boarded up at the center of our village were once a bustling marketplace.

	I couldn’t help but feel it was all somehow my fault. The drought had started on the day I was born. As far back as I can remember, my father spent more time searching for a way to bring back the rain than he had at home with me. Even when he was home, he spent most of his time poring over old books and scrolls.

	I still have flashes of memory from when I was very young. Turning the pages of those ancient books, though I couldn’t understand the runes and inscriptions. My father reading to me about myths and legends as I fell asleep. The memories are always triggered by the smell. Everything I remember about my father is encapsulated in that dusty smell.

	There’s one memory that stands out to me more than all the rest.

	I was playing in the dirt, no more than four years old. My father crouched down next to me and smiled. I remember having mud all over my face. 

	“No matter what happens, Arianna, you must never let anyone else determine your path in life. You have the spirit of the storm in you, my little songbird. Embrace it, it is what makes you who you are.” 

	His words still echo in my thoughts, in my dreams, all these years later. I might not have been able to understand them at the time, but I always knew they were important. 

	My father rose to greet Mayor Talze, a very fat man, and a handful of village leaders. I stood, not as a child but as a dreamer. 

	I remember seeing a wilted tomato plant nearby. Tomatoes have always been my favorite, though they rarely come in the ration packs. I tried to pick one from the plant, but it fell the moment my clumsy fingers touched it and splattered on the ground. The insides were all brown. 

	“Don’t wander too far, Arianna,” I could hear my father call after me.

	“It’s getting late, Carine, this had better be worth it,” the Mayor said. 

	“It will be,” my father promised. 

	“There’s been grumbling among the workers at the mines, you know. You continue to take a share of the rations, but…”

	My father cut the Mayor’s cold voice off, “But once I’ve found a way to end the drought, there will be no more need of rations. All those workers toiling away in your mines will be free to go back to their old lives.”

	One of the village leaders grumbled something I couldn’t understand. I wasn’t listening with anything more than a child’s natural curiosity. 

	My father continued, “I have found some compelling evidence to suggest this drought has been brought on by magic.”

	My father had been telling me this for years. He had practiced this speech I don’t know how many times. I never expected the village leaders would respond with laughter.

	“Magic, what are you talking about?” One of the village leaders interjected. “You are an even bigger fool than Talze has told us.”

	The Mayor held up his hand and the elders quieted all at once. “Magic hasn’t been practiced outside the Royal Academy in decades. Don’t you think King Drevon would know if one of his own mages went rogue?” 

	Mayor Talze lowered his hand to his side and took a small piece of candy from his pocket. He placed it in his mouth with such belligerent joy as the others watched with hungry eyes. 

	“It could have been a Casar, a Firya, even a Satyr,” my father reasoned. “Look at the sky! The clouds have never left, but the rain refuses to fall.”

	“What purpose could such a curse possibly serve?” said another one of the village leaders. “It’s affected the other kingdoms just the same as ours.” 

	By this time I wasn’t paying much attention. I heard the Mayor begin to speak of the mines again. The same lecture I’ve heard him give a hundred times since then. How it had brought the village together. How it promised work for one generation after another. Despite my father’s pleas, no one was actually listening to what he had to say. 

	My attention was on the edge of the forest that bordered the crop fields. I swore I saw a pair of beady eyes peer out and then vanish. The eyes caught my attention and I toddled toward them. There was a guard patrolling the tree line, but he was walking the other way now. Maybe I could get just close enough to see what the eyes belonged to.

	My father and the Mayor, just within earshot, continued to argue.

	“You think because your daughter was born an elemental you know more about magic than the rest of us.” I paused when I realized the Mayor was talking about me. Even at such a young age I knew I wasn’t like the other kids, that my powers were special. I also knew that until my father could afford to send me to the Royal Academy of Magic I was forbidden to use my powers.

	“Do you even know if such a curse is possible?” Even as I inched away I could hear the Mayor’s dismissal. 

	“No, I don’t,” my father answered, his voice diminished.

	“And do you know what it would take to reverse such a curse?”

	“No, I don’t. But that does not change the fact that it must be done! We must send out an expedition to find the truth!”

	“We’ve heard the man’s case. I think it’s time to put it to a vote. Who would like to send a group of our finest elves on a perilous journey through Satyr infested forests…”

	I was almost too far away to hear the rest as I approached the dark woods.   

	“…to break the curse that may or may not have been placed on our land?”

	There was no response as the sun set and complete darkness fell. 

	I was in the woods. Alone. Farther than I had ventured before. I could barely see my own hand in front of my face. I was about to cry out for help when I heard a still, soft voice whispering inside my head.

	Stay calm, child. I will guide us.

	A ball of blue light formed in my hand, lighting the trees around me. I hadn’t meant to use my powers, it had just happened.

	As I stumbled across the roots of trees into the night I could feel chills run down my arm as if Emu, the goddess of the woods had invited me in. 

	I could hear a trumpet sounding in the distance. The guard must have seen me wander into the woods, but that didn’t bother me. I was an explorer - like my father; determined to discover all there was to see. 

	I imagined all the strange and wonderful friends I might meet. As a child, the forest looked like the most magical place in existence. I pushed through the last of a sparse underbrush into a clearing and stopped short as a creature stepped out from behind a tree. The creature was wearing rough, leather garments. Its legs were covered in fur and it had hooves for feet. As I looked up in the dim light I could make out a face that seemed almost elvish, but there was something off -- it was familiar yet far away. 

	I held out my hand to show the ball of electric light to the creature. Maybe it wanted to play? I tossed the ball toward the creature, but it hit the ground much too soon. It bounced and rolled and came to a stop at the creature’s feet.

	 The creature bent down to examine the ball of light. I could see its face more clearly now. Gentle, curious, but with large, twisting horns coming from the top of its head. Was this a Satyr? It was so like the pictures I had seen, with fur covering the backs of its arms and long, twisting fingernails that looked more like claws. But at the same time it wasn’t like the pictures at all. The paintings of Satyrs in the Mayor’s house were terrifying, and had sparked more than one nightmare in my young, impressionable mind. But this creature wasn’t scary at all. He seemed friendly, more than anything else.

	As I stood studying my discovery, I could hear footsteps rushing through the forest behind me and voices calling out my name. 

	My father stopped several steps behind me. The creature looked at my father, their eyes locking for several seconds, though it felt like a lifetime. They shared what I could only describe now as inquisitive glances before the creature turned and dashed away. 

	“Arianna, never do that again!” My father fell to his knees and wrapped his arms around me. 

	He was more determined than ever after that day. 

	That night my father pinned a map of our country up on our wall. He had spent weeks working on it, hand drawing every part of it and making sure it was all to scale. The Cyndarin Mountains to the east, the dwarven kingdom of Vaeger to the west.

	He had even included the islands of the Magi and the lost continents many believed didn’t exist. Much of my father's map was based on books borrowed from Fennox Castle, other parts were remade from tomes and grimoires he had found or bought from traders. 

	My father had drawn dozens of interesting locations on the map and was always adding to it. There was one spot in particular that always called out to me. My father would point at it and tell me that was where the curse had started. That he ventured there once hoping to find some clues but found it all in ruins. He called it the Temple of the Storms. 

	I made him promise to take me one day. 
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	As the years went by, my father became more comfortable leaving me home alone for longer stretches of time. It became clear to me that he would never be able to send me to the Royal Academy of Magic. Instead, I would have to learn how to hide my powers. I wished I didn’t have them at all. 

	Maria looked after me while my father was gone, along with several other children from the village whose parents worked in the mines. I believed with all my heart that the work my father was doing was more important than the mines, but the other kids didn’t agree. They teased me and often tried to goad me into losing my temper and using my powers. They succeeded more often than not.

	No matter how hard I tried to control my anger, it would flare up before I could stop it, then fade away in an instant after I had shot a bolt of lightning into the ground or against a wall. I tried not to aim my outbursts at the other kids. My father always told me if I were to accidentally hurt someone there would be terrible consequences. Using magic without permission from the Royal Academy of Magic was punishable by death.

	Maria liked to teach us about the wide world while she watched over us. Some of the parents said it was a waste of time. Since the Satyrs had come out of hiding in search of food after the drought had started, the forest paths were no longer safe to travel. It wasn’t safe to leave Manse Village, much less the Kingdom of Idril. Even some of the heavily guarded caravans of rations from the capital city of Fennox-Calil didn’t reach their destinations. 

	Even so, Maria insisted it was important for us to learn what else was out there. To our west lay the dwarven kingdom of Vaeger, populated by the Casar. Maria told us they had long ago adopted a governmental philosophy known as democracy, whereby leaders were elected by the people in a popular vote. This was different from Idril, where the King’s Council was made up exclusively of members of the royal families. Even in the villages, the governorship was a birthright passed down from father to son.

	Maria told us there had once been talk of bringing democracy to Idril, but those ideas had been laid to rest after the drought started.

	In the icy mountains to the north lived the Firya, who looked much like us but with short, rounded ears and pale, white skin. They had no formal government at all, but lived under a primitive system of tribal rule, similar to the elves who lived in the Southern Wilds beneath us.

	Those elves were often referred to as South-Dogs, since they weren’t technically a part of Idril, but had no kingdom of their own. The Southern Wilds were such a harsh and unforgiving place that those who lived there had been forced to become fierce, aggressive warriors. Their skin had become dark and leathery from exposure to the unrelenting desert sun.

	“Is Argentis a South-Dog?” I asked Maria once. Argentis was a knight who had come from the capital to help Mayor Talze around the village. I had always thought he was different from the other knights. His temper was almost as bad as mine.

	“Yes,” Maria answered. “Best to keep your distance if you know what’s good for you.”

	 

	At age eight I found a small cuima, a fox-like animal with blue fur and a white stomach, long ears, and a tail that was colored black. The cuima was injured. It had come out of the woods limping towards what was left of our farm. I took the creature and cradled it. At first it seemed afraid of me, but as I matched my gaze with its own we became connected in a way that can’t be explained. 

	I took the cuima home and kept it in my room. I hid it from Maria while my father was away. In my room, I treated its legs with red herbs that I had picked on the south side of the village. For several weeks I snuck food from the dinner table, feeding and nursing the cuima back to health. Before long it was even playful again and accompanied me outside as I went to gather herbs again. 

	Near the mouth of the stream, I saw the Mayor’s son, Chass, fishing.

	“You aren’t going to catch anything,” I told him. He was an older boy, about twice my own age at the time, but even then I could tell he was odd. All the other kids his age were working in the mines or apprenticing under someone in the village. A few had even gone to the capital to become squires. Chass, on the other hand, was fishing in a dry creek.

	“I know,” he chuckled. “It just helps me clear my head sometimes.”

	“I didn’t realize there was anything in your head to begin with,” I teased. He turned to look at me, and furrowed his brow when he noticed the cuima, who had grown so much already her ears were up to my waist.

	“What have you got there?” he asked. He had such a formal way of talking. I supposed that came from being the Mayor’s son. His clothes were different, too. While the rest of us had to wear the same dirty rags for weeks at a time, he seemed to have a different outfit every time I saw him. 

	“She’s my familiar,” I told him, raising my chin proudly. 

	“Oh, right,” he said, “every witch needs a familiar.”

	I stomped my foot indignantly at that last remark. “I’m not a witch, I’m an elemental. There’s a difference.”

	“Right, right, I forgot,” he said.

	I scrunched up my face to look as mean as I could manage. “And I’m not afraid to use my powers if you tell anyone about her!” I said.

	“Don’t worry, kid,” he answered with a wink, “your secret is safe with me.” For as different as he was, I couldn’t complain too much. At least he was nice. He would often come and play with me when Maria was too busy and my father was away. 

	“So what’s her name?” he asked.

	I looked down at the cuima, who was panting by my side. “I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t thought of a name yet.”

	“Really?” he asked. “That’s odd. You must not really care about her, then.”

	“No, I do care!” I shot back. “I’m just…” I paused. To be honest, I wasn’t sure why I hadn’t given her a name yet.

	“Scared you’ll lose her?” Chass suggested. 

	I looked down at her giant, glistening blue eyes. I sat down cross-legged and scratched behind her ears and she licked my face. 

	“You’re afraid if you get too attached it’ll be that much harder when she gets taken away.”

	I hadn’t thought about it like that before, but I knew it was true as soon as he said it. I had gotten so used to having things taken away from me that I had put up guards without even realizing it. Here I had something I could truly call my own, something that could make me really happy, but I was too scared of losing it to let myself get attached.

	“Emery,” I said. “I’ll call her Emery.”

	 

	I arrived back home late. Maria was waiting. 

	“Did you really think you could hide her forever?” she asked. “She’ll be as big as a horse within a year.”

	I clenched my fists and felt the power of the lighting building in my fingertips. “I told him not to tell anyone!” I yelled.

	Maria was smiling, and I noticed she was putting a plate of red meat on the floor. 

	“Scraps from Talze’s big council meeting last night,” she said. “Courtesy of your friend Chass.”

	The next day my father came home. I heard him arguing with Maria before she left.

	That night he sat on the side of my bed and I knew what he was going to say.

	“We can’t afford to share our rations with a creature from the woods,” he said.

	“But Chass can bring us extras from --”

	“Arianna,” he cut me off, “we can’t rely on anyone but ourselves. I know Chass means well, but there simply isn’t enough food to go around.”

	“But daddy, I love her!” I pleaded.

	He closed his eyes and sighed. “I know, sweetie. But our house is too small. She needs to be free to run and play. It’s for the best.”

	He carried her off into the woods first thing the next morning, and didn’t come home again for several days.

	“We all have to make sacrifices,” he said as he left.

	 

	I stayed up late reading from scrolls my father had found in the crypt of an old king. One scroll told the story of a Casar named Vel, a blacksmith, who labored on his greatest masterpiece. The scroll was written in an ancient tongue my father had been studying while on his adventures. I had learned to read it, too, by studying my father’s notes, though he didn’t know that. It made me feel close to him when he wasn’t home.

	Vel had lost his wife, his son, his home, and his old forge to a band of raiders who demanded he make them swords and armor. He fled with nothing but a few raw materials. Running from his pain. Running from his enemies. 

	It was on the edge of the Chasm of Fire that he found a small village. For a while he found peace. The locals had called him mad, believing his unorthodox methods would cause him to be cursed. Vel made a new forge that stood on the inside cliff of a volcano, a fire mountain. Harnessing fire from the melting crust of the planet Vel forged not a sword or shield but a relic. 

	It was the first of several he made, vowing to seal away the spirits of the world, to harness the power of the storm for his vengeance. Vel chanted in Casar tongue, day and night. He worked on his relic even as floods of magma erupted, threatening to destroy what little he had left.

	Each and every day for years he sang and chanted, never eating, never sleeping. Vel hammered as loud as thunder; the echoes could be heard across the world. Every breath he took was filled with smoke and despite the discomfort of his home and the isolation, he continued relentlessly to forge. 

	“Spirit of rain, spirit of thunder, spirit of lightning! Come to me!” Vel would chant, holding his hammer high above his head before slamming it down. By the time the first relic was almost made, Vel’s body had begun to give, nothing more than an empty husk, a Casar that refused to die. 

	According to legend, his spirit left what remained of his mortal coil and Vel turned into a blood dragon. It was in that form that he continued to forge away inside the heart of the volcano until three relics were made.

	Without knowing I had already snuck into his study my father read me the story. He told me that he believed the relics were real, and that someone must have found them and used them to trap the spirits. That’s what had started the drought. He told me that one day he would find them and free the spirits.

	“Can I help you, daddy?” I asked. “I can use my magic!” 

	He smiled, but I couldn’t help but feel there was sadness in his eyes. “So you could,” was all he said.

	“I think it’s my destiny to be a hero like you,” I said with a yawn.

	He stroked my hair gently. “The things I do are dangerous,” he said. “I love you too much to risk losing you.”

	 

	Maria and my father weren’t the only ones I heard stories from. In the village was a storyteller, a bard that came from Fennox Castle several times a year. The bard, an old man with a great gray beard and shaved head who ate and drank three times his weight would tell us tales of the Satyrs. The dangerous and vile creatures that lived in the woods. 

	“Satyrs have teeth as sharp as daggers, jaws made of steel. Wearing the skin of their victims, they lure unsuspecting children into the dark woods. There, they hang them from a tree, drink their blood, and chew on their bones!”

	I nearly choked on the milk I was drinking. My father had earned a few extra coin on his latest adventure, and decided to treat me to a special dinner at the tavern.

	He reached over and patted me on the back. “It’s just a story,” he said. “There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

	“It’s true, all of it!” the bard insisted as he came up to our table. “It was once, when I was a young man, I encountered such a beast. I watched helplessly as it devoured two of the kingdom’s strongest mages, then came for me. I swung my sword like a pickaxe, and, lucky for me, I hit gold,” he said with relish. 

	“Go buy yourself a drink, old man,” my father said.

	“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” the bard said as he turned out his empty pockets. “It seems I’ve bled myself dry.”

	“I don’t have any extra,” my father insisted.

	“Then give me some of your food!” the bard demanded. 

	“There’s only enough for us,” said my father.

	“Do you know who I am?” 

	“A drunken fool,” my father answered without question. 

	“I have traveled day after day from Fennox Castle to share my guidance and wisdom with your daughter, your village, and from what I’ve heard you have refused to work in the mines,” the bard was leaning forward, his hand down by his dagger. “You don’t work a day in your life and you think you deserve something so precious?” He reached down and scooped a small red fruit off my plate. It was a rare treat that I had been saving for last. My father stood up. 

	“Put that back.”

	“What are you going to do?” 

	My father protested again. I could feel an energy swirling up inside of me as my father looked me in the eyes. Sparks of magic coming to life. 

	You can end this! Show that old fool what you are capable of!

	“Take this,” my father said, handing over his plate of food. “You look like you might fall over.” My father smiled at me, taking the fruit away from the bard and handing it back to me. I felt calm. The raging voice faded once more into the background.

	The bard sneered down at me and said, “I guess we don’t get to see any fireworks today, after all.” 

	The spark inside of me wanted to spread, to lose control. I remembered my training. I counted to ten. I began visualizing my bedroom, my books, my clay statues, the artwork I had drawn on the wall with chalk. I visualized my stuffed Rusco in my arms and my father sat down beside me. 

	The bard took the plate and walked away, joining the other knights from the kingdom and the geld who had come to claim the tax on what little money we made from the mines and the few businesses that still managed to stay open. 

	As angry as the bard made me, I was always fascinated by his stories. Especially when he talked about our king. King Drevon was the kindest, bravest, and most noble elf that had ever lived. 

	In one story he would be on the front lines defending a village against a raid from Firya in the north, and in the next, he would be in the streets of Fennox-Calil personally handing out rations in the poorest parts of the city. 

	There were some who said his policies were too aggressive and heavy-handed, but my father always insisted that he had the kingdom’s best interests at heart. He was always willing to do what was necessary for the good of his people, even if it wasn’t the most popular decision. I asked my father once if he had ever met the king. 

	“Not yet,” he told me, “but I will. He’s going to help me finish my mission.”

	 

	By age twelve I had started working in the kitchen at the Mayor’s mansion. Chass was always coming around and playing jokes. One time we were preparing a giant banquet for some visitors from the capital and Chass convinced me to help him sneak a batch of spicy peppers into the stew. He laughed for hours about how they had all tried so hard to keep their composure while politely asking what was in the recipe. I was just sad I couldn't be there to see it myself. 

	Over the years I’d found different ways to keep myself occupied during the weeks and months my father would spend away. I would venture into the woods or explore abandoned buildings in the village with Chass.

	The day I turned fifteen was when my world fell apart. My father promised he would come back in time for my birthday, but he didn’t. He would never come home again.

	Chass and I were playing a game with some of the other village kids. We had two makeshift nets set up on either side of a field, and had to kick an old leather ball into the other team’s goal. 

	I intercepted the ball then quickly broke off from the group and had a free shot at the goal. That is until Erie dove feet first to kick the ball out from under me. I tripped and rolled several times before landing flat on my stomach.

	“Cheater! That was a foul!” I yelled. The other kids continued to play, following Erie’s lead and ignoring me. I slammed my fist on the ground and let out a throaty growl. 

	Electricity arced from my clenched fist. The magic was gaining control. I stood and squared off. A ball of lightning formed in the palm of my hand and I pointed it toward Erie. 

	Let’s teach that bully a lesson!

	The words echoed in the back of my mind as if coming from far away. I’d trained for years to suppress my temper, but sometimes it would strike so fast I didn’t have time to stop myself. 

	Chass jumped in the line of fire. “No!” I heard him yell. The blast caught him in the chest, turning his training armor black as pieces of it tore away like charcoal. 

	“Chass! You idiot!” I yelled. 

	Not again! My eyes grew wide and I clasped my hands over my mouth. I could still feel the temperature that had risen in my fingers. I felt horrified at what I had done. I ran over to Chass as he stumbled from the ground back to his feet. The other kids were staring now but I didn’t care. I just wanted to make sure Chass was okay. 

	“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to… I was just…”

	“You’re welcome,” Chass said, wheezing.

	“What?”

	“I just saved you from being reported to my father, again.”

	Whatever remorse I had been feeling dissipated at that moment.

	“My hero. What would I ever do without you?” I asked, making certain he couldn’t miss the sarcasm oozing out of every word.

	“On second thought, maybe I will report you after all.” 

	“Don’t make me blast you again,” I said, shaking my fist. The two of us smiled. It was one of the last times I would smile for a very long time.

	A trumpet blasted in the distance. 

	My head bolted toward the sound. 

	“My father! He’s returned!” I exclaimed. I sprinted away as Chass limped along behind me. 

	I heard him yell, “Wait! Something isn’t right.” But I ignored him.

	I arrived back at my home just in time to see two elves hauling a cart which was covered over by a blanket. Underneath the blanket was what appeared to be a man’s body. Mayor Talze ambled alongside. I froze. Chass caught up, out of breath.  

	“Father, what’s going on?” Chass demanded. 

	“It was the Satyrs. By the time my men found him, it was already…

	 

	…too late.” 
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	I’m not sure how long I stared at the cart, my eyes glossed over, my mouth ajar. I couldn’t believe it was my father’s body. I couldn’t. Several guards stopped me from getting too close. As one tried to hold me back I broke free only to be grabbed by another. 

	I struggled against him and my fingers found their way into a small gap in his armor, just inside his elbow. I felt a shred of torn fabric underneath. Had I ripped it by accident? No, it must have already been that way. I could feel dried blood on his skin, a tell-tale sign of a fresh cut. The knights were always injuring each other in their sparring matches. There wasn’t an actual war on, so the thugs had to take their aggression out somehow. 

	I dug my fingernails into the cut, and the knight howled and pulled away. Another shred of the fabric tore away in my hand, and I could feel the runes embroidered onto it. Probably a simple protection spell; apparently not a very good one, though.

	I took another step toward the cart, then fell to my knees. I knew the truth, whether I wanted to admit it or not. And the truth was that I was too broken to keep fighting.

	Chass wasn’t far behind me. I could hear him arguing with his father, arguing with another one of the knights who followed behind the slowly forming crowd. I wanted to scream. I wanted to ignite the electricity I felt turning and growing inside my body and set the world around me on fire, but I couldn’t. 

	I had years of my father’s lessons, my father’s words. Even in his passing, he was reaching out to me, telling me to maintain control. If I zapped a guard I would be thrown into prison, or worse.

	“Take the body to Esther, he’ll be able to do a full report and we’ll send it off by raven to the capital. I never thought I’d see the day the wretched beasts would take one of our own,” Talze said to no one in particular as he waddled his ever-expanding frame over towards me. “I will handle the preparations for the funeral myself. I know this is going to be hard for you, Arianna, but…” he continued speaking but his voice faded away as I found myself unable to focus on his words. 

	 Eventually, the mayor and his men all left, and the ominous cart was rolled away. I was left alone, falling into the void that had been torn open inside my chest.

	I heard a rustling noise behind me. It was Chass, still standing by my side after all this time.

	“Arianna, I’m so sorry. I…” 

	He was moving his hand toward my shoulder. I cut him off.

	“Don’t touch me.” 
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	I sat down in the grass behind Arianna. She knew that I was there, that was what mattered. I had always tried to be there for Arianna, whenever I could. Like Arianna, I knew what it was like to never know your mother. I also knew what it was like to have a father who spent more time with his work than with you.

	As a child I used to idolize Carine. I could listen to his stories for hours. I always dreamed that one day I would get to explore the world, just like Carine. But when my chance came to go to the capital and become a squire, I couldn’t go through with it. I was never quite sure what it was that held me back. The world just seemed like such a large place, and my world was so small.

	I hadn’t left the village since the drought, when the Satyrs made travel through the woods too dangerous. The towering stone walls of Fennox Castle were nothing more than a distant memory from my childhood. It was as though they were a part of a reality that couldn’t be accessed from the reality I lived in. There was no bridge from here to there. I was stuck.

	Part of me wanted to stay behind to make sure Arianna didn’t. She had so much power, so much potential; she had the opportunity to become something truly great, and I didn’t want to see her waste it. The older I got the more I saw that her father was doing more harm than good by trying to keep her safe. She could have been helping break the curse. He could have trained her from the day she was born for that very purpose.

	Then again, I couldn’t really blame him. The more I came to think of Arianna as a sister, the less I liked the idea of her being put in harm's way. That was the whole reason Carine had worked so hard to break the curse on his own: so she wouldn’t have to. He wanted her to have a better life than the one he was forced to live.

	Still, the question remained, if she had been with him when the Satyrs attacked, would he still be alive?

	We had been sitting in silence for several hours when Maria approached.

	“Esther has finished his examination of the body,” she said. “Arianna, if you want to be with your father, now is the time.”

	Arianna didn’t respond, and for a moment I wondered if she had even heard.

	“The others say you shouldn’t see him like this,” Maria continued, “but I think --”

	“I want to see him,” Arianna said, interrupting her. “I want to see what they did to him.”

	I rose and extended a hand to Arianna to help her up. Without acknowledging my offer of assistance, she pushed herself to her feet and started walking toward the mortuary. I stood for a moment, unsure of what to do, until I looked at Maria and she nodded for me to follow after Arianna.

	The already eerie quietude of the abandoned buildings was even more pronounced as we made our somber trek to visit Arianna’s father. We passed into the outskirts of the village and just beyond the cemetery I could see the old mill that had burned down a few years ago. Only Arianna and I knew what actually happened to it.

	“We never told your father about the old mill, did we?” I asked with a chuckle. We used to jump from the second-floor balcony onto the rotting hay below. Once she tried to jump from the third floor, but went too far and almost landed on a rusty old plow. 

	She paused and looked out at the mill with a straight face. “No, we didn’t,” she said flatly. 

	“I thought you were a goner, for sure,” I said. “If you hadn’t --”

	“I didn’t,” she cut me off. “She did.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked. I had never heard her talk about her powers like that before; like they were another person.

	“I don’t know how to explain it,” she said. “It’s like instinct took over and I was blasting the wall before I knew what was happening.”

	The force from her blast had been enough to redirect her fall and send her crashing safely into the hay, but it had also set the mill ablaze. We had rushed into the nearby woods before anyone knew we had been there, and didn’t come out till we’d circled clear to the other side of the village.

	Without another word, Arianna started walking again. I had been hoping to lighten the mood with the memory, but it seemed the fun, playful Arianna I had known before was nowhere to be found. I couldn’t imagine what she must have been going through. Her entire world had fallen down around her, and at only fifteen I wasn’t sure she would have the strength to get through it.

	This was just another reason why it was better that I had stayed behind. Carine’s quests had always been dangerous. This had always been a possibility. If he had managed to break the curse, or at least figure out how to do it, that would have been one thing. As it was, could we really say it had all been worth it?

	He had spent years following his obsession, and now that he was gone there was hardly anything to show for it.

	As we approached the mortuary I decided it would be best if I waited outside. A few minutes after Arianna went in, my father came out. He seemed so lost in thought that he didn’t even notice me leaning against the fence around the side of the building. I didn’t mind one bit.
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	I entered Esther’s mortuary and smelled the burning incense in the air. 

	“And when you examined the body, did you, by chance, find anything unusual?” Mayor Talze’s voice sounded like a snake. He stopped when I entered the room.

	“I want to see my father,” I demanded, standing straight and tall.

	Esther opened his mouth to respond but Mayor Talze stepped forward, speaking with less of a hiss and more of a causal, almost jovial tone, “Ah, Arianna! We were just discussing the preparations for your father’s funeral. Unfortunately, Esther has not yet had the time to dress your father’s wounds. Perhaps, my dear, you should come back at a later time.”

	His words were so unexpected I almost didn’t know how to respond. I didn’t know what to say, but I knew I wasn’t going to back down, either. “I want to see my father,” I repeated. I directed the words towards Esther without giving the Mayor a second glance. 

	“Honestly, child, you don’t want to remember him this way,” Mayor Talze persisted. “Now if you’ll excuse me I have business I have to attend to.” He turned toward Esther and spoke again under his breath, “you will of course, notify me if you find anything out of the ordinary?” His voice had that hiss again as Esther shook his head and told him that he would, of course. 

	As the Mayor left the two of us alone, Esther smiled at me that same, pitying smile the rest of the village had been giving me since I was a child.

	“What did he mean by that?” I asked

	“I don’t know. And I don’t like it. He is right though, about one thing. You don’t want to remember your father like this.” 

	“I want to see my father,” I demanded once more. One last time. 

	Esther must have heard the determination in my voice, as he silently escorted me back into the morgue. 

	My father’s body lay uncovered. Deep lacerations were visible through his torn, bloody clothes. I walked towards him, choking back the tears. 

	“I have never actually seen a victim of a Satyr attack before,” Esther said. He was pointing down towards the small cuts across my father's arms and wrist. It looked like the Satyrs had been carving runes into him as if he was some kind of sacrifice. “But I did not expect the cuts to be so clean as these. I would have assumed…” 

	“I would like a moment alone with my father, please.” I didn’t want to hear Esther explain any of it to me. Quietly, he left. 

	I stood over my father’s body for several moments, forcing myself not to cry. There were so many things I wanted to tell him. So many words left unsaid.

	“You could have worked in the mines, you know,” I started. “It would have been a simple life. We could have found a way to be happy. I can’t claim my own ration pack until I turn eighteen, you know that right? Until then I guess I’m going to have to work in the mines.” I was almost laughing, “I think I’m going to hate it even more than you would have.” I paused and took a deep breath. 

	“I want to make you proud, I really do, but I don’t know how. I want to finish what you started, but I’ve pored through your journals, studied all the old stories. There is nothing there! Why did you have to leave? What was it you were searching for?” I slammed my fist on the table. “We’re no closer to ending the drought than the day you started!” 

	A spark of electricity jumped from my clenched fist to a wound on my father's body. The spark danced up the length of the wound and sealed it so not even a scar remained. I looked down in bewilderment. 

	 I had always kept my powers suppressed because I thought they could do nothing but harm. I never knew they could heal, as well!  Hovering my hand over another gash, I willed another spark to stitch up another wound. 

	For the first time in my life I let my powers loose and set to work healing the rest of my father’s body. In that moment, I felt closer to him than I ever had before. I knew I would never be able to bring him back to life, but knowing that I was the one who dressed his wounds for the funeral gave me a sense of comfort like nothing I had ever experienced.  

	 As a wound on his arm healed his clenched fist loosened, revealing a crumpled piece of paper. I grabbed it and took several tries to unfold it as my fingers trembled. It offered the promise of answers. I knew whatever was written on this page were the words I had waited my whole life to hear.

	It was blank. 

	I fell over and crumbled apart. As the tears fell from my face to the table, one hit the paper and, amidst the moisture, hidden letters faded into view. I wiped a tear from my cheek and rubbed it over the paper, revealing the full text: 

	 

	“READ THE BLANK PAGES”
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	As I waited for Arianna to finish paying her respects I looked out over the village cemetery. Manse had never been a wealthy village, and most of the graves were marked with simple stones, or not marked at all. That is, most of the graves outside the mausoleum where my own family’s remains were interred. 

	I knew that Carine would be laid to rest next to his wife, in a far corner of the cemetery where the rough-hewn headstone he had chiseled out himself stood out among the pauper’s graves. My own mother’s grave was marked with an ornate marble statue that was likely the most expensive single object in the village.

	I began to wonder if Arianna would be coming back out at all, or if she had fallen asleep at her father’s side. I moved around to the front of the building, debating on whether or not to go in and check.

	Just then, she barreled out the front door and nearly plowed me over! She stood back and gave me a confused look, as if she was surprised to see me there. I almost wondered if she even remembered that I had walked all this way with her.

	I noticed she was clenching something in her fist. “What’s that?” I asked.

	“My father’s last words!” she shouted as she took off down the dirt path.

	After a moment of bewildered hesitation, I started off after her. “What does it say?” I asked as I ran behind her, but she never looked back. If she did say anything, I didn’t hear it.

	We didn’t stop running until we reached her house. I went inside to find her in her father’s study, already hard at work pulling books off the shelf, flipping through the pages, and laying them out on her father’s desk.

	“What is it?” I asked.

	“Invisible ink!” she said, more excited than I had seen her in a long time. 

	“What do you mean?”

	“Invisible ink,” she repeated, holding up a journal to show me two blank pages. “All these years my father’s been hiding his real discoveries with invisible ink!”

	“His real discoveries?” I asked, skeptical. “What do you think he found?”

	She paused, as if suddenly remembering something, then pointed in the direction of her bedroom. “There’s one on my nightstand,” she said. She went back to searching the books on the shelf, and I realized she meant for me to get the one from her nightstand. I went to her bedroom to retrieve it, and when I came back I found her gently dabbing a wet cloth on the pages of one of the journals.

	As soon as I came in, she dropped the book she was working on and grabbed the journal from my hand. I looked at the one she had been wetting just as hidden words came into view. It told the story of Vel, but a slightly different version. This time, Vel successfully entrapped the spirits in his relics, and unleashed their power to level an entire village in vengeance. 

	I looked up as Arianna started reading out loud from the journal that had been on her nightstand.

	“Arianna, I’ve left this journal out so it will be the first one you find. If you are reading this, it means I am dead, and it is your turn to carry on my mission.”

	She looked up at me, then back to the journal to continue reading. “I’m sure it will take you days to go through everything, but in brief, here is what you need to know. First, the legend of the storm relics is true. I don’t know who is behind the curse, but they must have found the three relics and used them to capture the spirits of Rain, Thunder, and Lightning.” 

	I moved to look over her shoulder as she read. There was a sketch of a tiny shrine sitting atop a snow-capped mountain range. “I am convinced that the Thunder relic is hidden deep within the Cyndarin Mountains, though I have not yet found any clues as to the location of the Rain Relic. As for the Lightning Relic, well, let’s just say that’s what started me on this journey in the first place. There is something important you need to know, Arianna…” 

	Her voice trailed off, and she stepped away to read the rest in silence.

	After several long moments, she tore the page from the journal. Electricity sparked from her fingers and the torn paper burst into flames. She dropped it into a trash bin and the fire spread to other crumpled pieces of paper left behind by her father.

	“Wait! What did he say?” I asked.

	“Everything,” she answered. “He told me everything.”
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	Arianna, I’ve left this journal out so it will be the first one you find. If you are reading this, it means I am dead, and it is your turn to carry on my mission. I’m sure it will take you days to go through everything, but in brief, here is what you need to know. First, the legend of the storm relics is true. 

	I don’t know who is behind the curse, but they must have found the three relics and used them to capture the spirits of Rain, Thunder, and Lightning.

	I am convinced that the Thunder Relic is hidden deep within the Cyndarin Mountains, though I have not yet found any clues as to the location of the Rain Relic. As for the Lightning Relic, well, let’s just say that’s what started me on this journey in the first place. There is something important you need to know, Arianna. 

	You are the Lightning Relic. 

	I don’t know how it happened, all I know is that the night the curse was enacted, the Spirit of Lightning must have found a way to break free before it was trapped inside the relic, and chose to channel itself into you instead. You alone can free the spirits, and end the drought once and for all.

	I’ve tried to protect you from this fate for as long as possible, but the truth is I’ve always known the day would come when you would have to sacrifice yourself to save the kingdom. I can only hope that you have the strength to do what must be done now that I am gone, because I did not have the strength to let you.
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	Chass and I spent the rest of the morning poring over the journals together. I did my best to push the dizzying weight of my father’s revelation out of my head and focus on the task at hand. We had to break the curse, no matter what the cost. My father had been too weak to do what needed to be done, and I knew that Chass would try to stop me, too, if he knew the truth. But I wasn’t weak. I knew that I would have the courage to go through with it, when the moment came.

	We pulled out a handful of pages that outlined my father’s plans to assemble the relics at the Temple of the Storm in the ancient ruins of Castle Kakara. It was there that the curse had been enacted, and only there could it be broken.

	We took the pages with us to the Mayor’s mansion, hoping he would send us off with a squad of his best men, and all the funds we could possibly need to complete our quest. 

	Inside we sat on a bench made of ivory, lavishly decorated with carvings of animals. I started running my hand along the edges, tracing the shape of a bird with my fingers. Sometimes I forgot this was where Chass had grown up. Behind us was a graphic mural of a ferocious Satyr attacking a caravan of elves in the woods. As I stared at the mural I saw my father’s face in all the elves pictured. For the first time I could remember, I felt relief when Mayor Talze entered through a side door. 

	“Now, children, what can I do for you?”

	He motioned, inviting us to follow him into his office; another room even more extravagant than the first. As he meandered around an imposing desk he plucked a candy from an ornate glass dish and delicately placed it in his mouth as he sat down. The chair creaked under his weight. 

	He looked us over and his eyes narrowed when they landed on the papers we were carrying. I handed one over to him. 

	“My father knew how to break the curse,” I said. “It’s all right here.”

	Chass and I sat down as he looked the pages over. We were both nervous. Fidgeting. 

	The Mayor tossed the pages on the desk. “And what would you like me to do about it?” he asked.

	Chass and I exchanged confused glances. “To help us find the relics,” Chass said. “We can end the drought.”

	Mayor Talze twiddled his thumbs and clicked his tongue. His eyes were sweeping through the corners of the room as though deep in thought, trying to find the right words. After several agonizing moments of silence he looked back and forth between the two of us. 

	“Tell me Chass. If we were to share this information publicly, what would be the people’s reaction?”

	All of that waiting, and this was his response? The answer seemed obvious.

	“They would be ecstatic,” Chass answered. “They would finally have hope that they can return to their old lives.”

	“And perhaps not be stuck toiling away in the mines?” the Mayor clarified.

	“Exactly!” I chimed in. 

	“Well, that is good news, isn’t it?” He paused for a moment. His cheeks puckered slightly as he continued sucking on the candy from before. “Perhaps a little too good to be true.”

	How could he say that? All of the proof was clearly laid out in my father’s journals!

	“What are you saying?” Chass asked, incredulous.

	“What happens when the people get their hopes up and it turns out not to be true? Or maybe it is true, and we simply are not able to break the curse? What happens when we fail?” 

	Both Chass and I looked down at the floor. Unsure of what to say, how to answer. Talze continued, “The people would be devastated. They would lose what little hope they did have. They would simply give up. The mines would fail, and our entire way of life would crumble overnight. And it wouldn’t hurt just us. The entire kingdom depends on our metals right now. Our mines are a source of pride. A beautiful thing in a world full of disaster.”

	“So you’re just going to let your people starve?” I growled through gritted teeth.

	“The drought has devastated the entire kingdom. But here, in our little village, through hard work and my generosity, we have managed to survive. Our future hangs in a very delicate balance, and it is my duty to make the difficult decisions that will maintain that balance. I know my way is the hard way, but it is the right way.”

	“Are you saying you won’t help us?” Chass asked.

	“No, I will not. And furthermore, I forbid you from ever speaking of this again.”

	I felt my anger rising. I stood and marched out of the room before I lost control. 

	Chass followed quickly behind me but stopped in the doorway when his father called out to him. 

	“I know you don’t understand now, son, but someday this burden will be yours.” 

	Chass turned to look his father in the eyes. 

	“You’re right, I don’t understand. I’ve spent my entire life living in luxury while everyone around me went hungry. And I didn’t understand. But now I think I’m starting to.” 

	 

	That evening I sat slumped on the edge of my bed sobbing. A clang from the kitchen startled me back to reality. 

	“Maria?” I called. I hadn’t seen her all day, but it was possible she had to come to check on me and decided to prepare some dinner for me while she was here. There was no response.

	I heard a steady, rhythmic thumping sound: the distinct noise of vegetables being chopped. Only it was much slower than when Maria or I did it. Whoever this was, they were clearly not a trained cook. I leaned against the door frame and saw Chass struggling to keep a bunch of green onions together as he diced them. 

	“Careful, don’t want to lose a finger,” I said. Chass jumped and nearly dropped the knife.

	“Don’t scare me like that and I won’t.” I gave him a faint smile. It was the most I could manage. He returned it, gentle understanding in his eyes.

	“Stolen from my father's secret stash. I thought you might be hungry.”

	“Thanks.” I wiped my eyes and walked over to the counter. I took a deep breath and let out a long sigh. “I just can’t believe after everything it’s all over.”

	“What if it isn’t?” Chass asked. I stared at him, expecting him to say more. He just continued chopping as if his words had meant nothing. As if he hadn’t just given me hope.

	“What do you mean? Your father said…”

	“I know what my father said.” He set the knife down and instinctively licked his fingers before making a soured face. Onions never were his favorite.

	“Then what else can we do? If he won’t help us…”

	“We don’t need his help. We don’t need anyone’s help.” He wiped his hands on a towel, then threw it over his shoulder. “We have everything we need right in your father’s journals.” That was his big plan? Really? I grunted and moved toward the table. I needed to sit.

	“Everything? All my father ever found out was that one of the relics might be somewhere in the Cyndarin Mountains.” Of course, that wasn’t the only thing my father found out, but I wasn’t ready for Chass to know the whole truth. I wasn’t ready to face it myself. 

	Chass followed me to the table. I had never seen him this determined about anything. In fact, I had never seen him want anything this badly. He had always been one to do what others expected of him. Especially when that ‘other’ was his father.

	“Well then we’ll find the other relics along the way.” He was standing over my shoulder now, but I couldn’t bear to turn and look at him. I could hear him breathing, gathering his thoughts. “Look, once you know the truth about something like this, you can never go back.”

	“And once we leave the village without your father’s permission he will never let us come back.” I knew it was the truth. There was nothing more we could do. Chass knelt down beside me, his hand on the back of my chair.

	“Then we never stop searching. The kingdom is only so big. The curse has to be broken. So what if it takes us fifty years?”

	I scoffed, finally turning to face him. “We’ll be dead in a ditch like my father long before that.” 

	Chass stared at me with a piercing gaze. I turned away and started picking at a splinter on the side of the table.

	“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” I started to apologize. 

	Chass stood, towering over me and casting an oppressive shadow across my entire world. “So when do you start at the mines?”

	 

	Chass and I stood side by side amongst a crowd of mourners around an imposing funeral pyre. Mayor Talze stood with his hands clasped together in front of him, clearing his voice. 

	“What can we say at times such as this? It is a harsh and brutal world that we live in. It is not the world that many of us remember from our childhoods, but it is the reality we face today. Carine gave his life in pursuit of a better world. May we honor his memory by doing what he would have wanted: Not dwelling on our loss but rather picking ourselves up and working harder than ever for our children, for our kingdom, so that they may inherit a better life!” 

	The crowd mumbled in agreement and slowly began to clap. 

	I stood in shock and looked towards Chass, but his eyes were clenched shut. 

	Liar!

	I couldn’t stop myself… 

	Tell them the truth!

	I took a step forward and yelled at the top of my lungs, “That is not what my father would have wanted!” 

	Chass grabbed my arm. “Not now,” he whispered. I shook him off. 

	“Every one of you knows that my father believed we could end this drought, this way of life, through magic, not by suffering in the Mayor’s mines so he could stay fat and lazy!”

	“Arianna, know your place!” Talze hissed loudly. 

	“My father found the way to end the drought, but Mayor Talze doesn’t want you to know that! The spirits of the storm have been captured and locked away! All we have to do is find them and release them! I say we put it to a vote.”

	Talze cleared his throat and looked over at me, smiling.

	“Arianna is right. It is our tradition to vote on such important matters. Who here is willing to travel through Satyr-infested forests and over snow-covered mountains to retrieve these theoretical relics which will supposedly break the curse that some powerful magician has placed over our land?” 

	There was no response from the crowd. 

	Talze looked at me with a subtle smirk, “Anyone?” 

	Silence.
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	I was floating somewhere in the void between worlds; in infinity. I listened and heard a voice call out. It sounded almost like an echo of my own. 

	“Come,” it said, guiding me through the nothing that went on for far too long. Blue light began to fill my vision. Perhaps I was screaming. I had no way of knowing as I became surrounded by clouds and bursts of thunder and lightning. The voice continued and I began to feel like the only reason I was alive was because the voice compelled me to continue living. 

	I could feel the pressure rise around me. If I was in my mortal body I was sure I would have been in pain, crushed by the rising storm. A cold wind blew from above me toward my feet and I became a mountain. For a moment I completely lost my form and became the clouds. Rain, snow, and shadow became my flesh, weaving gently around waves of wind that became white bone. A pair of dark blue hands began to take shape, then legs formed and I fell to my knees, catching myself on cold stone as I stared up at the mountain that I had been moments earlier.

	“What do you want with me?” I cried out, aware now that I had formed a mouth of some kind. 

	“What are you?” said the voice. 

	“I am Arianna, daughter of the great Carine,” I answered. 

	“No…” the voice answered. Suddenly I was surrounded by shadows of Satyrs and other monsters. A golden dragon flew toward me. 

	“Kill it,” the voice demanded. 

	“No,” I said, trying my best to turn away from the army that was advancing all around me. Some of the Satyrs looked like they were made of the same clouds that had given me life. 

	“Now! Kill them before they kill you!” the voice demanded again. 

	I was falling. Back in the sky again. I could see the army, the dragon, the entire kingdom below me as I fell for what felt like forever. Once more into infinity as I became the storm itself raining down upon the world. As I was about to hit the ground I saw a reflection of myself.

	 

	I awoke with a start to the sound of chopping coming from the kitchen. At first I thought it might have been Chass again, but the chopping was too rhythmic, too precise. I arose to find Maria preparing vegetables that were on the cusp of going bad. 

	“After last night I thought maybe you could use something nice to start your day,” she said. 

	“Thanks,” I said, yawning and stretching. I sat down at the table and started writing down my dream. Something told me I shouldn’t forget it. My father had told me that my mother was a strong believer in dreams, so I kept a small journal close at hand to record them. The journal had been a gift from my father. At the moment it was nearly full, and I felt sad knowing it would take a long time before I could buy something to record my thoughts again. 

	“Daughter like father,” Maria said, noticing my scribbling. 

	“Maybe,” I tried to smile but failed. I still couldn’t. 

	“It will be okay. I’m going to put a word in with the Mayor and see if we can’t get you working in the kitchen,” she said. 

	“I don’t want to work in the kitchen,” I replied. 

	Maria fell silent. I felt terrible. I wasn’t trying to sound like I was ungrateful. I didn’t want to work in the kitchen, but I didn’t want to work in the mines either. I wasn’t sure what I should do. 

	“Your tools arrived by courier this morning, I’ve already brought them inside,” Maria said. “The foreman also said that you can take your time coming in just don’t be absent. They said your father was a great friend and send their condolences.” 

	“How nice,” I frowned. 

	I took a bite of a carrot, making sure not to eat the small part that was starting to mold. Maria had already packed my things for the mine in a brown satchel. One of my father’s. I felt guilty using it and made a mental note to switch everything to a basket before I left. I could hear a songbird singing just outside the window, and for a moment it seemed like the world hadn’t ended, after all.
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	After breakfast I went out to the training field to warm up before my daily sparring session with Argentis. Since I had missed my chance to become a squire in the capital, my father insisted that Argentis train me himself. As much as I hated it, it was the one bit of consistency in my life.

	It was the one responsibility I couldn’t shirk, no matter how badly I wanted to. If I ever tried, Argentis would let me have it the next time he saw me. I was not particularly strong or athletic, but if not for these training sessions, I would likely have ended up as fat and lazy as my father.

	There was something therapeutic about fighting. Being so focused on my opponent that the rest of the world disappeared for a few, brief moments. And today more than ever I needed the reprieve.

	By the time Argentis arrived, I had already worked up a good sweat. With the never-ending cloud cover hiding the sun, it didn’t get as hot as it used to. Still, it was too hot to be comfortable in my cumbersome training armor. 

	Argentis was accompanied by another of the knights from the capital, Eldrad. They likely planned to spar after Argentis was done with me. Argentis trained harder than any of the other knights. I had always heard that South-Dogs were violent and aggressive. Argentis was no exception.

	For a South-Dog to become a Knight of Idril was itself a miracle. He worked harder than anyone to prove he was worthy of it.

	Without a word, Argentis stepped up to the weapons rack and grabbed a staff. I took a staff, as well, and we squared off at the center of the training field. 

	Argentis struck first. He always did. I couldn’t rely on my strength to overpower him, so I had to use speed to get the advantage. I parried his attack and spun around behind him. I managed to get a hit on his side before he had time to spin around.

	Getting a hit in against Argentis was easy enough. The problem was, he could take a lot of hits. His training armor was dented and scuffed from years of abuse. It was rare to see him in his real armor, and when the knights did all come out in full armor it was almost impossible to tell them apart. The standard armor for Knights of Idril was tinted blue from the cobalt, which was the most common metal found in Idril.

	Most of the ore we pulled from the mines could be used by the blacksmiths here in the village, but the cobalt had to be shipped off to the capital to be processed. Handling it in its raw form had driven more than one hapless miner to insanity. 

	Our duel continued for several long minutes. The more I ducked and dodged, the harder it got to catch my breath. Argentis was slow, but he was persistent. There was never a moment of hesitation between his attacks. He broke through my defenses more than once just by sheer force.

	At one point he swung his staff wide and I took a jab at his stomach, but he took hold of my staff with his off-hand at the last second, pulled me in, and kicked me square in the chest. I tumbled backward and rolled several times before landing flat on my stomach. 

	As I pushed myself to my feet, I noticed for the first time Arianna on the sidelines watching. She was clenching her fists and seemed to be holding herself back from intervening in our skirmish. I gently shook my head in her direction, and she seemed to let off some of the tension.

	I turned back to Argentis and he tossed me my staff.

	“Our enemies won’t go so easy on you,” he said. “If I were a Satyr, you would be dead already.” 

	I was quickly running out of stamina. If I was going to beat him, I needed to exploit his biggest weakness: his temper.

	“If you were a Satyr,” I shot back, “you might actually know how to fight!”

	With a growl, he charged at me. I was able to step to the side and sweep my staff under his feet, sending him spiraling across the ground. As he pulled himself up he shouted, “Bold words from someone with the ambition of a snail!”

	“True,” I said, “all I want is to be better than you, but that’s hardly worth bragging about.”

	He charged again and this time I managed to get in a jab across the side of his face. If not for his helmet the impact would have broken his jaw, at least.

	He turned back to me as blood dripped onto his chest-plate from beneath his helmet.

	“The only reason you are not starving on the streets is because you are Talze’s son,” he growled. “Anyone else would be hanged for refusing to train at the capital.”

	“Better to be invited to the capital and refuse than banished to a backwater village like you.”

	Without warning he unleashed an onslaught of attacks that sent me stumbling backward, struggling to keep my balance as I dodged and parried each one. When he finally made contact, the staff impacted my arm so hard that it cracked with a spray of splinters. He snapped the staff the rest of the way over his knee and tossed the two broken halves across the training field. 

	I expected him to stand down after that, but instead, he came at me with his bare fists. I responded with my staff, knocking him in the arms, torso, or legs with just enough force to push him back, but still he continued to advance.

	Each impact of my staff sent a wave of pain through what I was certain would be a nasty bruise on my arm. When I had finally had enough, I sent one last jab into the center of his forehead, and he staggered for a moment before falling to his knees.

	I left him there on the field, and stumbled toward Arianna so she could help me get my armor off. As she worked on loosening the arm-plate where I had been hit, she said, “You know I don’t like watching you fight.”

	“Then why do you do it?” I asked.

	She pulled me around to look in my eyes and the sudden jerk made me wince. “Someone has to make sure you don’t get yourself killed.”

	“I am glad you have so much faith in my abilities,” I said. Just then I noticed the basket of mining tools on the ground behind her. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the mines by now?” I asked.

	She sighed and looked back at the tools. “The foreman said I could take my time coming in.”

	“Well don’t take too much time, or my father will start sending an armed guard to escort you every morning.”

	“I’ll just call you to fight them off for me,” she said as she pulled off the arm-plate and examined my bruise. “That is, if you think you can handle it.” She poked at the bruise and I recoiled in pain.

	“Ow!” I said as I swatted away her hand. “You really need to get going.”

	“Wow, you’re eager to send me into the mines, aren’t you?”

	“No, it’s not that it’s just…” I wasn’t sure exactly what it was. I didn’t want to see her working in the mines at all, but I was more afraid of the alternative. My father could be a harsh man. “Just don’t let them send you into the cobalt mines, alright? That stuff can mess with your head if you don’t know what you’re doing.”

	“Fine, I’ll go,” she said. “Let me at least get this cleaned up for you, first. I think I’ve still got some hortorum back at the house.”
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	The mine itself wasn’t the worst. What might have once been a mountain had turned into a giant hole in the ground and every year it was getting deeper and deeper. From top to bottom it was nearly half a mile. From the surface you couldn’t see the bottom in the dim, cloudy light. 

	I stepped off the elevator and into an underground tunnel. The newer sites were still buried below the ground, lit by dwarven fire. I carried my basket full of tools: A pickaxe, a small shovel, an iron hammer with a dozen spikes of various sizes. For the most part I would be using the pickaxe. Picking apart pieces of the cavern walls and throwing anything of value into one of many carts that were threaded all around. 

	The elevator stopped hard and opened, creaking as it did, and I stepped out. The mineshaft was empty around me. Somehow I expected more people. I rounded the corner and slammed into something cold and hard. I stepped back to get my bearings and found myself staring at the pale blue armor of a Knight of Idril.

	From this close, I could see the runes engraved all over the armor. I immediately felt a presence that surrounded me in fear. Something like a fire burning around me that made it hard to move, hard to react. I couldn’t even summon the energy of the spark to my fingers. 

	RUN. You can’t kill it. You have to escape. 

	My basket fell to the ground, spilling everywhere. I turned as quickly as I could but a second knight emerged from the shadows.

	The two knights pushed me back. Back towards the elevator just as it rose out of sight, leaving only an open shaft. My foot landed on the edge and I began to slip. Just before I fell the first knight grabbed my arm, clamping down hard enough to cut off all circulation. He turned and tossed me back into the mineshaft. 

	As I stumbled, struggling to keep my balance, I noticed another elevator shaft at the far end of the tunnel. I could just see the chains being pulled upward, and I knew an elevator cart was about to pass through. I ran for it as fast as I could. I could hear the heavy footsteps of the knights behind me, but they didn’t seem to be in any hurry to catch me. 

	I reached the shaft just as the elevator came into view, and managed to dive over the short railing as it rose past the tunnel. As soon as the elevator reached the surface I burst out, pushing past a group of miners who were waiting to go down, and ran straight home.

	Back in the light of day, the encounter almost seemed like a dream. Like I had just hallucinated the imposing knights. Had they sent me into the cobalt mines as some kind of cruel joke? No, the dull, lingering pain in my arm told me it was all real.

	When I reached the house I found Chass was still there, letting Maria tend to his other wounds. Without acknowledging them I threw supplies into my father’s satchel, including the map my father had drawn, which I carefully took down and folded.

	“Arianna, what’s going on?” Chass asked.

	“Pack your things. We’re going.”

	“What? I thought you said it was too dangerous?” 

	I answered his question by pulling up my sleeve revealing the hand-shaped bruise, still bright red and purple from my attack. 

	“Turns out it isn’t safe to stay here, either.” 
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	I still remember the day I first met your mother, back when we were both working for the Survey Corps. We were from two separate villages, on two separate survey missions, united by chance at an inn just over the border in Vaeger. I was on my way out, Solph was on her way back home.

	I had just settled into my room after a long day of traveling. I was coming downstairs for a drink when I saw her dancing in a blue cotton dress. In that moment I forgot how to walk, to breathe, to do anything but love. Our eyes met and she gave me a smile that could have calmed the fiercest storm.

	I wish you could have seen that smile, Arianna. She could have helped you control your powers far better than I ever have.

	As I write this you are only eight years old, but already I can see her smile in yours. Every day you grow more like her. 

	Every day I dread the thought of losing you like I lost her.
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	We decided to leave immediately, before anyone had time to stop us. Before we had time to stop ourselves. 

	I expected Maria to resist, but instead she pulled out a satchel of rations she had set aside for us. “This should last you a few days,” she said. “After that, you’ll have to hunt and scavenge what you can.”

	She pulled my father’s bow and quiver of arrows down from where they hung by the door. He had taught me how to hunt, though we rarely caught anything. I wasn’t a bad shot when it came to practicing on a stationary target, but I wasn’t sure I could catch enough prey to stave off starvation. 

	Chass never hesitated to leave with me and I was grateful. We split up to pack our things and regrouped at the stables. He told the stable maid that the two of us were going riding that evening and would be back by nightfall. 

	We rode as fast as we could through the forest, hoping to reach a clearing before nightfall. The Satyrs rarely came out during the day, but at night the woods would be crawling with them.

	Everything in the forest around us was poisonous or dying. The trees still burst from the ground, old and alive but they were dying, too. All of them. The forest brush was forcing itself to grow. Most of the leaves were red, brown, yellow, while few managed to stay completely green. 

	As the wind blew through the trees I felt at ease, as if my father’s spirit was guiding us. 

	We found a safe place to set up camp and ate just enough of our rations to keep our stomachs from growling. We took turns keeping watch through the night, and made sure to be ready to get going again at first light. 

	Maria had promised to cover for us, but there was no telling how long she could keep the Mayor from finding out we had left. We didn’t even know if he would send anyone after us or not. 

	I pulled out my father’s old map and examined it. Now that we were safely away from the village, we needed a plan for where to go next.

	“You have no idea which direction we need to go, do you?” Chass asked. 

	“I do!” I answered back. Truth was I didn’t. I knew just as much as he did.

	“My father mentioned the thunder relic being hidden in the Cyndarin Mountains, that’s where we start. After that, we head north toward Fennox Castle and ask the King for help finding the rain and lightning relics,” I answered. 

	“Which mountain?” Chass asked. 

	I stood and looked to the east. We were on a slight hill, and I could just see the peaks of the Cyndarin Mountains over the treetops. I pointed at one in the northern part of the range. “That one.” 

	I knew it was the right one. It looked just like my father had drawn it. 

	While we waited for enough light to feel safe entering the forest, I practiced creating small balls of blue light with my fingertips. I was starting to get good at it. Throwing them at targets, however, would take some getting used to. 

	Chass did his best to guide me. He suggested I practice with my bow and arrows to find a way to better aim my lightning strikes. He was a better teacher than I gave him credit for. Patient, unlike those that he had been forced to learn from. 

	I tried to imagine what it would be like to take a lesson in magic from Argentis. Just the thought of his gravelly voice yelling over my shoulder caused a sense of fear and anger to well up inside me. A spark of lightning surged through the arrow I had ready, and the shock of the spark made me let it loose. It whizzed through the air, sparking with blue light, and exploded into a cloud of bark and wood shavings when it hit the tree I had been aiming at.

	We both stared wide-eyed as smoke poured out from the newly formed hole in the tree.

	“That was dramatic,” Chass said.
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	Arianna, you may remember Cypress, the old mage who used to visit Manse from time to time. I never told you, but he was the reason I decided not to send you to study at the Royal Academy of Magic.

	He had been an instructor there, before the curse. He told me the others refused to believe that the drought had been brought on by magic, and so he had left to seek truth on his own. He also told me that the majority of the mages there were charlatans. They practiced illusions and trickery, and would be ill-equipped to help you control the powerful magic you possess.

	Normally mages who renounce the Academy are put to death, but King Drevon himself took sympathy on Cypress’ quest and gifted him a special medallion, sealed with the King’s rune to grant him protection on his travels.

	I also never told you why Cypress eventually stopped visiting. I suppose you are ready to hear that story now.

	Together we had gathered funding for an adventure to the North. It was almost a year later before we were able to actually embark on our quest.

	I questioned whether the journey would even happen, paranoid that Cypress had used me as an unwitting accomplice to cheat the kingdom out of silver. For an older man he was quick with his tongue, and quicker with the staff and sword he carried. I asked him once, “Why does a mage carry a sword?” 

	He answered, “Because sometimes a quick thrust is better than a quick spark. Less noise; less of a mess too if you know what you are doing.” Cypress was a dangerous man. 

	Inside the mountain pass we ran into a group of bandits. 

	“Those creatures will not be of use,” said Cypress. “Kill them.”

	I could see the fire burning in his eyes, in his words, he spoke in an ancient tongue. A dead language brought back to life, filled with rage as each word growled from his lips, his tongue. 

	“Capture them, kill only if you must, we don’t need more blood on our hands,” I said. 

	“And wait while they regroup and come for vengeance?” 

	“They will not, not if you show them what true power is.” I was pleading for the lives of the bandits when Cypress let out a howl and a shadow appeared around him growing out and under the bandits. Like staring into the void. The bandits hung in mid-air, just a little off the ground. Cypress raised his arm and it was as if some veil on reality had been lifted. Each bandit had a shadow snake wrapped around their neck. Invisible without magic. A noise like crickets could be heard all around us, a sound that was growing and growing until I closed my eyes. The bandits were laying down, unconscious on the ground, not one of them dead. 

	“Just a little trick of the light,” Cypress said. 

	The great passage was without light. I relied almost entirely on Cypress for any sense of direction. We were walking through a small tunnel when I felt a spike jut out from the floor. I could hear small gears turning. As I reached down and felt one of the spikes I could feel an engraving. A warning to venture no further. Dozens of spikes, dozens of warnings carved on each along with an intricate pattern and dozens of different languages. Each a part of a trap, each individually engraved. 

	Carefully, we turned one corner to the next through the pass until we reached a wall. Pressing on a stone followed by a soft hiss our eyes were flooded by the rush of the sun. We kept low as we came out into what we could only assume was New-Ceuran. 

	The soil was dry, hot, cracked. It looked like a dried seabed between dozens of high mountains. Near the center were the bones of a giant beast, a giant shark that stretched across the land hundreds of feet. The forgotten body of a leviathan. 

	In some areas the brown crust of the world began to take on a dry red hue, alarming at first it soon became something of a relief to see the small changes in color. From where we came out we could see hidden below the bones a small temple. If viewed from above it would have looked like a star. The home of the spirits.

	“Not what I expected,” said Cypress. 

	“Is the curse really this powerful?”

	“This is no curse. This is hubris, abandonment. There are no spirits, no Satyr, no living creatures left in this place, this is a ruin.” Cypress was blunt and his words cut deep. Our journey had been for nothing. I almost broke down and cried right there but I still had to journey home. I couldn’t show any more weakness than I already had. 

	“Did you expect a grand and glorious adventure?” Cypress asked. 

	“I’m looking for answers, not an adventure,” I answered. 

	“Taking on the curse, taking on the sins of this world, this is what is to be expected. A dried-up corpse and cracked bedrock. A ruined temple and more questions than answers,” Cypress tilted his head down and closed his eyes. Opening them again they had a blue light visible around them. 

	“Do you even have any idea what it is we are looking for?” he asked. 

	“Answers.”

	“Yes, but what form do answers take? Should we assume they will speak directly to us, that they will make themselves known when we find them? Or do we have to continue to look? Even through the brightest light, we may not be able to see what is right in front of us.” Cypress was being cryptic as usual.

	“Answers, old man! What are you looking for? What do you see?” 

	“I see the world as it once was, fish swimming in the sea, whales, sharks, rays, even the spirits as they once were,” he answered. As his eyes faded from blue to gray and back to normal again I began to see more wrinkles on his skin. 

	“What is happening to you?” 

	“It is a price. Magic requires sacrifice. That is the toll,” he said and pointed towards the temple before waving his hand. “We are not alone.” 

	And for a moment I saw the world as he had. 

	The ghosts of the past, shadows standing before me. 

	We have been told a great many things about our past, most of them haven’t been told the same way twice, our history, the history of our world and all we know is only a part of the truth. The rest is for us to discover for ourselves. 

	Inside the temple, I had to force myself to stay conscious. My attention returned away from the visions of the past and towards the future I was working towards. I could hear the screams of Cypress behind me. 

	Hundreds of draugr rose from their graves as we began exploring the temple’s inner sanctum. We found what we were looking for, what Cypress had been seeking. Not an answer to the curse that plagued our land but a weapon. A weapon that could destroy the Casar, the Satyr, the Firya, and would allow our kingdom to expand across the borders. It was a solution, but not the solution I had been searching for. 

	Mustering all of my strength I pulled out my sword and went back for the old man. The gates to the shrine were wide open and for a moment I felt lost. I could feel my stamina dissipating as I slew one, two, three of the reborn dead. Cypress had a strong will to live, even fatigued as we were. I found him still fighting for his life. I swung again, left to right and back again. Saved not once but twice by magic. Cypress was a great ally to have in battle. 

	Nodding towards me with a smile, Cypress motioned for me to go after the artifact. An ancient relic forged during the first age, it was a box covered in runes and engraved with the shapes of Satyrs on the front. We were two men fighting for our lives, fighting for our world. 

	We couldn’t fight the horde that was coming. The magic in the shrine was too much for the two of us to take on our own. Cypress, drenched in blood, fell and rose back to his feet again. He glared at the draugr, eyes glowing yellow as he began to cast another curse. 

	“Are we escaping or what?” I yelled.

	“Not without the artifact, the grimoire inside can change the world.”

	“Is it worth our lives?”

	“It is worth everything!” A wave of yellow energy erupted around Cypress as the ground began to crack. The entire temple shook as the Draugr turned to dust. 

	“That will have bought us a few minutes,” he said. Cypress was badly injured when he grabbed the box and opened it. Inside was a grimoire that he handed over to me. I opened it for just a moment. Inside were images of the Casar, Satyr, images of machines, weapons powered by fire and whale oil. Others powered by magic. It wasn’t a grimoire as much as it was a book of chaotic creation. Dozens of the images were filled with warnings. The shadows appeared again. I saw the temple as it once was. A figure stood before me, their hands raised while three guards stood in front of them. They held rifles in their hands. Rifles that shot sparks of lightning. I raised my fist and shouted at the figures to disappear. 

	“Hidden across our world is the magic to make the impossible,” Cypress said. 

	“This is not how we win,” I said. 

	“This is how we create a new world, our kingdom is dying, our people are dying, with this lost technology we can control the future.” 

	“The Casar, even our own kingdom, have already started using gunpowder. It's too dangerous! Entire villages have burned down developing weapons like this,” I screamed. 

	“And many more will perish before the end, is it not survival of the strongest?” Cypress answered my screams with hollow words. The mage I had come to trust had used me as a pawn to help him travel. I was a hired gun, no better than a mercenary… and if I brought such terrible secrets back with me I would be no better than a thug. 

	I had seen this happen before. A man so broken and desperate after losing everything to the curse he thought violence and war were the only answers. I didn’t have the strength of will to stop it then, and a lot of innocent people paid the price. I wasn’t going to make the same mistake again. I wasn’t going to have more innocent blood on my hands.

	More draugr had emerged from the ground all around us. The only escape was over a steep ledge into a canyon behind us, or back up the cliff from which we came. I jumped and grabbed hold of a branch, managing to pull myself up to a ledge without letting go of the grimoire clutched to my chest.

	“Go!” Cypress called out as he was being overwhelmed by the undead monsters. “Save yourself! Use the grimoire!”

	Just as he turned to look up at me I tossed the cursed book over the edge. He watched as it flew into the canyon where no living soul would find it again, and I saw his face move from fear and confusion, through the anger of betrayal, and finally into an understanding resignation. He stopped resisting the draugr, and they pulled him down into the solid earth. His body moved through the dry, cracked ground as though it were quicksand.

	I forced myself to watch, though every fiber of my being screamed at me to look away. Cypress deserved at least that much respect. Just before his head sunk into oblivion I saw his lips move. His words were too quiet for me to hear, but I understood them just the same.

	 

	“You’ve doomed us all.”
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	My father’s journals were filled with stories of sadness, of death, and yet despite all of it he always kept searching for another way. I remembered the old elven mage, Cypress. I remember asking why he hadn’t come back with my father after the two of them left. I remember my father lying and telling me that Cypress had to venture back to the capital on urgent business. 

	How many lies had I been told? How many truths had my father hidden? I was reading stories of a man I never really knew and yet… I did. Everything I knew was still true, but there was more to the picture than that. He was a broken man. A man who sought answers. A man who would never stand for such destruction or war. It was one thing to save the world and another to destroy it. I think even if it meant sacrificing our entire kingdom to save the world beyond our borders my father would let us die. No, actually, I believe he would have searched all his life for another way -- just as he had. 

	 

	Chass and I woke up early. We were starving. Our rations had already run dry and we were running out of clean water to drink. We had barely been gone a few days. We were resting atop a hill in an open field when I saw it, less than a mile away: a colorful garden surrounding a small house. 

	“Well, that’s odd,” I said. 

	“That garden… it’s flourishing. I don’t think I’ve seen that much green in… ever.” Chass was just as amazed as I was.

	“Let’s go check it out,” I said as I guided my horse toward it. 

	“I don’t think that’s such a good idea. We need to keep moving.” 

	I stopped and turned back to him. “Whoever lives here has clearly found a way to work around the drought. Maybe they will be willing to help us!” 

	“We already know how to end the drought. What do we need help for?”

	“I for one would like a hot meal before we starve to death.”

	“Which is exactly why we have to keep moving. The more ground we cover during the day, the better.” 

	“You’re scared, aren’t you?” I teased. 

	“No, I’m just concerned for your safety, is all.” 

	“The more allies we have in this fight, the better. Come on, what is the worst that could happen?” 

	“For one thing we could be murdered and eaten alive by a creepy hermit in the middle of nowhere,” Chass said. I ignored him as we moved closer to the house. 

	“Trust me,” I answered. 

	I had read him parts of my father’s journal. Trying to keep the two of us on the same page felt important. Neither of us should hide anything from one another if we were going to be traveling together. 

	Well, everything except the fact that I held the Spirit of Lightning inside me and would inevitably have to sacrifice myself to free the spirits and break the curse. I knew if I told him that he would be even more worried for me than he already was. He might even try to talk me out of finishing the mission. At least that’s how I justified not telling him the truth.

	When we reached the house, we were mesmerized by the multitude of colors in the garden. Filled with green vines and accented by exotic blooms of red, purple, and blue. Rose bushes rose several feet in the air with thorns three inches thick. It was hypnotizing. 

	“Just let me do the talking, okay?” I said after we dismounted our horses and stood in front of the door. We both jumped when a strange voice came from behind us.

	“Oh, don’t worry. I’m sure I’ll do enough talking for the three of us. I haven’t had guests in years!” A gray-haired hermit, hunched over with age, immediately pushed past us and opened the door. Both Chass and I stood there, our eyes wide open, wondering how and where the old man had come from. There was something oddly familiar about him. A distant memory from my childhood…

	“Come right in, dinner is almost ready,” the hermit said, turning to us and smiling. As I looked into his eyes, recognition flooded in.

	“Cypress!” I exclaimed. He gave me an affirming nod.

	“Wait, but, I thought…” Chass stammered. “The Draugr…”

	“Ah, so Carine told you about that, did he? Well, I survived! The good parts of me did, anyway.” He looked me straight in the eye. “I don’t blame your father for doing what he thought was right. He taught me a valuable lesson that day. I’m not the same man I was.”

	Inside the house was a cluttered mess. Colorful painted papers with sketches and clay sculptures of animals covered every inch of what was a wooden table sitting on top of moldy books. Little pieces of paper with runes were nailed between every doorway and small nets filled with giant plants hung from the rafters with green vines hanging down further. Parts of the floor were torn up where a small garden had been planted and plump red tomatoes were growing inside an entire closet. 

	I picked up one of the small clay sculptures. It was a wolf. It had a scowl on its face so detailed I could count the teeth and individual patches of fur. It looked just like the real thing only shrunken and discolored. The only reason it was recognizable as clay were cracks on the back of the hips. 

	“You can have that, or not, I think I’ve made quite a few of those,” Cypress said from inside his kitchen. His house was strange. Bigger on the inside, it seemed, or maybe it was some type of illusion. 

	“Come, sit,” he pointed towards a table already set for three. 

	“You knew we were coming?” I asked. 

	“I know a lot of things, and other things I don’t. Is that so strange?” he said, taking a large bite from a potato. We both sat down and looked at our plates tentatively.

	“So if you’re not the same person you used to be, then who are you now?” asked Chass. The hermit looked at the two of us and swallowed his food. He gave us a serious look. 

	“That’s what I came out here to find out, now isn’t it?” he answered, taking another bite of his food. 

	“How have you been able to make your garden grow?” I asked, taking a bite from a cooked tomato. 

	“Lots and lots of compost. Waste not, want not, I always say.”

	“Wait, you're telling me we can reverse the effects of the drought with garbage?” Chass said, his mouth full of food. 

	“Oh no, who said anything about ending the drought? No, that took years and years of magic. Magic that takes a heavy toll. It is a temporary solution, at best. Your way will be much faster.” 

	“How do you know we’re trying to break the curse?” Chass asked, putting his guard back up. 

	“Perhaps,” the hermit looked over from Chass to me, “a little songbird told me.” I perked up as he continued, “But your quest is useless anyway. Only the king knows where to find the relics of rain and lightning.” At that moment I looked away and bit my lip. Cypress narrowed his eyes at me, as if trying to read my reaction. He didn’t know the truth, did he? He couldn’t possibly. “And he will never allow an audience with a couple of peasants such as yourselves.” 

	My heart sank. That was one of my greatest fears. My father had fought for years for an actual audience with the king and yet never once had it worked. “Surely, there must be something we can do, we have to break the curse!” I exclaimed, making a fist under the table. I was tired of being helpless. 

	“You are desperate, aren’t you?” Cypress asked. “What do you expect to get out of it? Fame? Fortune? Free admission to the Royal Academy of Magic?” 

	“Of course not! I just want to finish what my father started and end the suffering of my people!” 

	“Oh, a selfless act of love. How touching. In that case, I might be able to help you.” 

	“How so?” Chass spoke up. 

	Cypress finished what was left on his plate and swallowed, standing up and walking over towards a brown desk, barely held together by a few rusty nails. Inside it looked like the hermit had kept nothing; nothing but a key. 

	“Like Carine, I too was searching for the truth behind the curse.” He placed the key inside the lock and twisted it, struggling for a moment as if it wouldn’t quite budge. He smiled when it finally clicked and opened. 

	“I failed in my mission. I let my greed and ambition get in the way of my search for truth, and I have resigned myself to spending the rest of my days in solitude as penance for my mistakes.” He pulled a talisman from the chest and handed it over to me. “Show this to the guards at the gate, and they will know that I was the one who sent you.” It was beautiful and carved with a special rune, the king’s seal. It even had weight to it as if made of pure silver. 

	“Now go Aria, you are our only hope.” 

	I looked up at Cypress, but he was gone. It had all disappeared. Cypress, the cottage, the garden. There one moment and gone the next instant. Even the food we had been eating. The two of us sat there for a moment, confused. Unsure of what had just happened. The only proof that it had been real was the talisman in my hand. 

	“He called me Aria.”

	“I thought that was strange. No one’s ever called you Aria before.” 

	“My father did. Aria, his little songbird.” 

	“So what does it all mean?”

	“The deep magic!” I exclaimed. 

	“The what?” 

	I ran back to my horse and jumped up on top of it. Chass was slow but right behind me. I was more motivated than ever to find the storm relics and complete my father’s mission. The talisman was the key, the hope I had been searching for. With it we would be able to speak to the king and save the kingdom. 

	“The deep magic! It guides all of our destinies. My father must have connected with it somehow. He must have used it to convince Cypress to help us! How else could he have known we were coming?” 

	“Okay, I have no idea what you’re talking about, but if your father has some way to communicate from beyond the veil, why not just talk to us directly?” 

	“I don’t know, maybe it doesn’t work like that?”

	We continued to ride and I did my best to explain. It took a few tries but I finally managed to make him understand. Like the veil my father saw in New-Ceuran that connected him to the past, deep magic connected our world with the spirit world and beyond. It was a magic greater than that which we all possess, deep magic was the aether that ran over all of us, giving us the ability to connect with one another even after death. 

	It was pure. Unadulterated. Neither good nor evil. Deep magic was all around us constantly guiding us, pulling us apart, pushing us together. Right now it was guiding me towards the mountains and the temple of the thunder relic. Deep magic was the red thread of fate that bound us together whether it was yesterday, today, or a hundred years from now.  
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	I stood in Talze’s office, appalled at his disgusting smile of grim satisfaction after hearing my report. I didn’t care for my talents being wasted on bullying a little girl, but the fat pig had ordered me to do it, and obeying his orders was the whole reason the king had sent me out to this backwater dump.

	“You were right, she’s playing right along,” I growled. 

	“Getting her out of town was the easy part. Now we have to make sure she stays out of our hair for good,” the mayor replied. Eldrad came into the room behind me with a report of his own.

	“Two horses are missing from the stables. Chass must be with her.” 

	“Idiot,” I said. That kid was always causing far more trouble than he was worth. It was a miracle I hadn’t snapped his neck years ago.

	“That is unfortunate,” the Mayor responded. “Go, find him and bring him back to me. I don’t care what happens to the girl.”
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	A beam of red light swept across my face. I was still having nightmares, visions of the veil, but that wasn’t this. A doorway in my mind seemed to burst open; a rage. I felt powerful. I was going to win. A strange power coursed through my body. The power of a gemstone. A small relic but not the one I was searching for. It gave its wielder an incredible boost of power. I felt it running through my whole body from my neck to my shoulders and down my chest to my legs. I even felt it run through my arms and into the tips of my fingers as I clutched a greatsword with two hands. 

	Feeling like I was drowning I cried out in anguish, swinging against my opponent as a means to control it. I had to move. It was the only way the power wouldn’t overwhelm me, and if I was going to survive and make it home I couldn’t fail, I couldn’t hesitate. Every move was life and death. My vision blurred before focusing. I felt like I had the vision of a Shrike searching for a meal. 

	A Casar warrior stood before me holding a giant ax. My sword found its mark, and he fell to the ground, the color of his blood expanding across the sand. I never should have come back here. 

	‘Here’ was a graveyard, the veil, formerly New-Ceuran. The remains of the leviathan and temple were repurposed. Turned into an arena. Away from the kingdom it was a place raiders had come to fight; duels to the death against other warriors and monsters. Creatures, aberrations created by dark magic that shouldn’t exist. 

	This was my fault. I should have known Cypress had others following in his footsteps, searching for the grimoire. I was at least glad I managed to hide the cursed book before they could find it. Perhaps bringing me back to this hellish place was the deep magic’s way of making me pay penance for Cypress’ death. This arena was my dungeon and if I survived I would be granted salvation. Ten matches. That was all I had to advance. 

	 

	Ten matches for my freedom…

	 

	I fell into this mess when I rescued a guild merchant named Gideon who had trapped himself inside the ruins of an old dam. Most of his wares were destroyed but he had collected enough accessories to trade in one of the northern villages. I should have turned around and gone home. 

	I had already been away from my songbird for weeks and had found nothing of value, nothing to stop the drought, nothing to trade for food or supplies. I had to change my focus and begin in a new direction. I couldn’t stay gone any longer. All my heart longed to be home. 

	Gideon hired me as a bodyguard. It was good coin. He offered me enough to fund my next trip and keep my songbird safe. It should have been easy but nothing easy ever really is. Gideon sold me out while I slept. Traded me to an agent of the Lahari Cult that followed a dark grimoire. They were the ones who had taken over New-Ceuran, rebuilt it from the ground up and flooded it with aberrations. They changed the name. I heard many of them chanting it as we moved forward. They called it the Churn. 

	I cursed the wagon that brought me in. They had carved out the pass and opened it up wide enough for a road. I wasn’t sure if it had been two days or three. The agent of the Lahari had kept me drugged. Thought it was safer and he was right. I was determined. When we emerged into the light we were surrounded by other agents and aberrations. A small parade of new champions for the Churn. 

	Many of the aberrations looked like smaller dinosaurs. Ancient beasts that roamed the land millions of years ago. Their fossils had been dug up all over Idril and in every part of the known world. Their much smaller descendants still hunted the wild parts of the world. It seemed black magic had been used on these aberrations to return them to their ancestor’s size.

	I was a slave for a week before they decided to put me in the arena. First against a couple of bandits that had tried to steal from them. I recognized one as someone whose life I had been able to spare before. He recognized me as well, not that it mattered. A gash across my arm is proof of that. 

	After winning I was rewarded with a hot meal and wine. I accepted the meal but refused the wine. They weren’t going to win me over. The Lahari cultists were rotten. Rogue mages wanted dead by the kingdom. Had Cypress actually been one of them or just loosely associated I couldn’t be sure but it was obvious they weren’t thinking in the best interest of anyone but their own kin. After three battles I was rewarded with a gemstone. The gem was an experiment of theirs. A powerful weapon that made the wielder stronger, faster, powerful. They put me up against a captured Casar, throwing both of us into the pit and watching with wine in hand as we fought. 

	“We don’t have to fight, we can turn on them, fight them together,” I said.

	“The last two that tried that were fed to the aberrations and eaten alive.” 

	“I have this gem, it makes me stronger. I can rush them.”

	“You won’t have time, I’ve seen them summon the dead in seconds.”

	“So you’ve given up?”

	“I’m playing their game, between you and me I like the odds that I walk out alive,” said the Casar. 

	“If we continue on like this no one will survive.”

	“So be it, none of us get out alive.”

	I would be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy the look on their faces when they were surprised I won. By the second week I had gained enough of a reputation fighting day after day that they called me ‘Praetor’. And as Praetor I was given my own quarters for the night, access to food, water, wine, and though I turned them away… women. All of it was wrong. Every day I searched for a way to escape. Someway, somehow I had to get out and go back to my home.

	I staggered to my feet, winded. Three weeks had passed and I was face to face with an ogre. The beast looked like a giant man with a nose like a hog and large tusks that came up above its upper lip. It had long black hair and looked like it had lived a long life before being captured and brought to this hellhole. 

	I tried to speak to it. The ogre. I told it my name. That I refused to fight. The Lahari cult had mastered control of the veil over the temple grounds. That was their advantage. Here on this hallowed ground they could summon the dead. The ogre refused to listen. Afraid of the Lahari, not of me. 

	It swung a massive sword the size of a man against the ground against me. It was slow. It moved like it was underwater. It was too easy. The fight ended when I threw myself forward through the air and landed on its arm, removing the ogre’s head from its shoulders in one smooth stroke. The Lahari wasted no time bringing the match to a close. Clapping as they summoned a dozen dead warriors around me. They didn’t attack. They awaited the command of their masters who ordered me to lay down my sword. 

	After that victory they started giving me fewer fights. The more I went into the arena, the closer I got to winning my freedom. They much preferred parading me around like a prized pet as long as possible.

	It was several weeks later when an opportunity presented itself.

	“Time to leave,” said a young prisoner named Ethra. 

	“We can’t,” I answered. 

	“We can, but only the two of us. I have a way out.” He had come from a long line of thieves and had been picking the lock on his cell with a bump key he had hidden under his skin. 

	“You’re new, you aren’t going to make it past their Draugr, they have the entire temple on lockdown.” 

	“I have a plan,” Ethra said just as he opened his cell door. 

	“What is that?” 

	“I have the famous Praetor on my side,” he said, opening my door. “Also I know the quickest way to the armory without running into trouble.” 

	Ethra wasn’t lying. It had been years since I had put my trust in anyone outside my own village. He led us to the armory without any trouble and I grabbed the gemstone along with a sword while he took two blades carved from the leviathan’s bone. The armory itself was huge. Filled with a variety of weapons like swords, staves, maces, even whips. Anything and everything for the entertainment of the Lahari. 

	“Just what I came here for,” he smirked. 

	“You wanted to steal some swords?”

	“No, that gem in your hand, promise me that once we are safe you will sell it to me. I believe I’ve saved your life so we can call it a fair trade.”

	I looked at the gem. It was fair. Ethra had saved my life but this was a weapon, not something I could just give away or put into the hands of the wrong person. Plus, with it I might be able to bargain my way into a meeting with the King. 

	“We can’t leave, not yet,” I said. 

	“What do you mean? Our opening is closing, I’ve been studying this place for days,” said Ethra. 

	“We can’t leave without taking the other slaves with us,” I explained. 

	“We can’t afford to rescue anyone else.”

	“Then I’m not going.” I closed my fist around the gem and laid my sword against the edge of the armory table. 

	“They won’t outrun the aberrations, the Draugr, the Lahari, I’m sorry.”

	“If they can’t run we’ll carry them, we can’t leave anyone behind.” 

	“Look, you’ve won, what, five, six matches out of ten? You might actually have a pretty good shot of winning all ten but what do you think happens next?”

	“Salvation.”

	“Salvation isn’t the same thing as freedom. The gem, the battles, they’re testing you. Seeing how much you can handle before they start the real experiments. They’ll turn you into one of their aberrations. There is a reason no one outside the great rift knew of this place. No one escapes, no one leaves.” 

	“I’m not leaving others to that fate if I have the chance to save them.” 

	“We’ll have a better chance of saving them once we’re on the outside. Please, I need you to trust me on this.” 

	I wasn’t happy, but I could see his logic. I just had to trust that he would return to save the others once he found his own freedom.

	Our escape went nearly as planned, but the little bit that didn’t made all the difference. We could see our final egress into the outside world when the Draugr came for us. I don’t know how the Lahari caught wind of our escape, but somehow they did. 

	Ethra threw himself into the shadows, striking only when he could hit them without being seen, while I acted as a shield, defending him from the bulk of the attack while bodies piled up in front of me. We were almost out when the Lahari summoned an aberration to come for us. It seemed to have been forged from the blood of the great leviathan itself. 

	It was a battle of life and death. I dropped the gem and felt the rush of power fade from my grasp. My blood-lust faded and reality came back into focus. Red eyes leered towards us. The aberration stomped heavily toward us, its jaws threatening to shred us to pieces with every chomp. 

	Ethra staggered. He fell and quickly scurried across the ground in search of the gem. 

	“We have to go!” I shouted. 

	“We can’t leave without the gem!” he shouted.

	“Is it worth your life?”

	“It is worth the life of every slave in here,” he replied, and I finally understood. The gem was the key to rescuing the others.

	He finally found it and snatched it. It looked heavy in his hand. The power coursing through his veins seemed too much for him to handle.

	He tried to run, but it was too late, the burden of the gem too heavy. He fell to his knees and the aberration took him in its jaws. With what strength he had left, he tossed the gem in my direction.

	I took hold of it and ran. The aberration was temporarily abated as it chewed its prey, and with the gem in hand I easily powered through the last few draugr between myself and freedom.

	Outside the mountain pass, I discovered a group of soldiers from the kingdom waiting, led by a powerful mage. The mage revealed to me that Ethra had been sent by the king himself to uncover some weakness inside the Churn. The Lahari were a rising threat within the kingdom that needed to be eliminated. I gave them the gem that Ethra had sacrificed his life for. They thanked me for my trouble with five hundred coin, and told me to never speak of it again.

	I had hoped this might be my chance to earn an audience with the king, but the mage wouldn’t hear of it. He told me the king was far too busy to meet with every peasant who did a good deed. 

	I watched from a nearby ledge as the mage unlocked the full potential of the gem, raining fire down upon the Churn and reducing it to rubble and ash. I had no doubt it killed every living thing inside.

	It seemed strange that no one would ever pass through the Churn again, like the whole thing had been imagined. One nightmare was gone, but with the deaths of my fellow slaves, a new host of nightmares began.

	I have lost too much to this curse already, and I am afraid of what sacrifices it will demand of me before this is all over. It is a terrible thing, losing those you love… but please remember, hold onto what we have, what we had, and always press forward. 

	 

	And never leave anyone behind. 
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	I jerked awake as something brushed against the back of my tent. Probably just the wind. I had fallen asleep reading more of my father’s journal. He was more of a fighter than I thought. The things he went through to come home. The dangers he had warned me about as a child. It was frightening but real. 

	It was Chass’ turn to keep watch. I could see his silhouette against the campfire; now barely more than a few stray embers. Chass’ head was slumping down. He slipped and almost fell off the log he was sitting on before jumping back awake. I started gathering my things, getting ready to take over and let him get some sleep. 

	I saw Chass jump to his feet and unsheathe his sword, but before I could scramble out from my tent a second figure emerged from the darkness and grabbed him from behind.

	“Arian - -“ his voice turned into a muffled cry.

	I rushed out of my tent, grabbing a small dagger by my side. The first thing I saw was terrible claws digging into Chass’ cheek.

	A Satyr. Part man, part goat, almost completely covered in fur from the neck down, with horns curled around the sides of its head. The same creature that had killed my father. Was I staring at my father’s murderer? It turned towards me, yanking Chass around with it. 

	“Stand back,” its voice was deep. 

	I moved into a defensive stance. 

	“What do you want with us?” I shouted.

	“This is the Mayor’s son, is it not? A very valuable hostage, indeed.”

	“Let him go!” I demanded, making my voice as commanding as possible. 

	“Why should I?” the Satyr’s deep voice growled. 

	My eyes narrowed. Electricity arced across my body. 

	Chass’ eyes widened as he began shaking his head. Blood trickled down from beneath the claws digging into his face. Before I had time to focus my rage I threw my hand up, and a blast of electricity shot out from my palm and impacted the Satyr on its exposed shoulder, barely missing Chass. The creature howled in pain and fell to the ground. Its claws left deep, jagged cuts in Chass’ cheek. 

	I advanced forward as Chass scurried out of the way, holding his cheek. 

	Don’t hold back! The voice in my head screamed. I couldn’t ignore the voice this time. I didn’t want to. Blast it again! It told me. I did. I heard the creature crying out for me to stop. I saw the fur on its arm smoldering under the heat of each new ball of electricity. I smelled the burning flesh.

	“Arianna! Stop!” the creature screamed. Everything froze.

	“How do you know my name?” I demanded.

	“Your father was right. You have the spirit of the storm in you.”

	Electricity flared around my body. 

	“What do you know of my father?”

	“He came to us for help.”

	I threw another bolt of electricity at the Satyr. The electric charge slammed the creature back to the ground. 

	“Liar! My father would never trust the likes of you!” I could remember every story, every tale of the Satyr I’d ever been told. How they stole children from cradles and drained their blood and ate their bones. Here I was, face to face with a demon claiming it knew my father. 

	“I was there, Arianna!” He -- it -- said. “That night in the woods, when you were a child. We were meant to start our journey that night, to find the missing relics. But the Mayor and his men refused to believe your father.” The memory of that night had played in my dreams so many times over the years I was beginning to think it had never actually happened. That giant, gentle face that had examined me with genuine curiosity. 

	“That was you?” 

	The innocent child’s eyes I had been looking through then were not the same eyes with which I saw him now. These eyes were wiser. These eyes knew better. The Satyr raised himself to his feet, peering into my eyes with some unnamed question.

	“Tell me, why did Carine send you?” 

	“He didn’t. My father is dead.”

	The Satyr dropped to its knees. “No! It can’t be!” 

	Electricity arced over my body again.

	“Don’t act so surprised! It was you Satyrs that killed him!” 

	“No!” He jumped to his feet and stepped toward me. I raised my hand and he stopped in his tracks. “We Fauns do not kill! We live in harmony with all living things.” 

	“That’s hard to believe coming from the creature that just ripped my best friend’s face open.” The charge of electricity was building in my hands. I was forming two small balls of light. I wasn’t going to let this creature out of my sight. They would all pay for what they had done to my father. 

	“We only attack and rob elves because you have refused our cries for help! All we want is to return to our solitude.”

	“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t blast you beyond the veil right now,” I seethed. I was ready to be done with this creature. 

	 “Please trust me,” he begged. “My name is Egris. I traveled with your father for many years. Please let me help you finish his mission.”

	“Why do I need your help?”

	“I can offer you protection. No Faun will attack if they see me with you.” I stared at the creature for several moments. I didn’t trust him, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be useful. 

	I let the energy continue to burn in my palm as I turned my hand toward Chass and marched in his direction.

	“Arianna, what are you doing?” Chass backed away from me until he hit a tree and couldn’t go any further. I could see Egris shifting uncomfortably in the corner of my eye. Once I got close enough, a spark jumped from my hand and danced up the gashes on Chass’ cheek, healing his wounds until nothing but dried blood remained. 

	“Egris… Lead the way.” 
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	We still had several more hours of night left as we entered the woods with Egris as our guide. Chass and I agreed to each keep watch over him, still uncertain if the creature could be trusted. As we picked our way through the darkness we heard the sound of something coming from the forest.

	“More of your friends?” I asked, turning toward Egris. 

	“I came alone, that is something else. Prepare yourself,” Egris said, poising himself for an attack. 

	A starving giant boar emerged growling from the forest into the light of our camp. It had short black fur covered in dried blood. One giant tusk and one half tusk, broken from battle. It wasn’t just blood that covered its fur, but mud and tar. 

	“It must have recently fallen into a pit and dug itself out,” said Egris. 

	“A pit? You mean a trap?” Chass asked. 

	“Yes, we have set several around our village as a way to keep animals and elves away,” Egris explained. 

	“That’s great, so what would have happened if we fell into one of your traps?” Chass stood ready to fight the boar with his sword.

	“The tar is not deep, our traps are meant to capture not kill. You would have been found by our scouts and we would have freed you once we realized you weren’t a threat,” Egris answered. 

	Chass seemed satisfied with his answer at first, then, “Wait, what do you mean, ‘not a threat’?”

	The boar growled and lunged toward us. Egris jumped in front of it just before it got close enough to take a bite at my leg.

	“Stand back!” he yelled. He was baring his teeth and growling back at the boar.

	“What are you doing?” I whispered. “Shouldn’t we be fighting?”

	“The boar is not an enemy, it is only starving,” said Egris. 

	“Tell it to eat someone else,” Chass interjected. 

	“What do you think I am doing!” Egris said quickly before growling again. It worked. A few minutes of back and forth banter and the boar turned in the other direction. It was only after the animal was gone that I realized how short my breath had become. Had Egris actually just saved our lives? I grunted.

	“You know, if you hadn’t been here I would have just blasted the stupid thing and Chass and I could have had bacon for breakfast.”

	It took us half the rest of the night to hike to the Faun village.

	Egris held up his hand, telling us to stop. 

	“We can’t go any further this way, we must stop and wait,” he said. 

	“Why, what is it?” Chass asked. 

	“A shrike,” Egris said. 

	“A shrike?” I asked. “What does that mean?” 

	“Isn’t that a type of bird?” Chass added. 

	“Yes, a territorial one, an omen… if we move forward now we will find ourselves in pain, we must wait,” answered Egris. 

	“I can’t see anything,” I said. 

	Egris pointed, “There.” I formed a small ball of lightning in between two of my fingers and threw it as hard as I could. It landed against a large thorn bush covered in dozens of small shrikes that scattered. The boar, almost dead, was laying in the thorns. 

	“I see…” said Egris, moving toward the boar. 

	“What are you doing now?” I asked. 

	“The shrike have gone, it is safe to pass now.” Along the boar’s body were claw marks from the shrike. Egris walked toward it. 

	“Please, will you help me?” he asked. 

	“Help you with what?” 

	Egris began tearing the thorns away from the boar, loosening their grip on the beast and allowing it to crawl forward. 

	“I have seen what you can do, the magic that runs inside of you.”

	“You want me to heal that thing?” 

	“It is a part of nature and I can feel it is not the right time for it to die.” 

	I held my hands out and the boar began to growl as small arcs of light formed between my fingertips.

	The wounds on the boar began to close.

	I could feel the energy moving between the boar and myself. The connection between my power and nature. 

	As soon as the boar’s wounds closed it jumped up, freeing itself from the rest of the vines and thorns that had claimed it and ran away from us. 

	 

	
[image: Chass]

	 

	 

	We emerged from the woods into a bustling village of Fauns. It was unlike anything I had ever seen. Their village spread up the large trees and down into holes in the ground. There were dwellings made of large leaves and sticks, pasted together with clay. Paintings of bright abstract images filled with color and dyes spread across dozens of homes. Egris led us deeper in, past several buildings. Other Fauns stuck their heads out to watch as we passed by. 

	These were not at all like the creatures in the painting that hung in our home. I had spent years staring in horror at their sharp teeth; their matted, blood-stained fur. The faces that looked out curiously as we passed were soft; gentle even.

	“Don’t get very many visitors?” I asked. 

	“You are the first to have visited us in a long time, besides Carine,” Egris answered

	“My father came here?” Arianna asked.

	“Yes. Many times.” 

	A female Faun who was sewing a lush tapestry stopped what she was doing and stared at us. A crowd had gathered and was following close behind. 

	“This really is starting to feel like a trap,” Arianna whispered to me. I couldn’t deny that she had a point, but their intentions didn’t seem malicious.

	A regal Faun exited a large tent and approached us cautiously. 

	“Egris, greetings,” it said in a grave voice, bowing slightly.

	“Brau-Na, greetings,” Egris replied in similar fashion.

	“Is she the one?” Brau-Na asked. 

	“She is the one.” 

	“The one what?” Arianna asked, the tension unmistakable in her voice. 

	“The one that will break the curse!” Brau-Na shouted loudly.

	“She is the one!” Egris echoed.

	Excitement washed over the whole assembly. 

	“Light the fire! Bring the wine!” Brau-Na said before going back inside his tent. Several other Fauns grabbed torches from the sides of buildings and threw them onto a large pile of old, dried out logs in the center of the village, igniting a large bonfire. 

	“What’s going on?” I exclaimed. 

	“We haven’t had a reason to celebrate in many years,” Egris said. “You have brought hope to us all!”

	Music filled the still night air. It was strange, percussive music played with instruments I’d never heard before.

	 A group of revelers danced in a circle around the fire. Brau-Na emerged from his tent with three wine-skins, which he handed to Arianna, Egris, and myself.

	“The best for our heroes!” he said, and walked toward the dancing. The music was so loud I imagined our village could hear it miles and miles away. Egris joined the others in dancing around the fire. 

	Arianna sniffed her wine suspiciously. I took a small sip of mine.

	“Do you really think we can trust them?” she asked.

	“I know it doesn’t make any sense, but if your father trusted them --”

	“They claim he trusted them,” she cut in.

	“How else could they have known his name?” I pointed out. “Or your name? Or about the curse? About any of it?”

	“There must be a reason my father never told me about them.”

	“Maybe he just thought you wouldn’t understand?” I suggested. “My father was constantly trying to make me afraid of the Satyrs. Honestly I think I’m ready to believe the exact opposite of everything he’s ever told me.

	“Come! Drink! Dance!” Egris shouted, waving his arms to beckon us toward the bonfire. 

	I took several steps toward the revelry, then turned back to Arianna with a shrug.

	“Come on, what’s the worst that could happen?” I asked.

	“For one thing, we could be murdered and eaten alive by Satyrs in the middle of the forest.” 

	I took a heavy swig of my wine and ran to the bonfire. I did my best to mimic the Faun’s dancing, no doubt making a complete fool of myself. I bumped into a young Faun girl, and had to hold onto her to keep my balance as we both stumbled out of the circle. 

	The fur that ran down the backs of her arms was soft, and the skin underneath was dark and flawless. I looked up to her face and realized she was blushing. I quickly let go of her arm, embarrassed.

	She smiled and held out her hand. I took it, and bowed courteously. Her sheepish grin was replaced by a mischievous smirk, and she quickly pulled me back into the circle and we joined the others dancing. 

	It all felt so surreal. The woods, the boar, the colors that surrounded us in the village. This was the complete opposite of our home. 

	The Fauns were suffering. They were just as low on food as we all were. The colorful tapestries, the wine, the dancing. It had all been saved for this moment. For moments like this… of happiness. Egris wasn’t lying when he said we had brought them hope. 

	I couldn’t help but smile. 

	The night was just beginning.
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	The night went on. The music continued to play. A Faun child came up to me and offered me a tunic with runes embroidered all over it. She smiled when I took it from her and ran towards her mother, who waved and smiled back. 

	“That belonged to her father, Melos. A brave Faun,” said one of the Fauns standing near me. “The runes cast a warming spell on the wearer.”

	“Why did she give it to me?” 

	“He died on a journey to the Cyndarin mountains. Your father inspired many of us to action. His mission, his legacy, belongs to us as much as it does to you. It was all she had of her father and a true gift. Keep it close.”

	“I feel bad taking something like that.”

	“All of these gifts are for the journey that awaits you. It is with great honor that we are able to bestow them upon you.” 

	“Thank you. What is your name?” 

	“I am Isoka. I am a scout for the tribe. Your father was a great man, kind to many of us.” 

	“You knew my father?” I was ready to cry, holding the tunic in my hands, looking at all of the Fauns dancing around in circles, singing. I couldn’t understand the language but that didn’t matter. It was the way their voices resonated together that sent chills down the back of my spine and across my arms. 

	“We will speak of him one day but for now there is someone else here that wants to meet with you,” Isoka said, standing up and whistling. A creature the size of a horse slowly crept out from the shadows of a tent. It looked like a giant cat with several wolf-like features. 

	“Emery!” I said, tears rolling down my eyes. The giant ran towards me, coming right up to me and licking me across the cheeks. She was smiling and panting heavily. I wrapped my arms around her.

	“How… when?” I cried, running my hand down Emery’s side. She had grown… a lot. From the size of a small cat to as large as a dire wolf. Still, she had the same eyes, the same colors. She moved her face around in the same way pressing it against me. 

	“Your father brought Emery to us many years ago,” Egris said, falling to the ground beside me. “Pardon me, I haven’t danced like that in forever. My daughter, Chrysalis, has been taking good care of Emery.”

	Chass and the young Faun girl he had been dancing with were just walking up to our circle, holding hands. That didn’t take long.

	“I’m glad to see she still remembers you,” the young Faun girl was saying. Her voice was calm, soothing, friendly. Emery walked over to her and licked her face, just as she had mine. So this must be Chrysalis. “Uncle Carine told me so many stories about you over the years I almost feel like we’re long lost sisters!” 

	Sisters. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have a sister. Someone to explore the woods with me, to share clothes and toys with, to fight over silly things. But I never had any of that. She had called him ‘Uncle’. How was it that my father could have had this whole life, this whole other family, and never told me about it? 

	The pet he took from you he gave to her. 

	My father had given so much for these people. So many years of his life. He had filled them with hope. And in the end the creatures betrayed him. No, I didn’t want to think about that right now. 

	But it’s the truth and you know it. 

	It didn’t matter if I could trust the Fauns or not, for the time being I had no choice but to put my life, my mission in their hands. It was what my father would have wanted. I just wished he had prepared me for this reality.

	“I’m sure he told you plenty about me, as well.” Chrysalis’ comment snapped me out of my thoughts. I scanned the faces of the Fauns around me, all filled with expectation. Chass’ face was the worst. It almost looked like he felt sorry for me.

	“I’m sorry… I just…” I stammered, “I think I need to lie down.” I turned away from the group. I had no idea where I was going, I just needed to get away. To breathe.

	“Wait!” Egris said before I had time to leave. “Here, we have one more tradition that is important to us.” I turned to see Egris coming toward me with a small brown bowl filled with a crushed herb that had been brewed into a tea. “This will help you feel better.” I poked it with my finger. It had a strange thick texture to it like some kind of syrup had been added to boiled water. It smelled like soil. 

	“What is this?” I asked just as Emery licked the top of the bowl. 

	“Drink and you will see,” Egris said, handing another bowl to Chass. 

	“Not the strangest thing I’ve done tonight.” Chass drank. 

	“Okay,” I started to drink and the next moment I felt like I was floating. Any pain I felt in my body withered away and the Fauns began throwing a red compound across the ground, drawing large circles and runes with long walking sticks. The younger Fauns were wearing masks that looked like strange animals. They seemed to glow as the pale morning light began to shine through the clouds. The red powder seemed to rise and sink with the sound of the drums. 

	“Now, just like your father, you are one of us.” 

	 

	I woke up the next morning buried in a pile of gifts and feeling like I had slept for a week. Emery had stayed by my side all night, curled up next to my feet near the entrance to my tent. My hand still clutched an empty wine-skin. I checked my clothes and my dagger and adjusted myself. Emery stood up before me, letting me use her to balance myself. 

	As I rubbed my head I realized that the sun was already high in the sky. I began to dig myself out from the tangle of clothes and tapestries. Some of them were beyond what I could have imagined, full of colorful depictions of Faun life and abstract colors while others showed scenes of heroes fighting against monsters and of course spirits and Faun gods, runes of protection, and words of thanks. 

	“I don’t think we can trust it.” I overheard Egris just outside my tent. 

	I emerged to find Chass, Egris, and Brau-Na conversing near a small fire pit just outside. Chass was holding Cypress’ talisman. They all turned towards me as I stumbled into the daylight. Chass wanted to laugh at my clumsiness but was too kind to do that in front of the others. 

	“Look who decided to join the land of the living,” he said just as I shielded the bright sun from my eyes and sat down beside the rest of them. Egris handed me a plate of berries. 

	“What is it you say we can’t trust?” I asked, shoving a handful of red berries into my mouth. 

	“The talisman,” Chass answered. “The Fauns say they’ve never heard of Cypress before. They’ve traveled that area many times and never seen any sign of a cottage.” 

	“And why is that a reason not to trust it?”

	“It just seems a little too convenient doesn’t it?” Chass grinned. 

	“Maybe it’s a sign that we’re on the right track. The deep magic is working to…”

	“Your father spoke of the deep magic often,” Egris interrupted. “But I don’t think that’s how it works. It guides our destinies from a distance. It doesn’t interfere. Not like this…” 

	Brau-Na was studying the talisman closely. How could they possibly doubt the deep magic? Doubt my father, after everything he had done for them?

	“My father believed the deep magic would find a way to end the curse, one way or another. Even if he couldn’t find a way to break it, someone else would. What if he was right?” I couldn’t believe I was having to defend my actions, my father’s actions again. 

	“It’s possible,” Brau-Na said, slowly, still deep in thought. “But why would this hermit just give you the talisman? It doesn’t smell right, if you ask me.” I snatched the talisman from his hand.

	“I know that my father has joined with the deep magic, and I know that he is using it to help me break the curse. I can feel it.” I looked between the two Fauns. It wasn’t fair. I felt like I was pleading. “Why can’t you trust me?” Their eyes dropped to the ground. After everything. 

	“Chass?” I said, looking up towards him. 

	“Fine, I trust you. But we still need to be wary. Someone went to a lot of trouble to start this drought, and they won’t like the idea of us ending it.”

	“Then the sooner we find the relics, the better. When do we leave?” I turned my gaze back toward Egris. The celebration was over. 

	“We will travel at night. It will be safer that way, when no elves dare traverse the forests,” Egris answered. 

	“When we started our journey our plan was the exact opposite,” I said, hoping my true meaning didn’t go unnoticed.

	“Our situation has changed, Arianna,” Chass said in a taught voice, indicating he knew exactly what I meant. “Our allies have changed. The Satyr… excuse me, the Faun, are not what we thought they were,” Chass said, with a meaningful glance towards Chrysalis, who was standing behind the rest of us.

	It would take us the entire day to sort through everything and pack anyway. “Fine. We will wait until dark. Where is breakfast? I’m starving,” I said, stuffing another handful of berries in my mouth. 

	“Breakfast?” said Brau-Na, furrowing his brow. “We’ve nearly finished preparing the evening meal. You will be leaving much sooner than you think, child.” 
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	We found their campsite just a few hours after dark, following the silhouette of smoke in the moon-lit sky. We also found the horse they had let loose. Or maybe it had escaped. Those two kids didn’t have a clue what they were getting themselves into. 

	I wrote a quick message updating the mayor on our progress and tucked it into the horse’s satchel, then sent it on its way back to the village. With our torches lit we followed the tracks back to their camp. I pressed my foot down on the ashes and smothered what was left of the flame. It was a miracle this forest never burned down. A pity. While the plants were still thriving the animals inside were fighting for survival. The green leaves were more brown, yellow even in the summer months. 

	They weren’t far away. Not now. Eldrad knelt down and surveyed the footprints in the dirt. There had clearly been a fight. In the chaos amongst the dirt there were two distinct pairs of elf footprints, and one pair of hoof-prints. Like a goat’s.

	“They must have been attacked by Satyrs during the night,” Eldrad said.

	“We’d better find their bodies to be sure.” 

	“Vultures probably carried them off, especially if they were ripped apart.”

	“We’ll still find traces of blood, remains, bones, anything we can bring back to prove we did our job.” 

	Arianna, Chass. Talze sent me to track them down. Kill the girl and if Chass refused to come back with us he was mine to do as I wanted. 

	We managed to track one of their horses to a nearby village of Esther but found no trace of them. Chass must have realized they would be followed at some point and sent it in the opposite direction. It was an inconvenient diversion, but only a temporary one.

	The two of us had been rivals for several years. It wasn’t bad at first but the better the kid got, the more I wanted to win. He was a natural with a sword. I had had to train for years, being tortured by some of the worst tutors in the kingdom. I wanted to face him in a true one on one battle. A fight to the death.

	While he spent all his time goofing off with that little brat, I had to train twice as hard as everyone else just to keep up with him. I’ve always had to work harder than everyone else to be afforded the same opportunities. 

	My mother was a slave. A bit taboo in the ‘civilized’ Kingdom of Idril, but not in the Southern Wilds were tribal villages still traded furs, bodies, drink. Bought and freed by my father, a squire who soon became a knight. When she was finally free the two of them ventured back to the tribe and murdered them all and once that was done, my mother killed my father.  

	It was there in the wilds I was born. At ten years old we ventured back to Idril and I learned of my inheritance. My mother took her place in the King’s court while I trained. In the wilds my mother had taught me how to hunt, to survive, to kill. I maimed the first master I had and spent three weeks in a dungeon for my crime. The second that tried to teach me I learned to let win. I was a prodigy. At least I thought I was. 

	A wild boar jumped from the forest and knocked me back to reality. I pulled out my sword just in time to skewer the beast on my blade as it made a second attack. It still hit with enough force to drop me to my back. Its tusk managed to hook itself under my armor and I screamed in anguish as I heard more than felt a rib crack with the force of the impact.

	I dug my sword into the side of a boar. Biting my lip. I could feel the creature squirming in pain, trying to work itself free but digging further into my side instead. Sweat dripped down my back. Another three minutes and it would have been over. I only barely managed to get my sword back outside the beast with enough time to swing again.

	“Eldrad, a little help!” I shouted, the weight of the boar threatening to crush me. He rushed over just in time to help me push it off to the side. Eldrad offered me a hand, but I ignored it. I pulled myself up to my knees. That was as far as I could get.

	“Look at these markings, these scars, all healed,” I said, pointing. 

	“What about them?” 

	“Talze said the girl was magic right?”

	“I believe so.”

	“So you think she healed the boar? Maybe she teamed up with the Satyrs, too.” 

	Eldrad was starting to chuckle. Every time he did I was tempted to hit him in the gut but it wouldn’t do any good. He probably would have laughed more. “I haven’t killed a Satyr in what a few weeks, this could be interesting.”  

	Unlike most of the soldiers and scouts in the village, I was always running into the woods to test my skills. Talze liked to call it my wild hunt, the animal inside of me that had to be cured once every full moon. Like the others in the courts, he thought of me as an animal, an outcast born in the wild to a slave. I had inherited the sword only because there was no one capable of putting me down. All of that was what made me strong. 

	 

	My first day in the village. Chass walked out with Arianna by his side and sword in hand. I had to yell at him to put his gear on. His father might have been forcing him to train but it was my job to make sure that we had results all the same. After half an hour of warm-ups, the two of us backed up to our sides of the court. I can remember the stare in his eyes. It was like everything about him changed. From prey to predator and in an instant I was on the defensive. 

	Chass was always abrasive. Quick to attack. Like most, he believed in striking first. Before I could even think of striking he whipped around like a Satyr, swinging his blade through the air over my head one moment and back down at my neck a second later. All the while Arianna was cheering for him behind us. 

	I knew he was fast but I was faster. I dodged his next attack, slamming my fist into his stomach and bringing my weapon down with as much force as I could, banging the hilt against his back. Our third match was just as rough. I rolled to the side to defend against his attack, rearing back to find my footing. I found my opening. Pushing my front leg forward and outstretching my arms. And there it was. Chass ducked and kicked and before I could stop myself I was on the ground. 

	It was the first and last time I had let my guard down and embarrassed myself. 

	“Maggot,” I called him. 

	“Strike first with steady hands,” he answered. I wanted to kill him there on the spot but that wasn’t what I was there for. The King himself had sent orders for me to station myself at the village to watch over Talze, his family, and the mine. It was all profits, politics. I didn’t really care. As long as I had my sword in my hand I was immortal, and yet somehow this kid had beaten me. Each and every match after, no matter how I won, it was never enough, none of it would be. The animal inside me demanded vengeance. 

	“Argentis? Argentis? Are you okay?” asked Eldrad. I had forgotten myself for a moment. 

	“Fine, what is it?” 

	“That sound, do you hear it?” 

	I listened closely. In the night air in the far distance drums could be heard along with a low roar. Close by there was the sound of Satyr singing. 

	“Let’s move.” 
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	“And that’s when I said, ‘Look, Arianna, I’ve already stretched the truth for you once today, I can’t lie to my father about the cat, too!” Chass said. He was surrounded by young, female Fauns. Chrysalis was hanging on his arm. All of the girls were giggling as he told stories from our childhood. All I could do was roll my eyes and shake my head. At least one of us had to focus on the mission. 

	The entire village sat at torch-lit tables in an open area. The scraps of the night before had been all that was left to eat. The last few crumb-covered plates were still strewn around us. 

	I sat with Egris and several others in front of a large map. The map was old, ancient almost, but still, many of the landmarks were the same as they were now.  “So we’re just guessing that the relic is here because the mountains make a lot of noise?” I asked, staring dumbfounded at Egris. 

	“Your father believed the rumbling in the mountains was the Spirit of Thunder trapped inside the relic. We have spent years helping him track the source of the sounds, and they all seem to originate in this area.” I sighed. It wasn’t much, but if this was all we had to go on then it was all we had to go on.

	“If my father believed it, that’s good enough for me. So what’s the plan?” 

	Egris pointed to a spot on the map. 

	“There is a Faun village here, at the base of the mountains. It does not put us very close to the relic, but we will be much better off going in restocked and well-rested.” Egris gave a small smile. 

	“Very well. When can we leave?”

	“As soon as Chass is finished regaling the maidens with tales of his epic deeds.” Egris nodded toward Chass who was acting out some sword battle he had had with Argentis. I almost laughed, but seeing all the girls gasp I decided it was best not to steal his spotlight. I had no idea what waited for us ahead and seeing him and the others all smiling and laughing was a nice sight to behold. 

	Chass fell silent as Brau-Na stepped into the light around the table. I was continuing to study the map with Egris, drawing over it with charcoal the direction we would take and planning out just how long we would have to rest. It would take us several days to reach the Faun village and a few more to reach the inside of the mountains where the relic was believed to have been hidden. 

	“Come. It is time,” said Brau-Na. 

	Chass and I followed him to the edge of the forest where a dozen more Fauns waited for us with lit torches and rough, leather armor. I raised my hands as several of them helped me assemble the leather armor around myself. It was tougher than most of the hides back in the village. I hadn’t seen a material like it since years ago when my father had gone and sold his. Made from the backs of Snags, the armor was more durable and would adhere to our bodies after we broke it in after a few miles. 

	Emery came up to me. 

	“I’m sorry girl, it’s going to be too dangerous. This is something I have to do alone,” I was nearly in tears. I wanted her to come but I couldn’t risk anyone else. Emery sank her nose into my chest. Her eyes looked like they were glowing before she lifted her head back up and licked my face. 

	“No matter how far,” Chrysalis said, placing her hand on mine as I gripped Emery’s fur, “If you call to her she will know, she will journey to the ends of the world to find you. You are her kin, her family, just as I, just as many of us here. She is a guardian of the wood and never far behind.”

	Chrysalis stepped over to Chass and tightened his breastplate into place. 

	“Will I ever see you again?” she asked. 

	“I will return after we have found the relics and broken the curse,” Chass said, taking her hand. 

	Brau-Na walked over towards them. He had been listening to their conversation closely. 

	“Come, Chrysalis, we must let them go. If they succeed in their journey, we Fauns will be able to return to our solitude, and never interact with the elves again.” Brau-Na was stern, placing his hand on Chrysalis’ shoulder. She looked back at Chass, tears in her eyes. Brau-Na continued with a slight smile, “Though, friends of the Faun will always be welcome guests in our village.” 

	Chrysalis rushed back to Chass, embracing him in her arms. They separated and she stepped to the side with Brau-Na and the others. Armed and ready to venture forward, Chass, Egris, and I began our march into the forest. 

	Chass paused and looked back, “Chrysalis,” he whispered under his breath, just loud enough I could hear the sadness in his voice. 

	We spend our whole lives looking for people who we call a part of our tribe. Sometimes they are totally different from what we imagine. For my father it was finding my mother, for Chass it was finding the Faun village. 

	Maybe in another life I could have had a tribe of my own. A place I could call home. But I knew that was not what my future held. Any hope I had of having a family had been taken away from me on the day I was born. The day my mother died and my father started on a journey that would keep him away from me more often than we were together. His home was never the village. He belonged on the road. And now that fate had been passed along to me.

	I couldn’t afford to build attachments. I knew it would only lead to heartbreak. I knew how my journey would end. I just hoped that after everything was done, Chass and Chrysalis would find a way to be truly happy.

	“Follow the light,” said Egris. He was holding a lantern filled with fireflies while Chass and I walked close behind him in the dark. Several dozen of the fireflies were set free to guide our path. The Faun, with an affinity for nature, had trained them so that you could follow their path in the dark without getting lost. Still, it wasn’t something Egris needed. Fauns could see far better than elves and that was all there was to it. If we got lost or separated the fireflies would be our only guides. 

	Along our path, we saw many strange creatures. A giant toad jumped in front of our path attracted by the sight of the light. Egris let out a strange howl and it jumped away just as quick as it came. By the time the first morning light came, we had already moved ten miles away from the Faun village and it hit me just how far from home I was. 

	“Do you miss the village?” I asked Chass as we set up our tents. 

	“I don’t,” Chass said.

	“What about your father?” 

	“My father disowned me the moment I left, I’m sure of it. All he ever wanted was for me to follow in his footsteps. Every time I tried to do something for myself he frowned. Every time I went to visit you he shook his head. I don’t miss it at all, living in his shadow. If I wasn’t his blood he would have had me working in the mines day and night. 

	“I used to sneak in. I worked as hard as everyone else and when he found out he sent Argentis after me. I had never seen him so mad, swearing up and down, ashamed someone of his blood worked in such filth. I had never been so mad at him. I managed to sneak in a few more times. I’m sure he knew. I used to sneak food to some of them as well.”

	“I had no idea.” 

	“The only thing I hate about being gone is now there is no one left to help them. I snuck out rations and water every week. If we can’t end this curse I’m not sure how long some of the elders are going to last.” 

	“We have to make it to the mountain,” I said, sitting down and picking some figs from a satchel the Fauns had given me. We had enough rations to make it to the Faun village by the mountain but that was it. We couldn’t afford to take a ton of supplies, the more weight the slower we were and we had to be quick. It felt like time was against us, if we didn’t succeed soon something terrible would happen. I had felt that way since my father died. 

	“What about you? Do you miss the village?” Chass asked, half-joking. I’m sure he assumed I didn’t. I wasn’t very close to many people there. 

	“I miss Maria, I hope that she is doing alright.”

	“She’s probably doing great, after all, she’s not having to keep watch over you. I bet she’s keeping all those stolen rations to herself now.” Chass started to smile again. I know he was trying his best to cheer me up. Despite being the Mayor’s son Chass was always looking to make others happy. 

	Egris approached us, “I will keep watch.” 

	“We should take turns,” I said. 

	“It’s daylight, what do we have to worry about?” Chass asked. 

	“Not creatures, but elves,” Egris said. 

	“Do you really think they will hurt us?” 

	“Without a doubt. You are traveling with a Faun, they will not see you as one of them.” Egris jumped up into a tree. Blending in through the brown and yellow leaves almost invisible to us even from right below. “We will leave before the sun goes down. Sleep well saviors.” 

	Inside the satchel the Fauns had prepared for me I found more of the red compound. I mixed it with some water boiled over a small fire and drank it. It was strange magic. I felt it cover me like a blanket. This time it wasn’t all haze and colors as I felt myself drift away. 

	 

	I saw eyes as black as night staring at me from every direction, like I was trapped in some kind of funnel. The eyes blinked and stared at me from above and below, following my every move. I was holding a greatsword and felt like a giant walking over the land. 

	When I looked down at my feet I could see the mountain AND the relic. I bent down to lift it up, holding the thunder relic in my hands. I felt it against my palm, vibrating, purring like a kitten against my skin. A moment later it disappeared and Chass stood before me dressed in black armor. Behind him stood Argentis and Eldrad wearing similar garb. Their armor was covered in old Casar runes. They began running towards me as I screamed, turning and running away. I found my path blocked by a large wall. As hard as I tried I couldn’t escape. The three were coming to kill me, to steal away the relics. 
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	Before the curse, before the woods became brown and yellow and when the trees turned bright green and the water flowed freely through rivers and streams, when the wilds were wild and full of life and the air was clean, I traveled among the valleys, the plains, the mountains, the sky. I was one of many that lived in the world, following the path laid out before me by the spirits of the earth, the spirits of the stars. From the southern wilds to the Northern Mountains where I found flowers that sparked visions, that brought me closer to the spirits than I had ever been before. 

	It all felt like a lifetime ago. There were so many of us at that time, living as one with nature. Guardians of the Great Mother, seekers of peace and tranquility. We maintained the balance of life, and ushered beings into death when their time came. That was before the curse. Before the spirits abandoned us. 

	“Egris! Quickly, we don’t have much time!” Carine shouted out to me. He had just saved my life and now I and many other Fauns owed him a debt. He pulled me to my feet. 

	We were being chased by a giant. It had been ten years since the curse. Ten years since my people had been hunted and blamed by the elves. In that time we had learned to run, to hide, to be afraid. That all changed the day Carine arrived. He had inspired us, brought us hope. He was energizing, mesmerizing in his single-minded determination to break the curse, and the lengths to which he was willing to go in the name of his mission. He was terrifying.

	“The curse has taken more than the land,” he said wheezing. We had just barely made it out of the giant’s grasp. Together the two of us had gone with a party of five. Three of us survived. Stealing food from the giant horde to feed my village. Giants were a rare sight. This one stood nine feet tall with two heads and a club. It walked nearly naked with skins of wolves and a club made from the dead stump of a tree. The giant itself was rotting. Instead of skin, it was bark, falling apart in decay. 

	For the moment, I felt I couldn’t breathe. Fear. Anxiety. Relief, only as the giant gave up the search. We had stamina. 

	“Are you alright?” Carine asked. 

	“Fine, thank you,” I said, looking at my other Faun companion, Miev. 

	“Miev?” Carine asked. Miev was younger than the two of us and this was her first journey outside the village. We were searching for truths. As always. That was our way in life now. Searching for answers to questions we never thought we would have to ask. 

	“Fine,” Miev said. 

	“Good, we need to get moving,” I said. “It will not take the giant long to catch its breath, and we need to be gone when it remembers what it was doing out here.” 

	“I agree. We managed to get food for the village,” Carine said. He was carrying a large bag full of meats and rice. 

	“Food but still not relics,” Miev said. 

	“It doesn’t matter, we haven’t searched everywhere. I’ve heard rumors of a buried artifact near the edge of the Meer,” said Carine. 

	“The Meer is on our way back to the village,” I said. I was almost smiling. Carine was always planning. Always one step ahead of the rest of us. He had known the giant had food and promised to help us gather it, should we accompany him in search of answers, his journey to find the relics that held the spirits of the storm. Trapped and imprisoned by some means known only to legend. Half-truths. He knew the giant had no answers, but knew once we had succeeded in our one mission the dominoes would fall to another. We Fauns could commune with the creatures of the Meer and he couldn’t.

	“Carine, dare I ask. Did you plan this?” Miev asked. 

	“Not exactly, just luck,” he answered, always so modest. Elves. Devious creatures. 

	“The Meer does not welcome elves,” I said. 

	“That is why I’m counting on the two of you to protect me.”

	“Very well, we will search for your artifact.”

	Three hours later we found ourselves treading through swampy waters. We had entered the Meer. Less than half a day from the village, it was a place few Faun went anymore. The water which had once been full of life had turned into a toxic sludge, only the strongest had managed to survive in the dredge. For a long time, we had thought of trying to reclaim the area but found it impossible without the rains of the sky above. The ground was saturated with poison, the rotting dead of all the forest eventually came to rest in this place. For Fauns it was sacred. For elves and other races, it was a graveyard of decay. 

	“Try not to inhale too deep,” I said handing Carine a rag to place over his mouth. I wet it with my own saliva. 

	“You want me to put that on my face?” he asked. 

	“Our spit is cleaner than the water you drink, it will help purify and cover the smell,” I said calmly and slightly offended.

	“Thanks.” Carine wrapped it around his face. Following behind me with Miev in the back he had his sword drawn, ready for anything. Carine instructed me that once we reached the Meer we were to head towards an old shrine. A shrine the Faun believed to have been built by goblins. Goblins of course were small creatures that came from the moon. Not good, not truly evil, they were always trouble and lived in large numbers. I knew of the place Carine had believed the artifact to be and as we approached I froze. 

	Two giant Faun statues rose from above the muck. They were waist-deep, buried like the rest of the shrine in the toxic swamp just as everything in the Meer had always been. 

	“Stay alert,” I said, noticing something in the water. 

	“What is it?” Miev asked, moving closer. 

	“Alligator?” Carine asked. 

	“No, something much worse. A Maw.” 

	A Maw was a type of large snapping turtle the size of a wagon. It had several dozen rows of large teeth and a tail twice the size of a man. It was a violent, deadly creature that even giants struggled to hunt. 

	“We should leave,” said Miev. 

	“I can’t turn back, not without answers,” said Carine. 

	“The path ahead is too dangerous,” I argued. 

	“Every path leads to the same place. Eventually.” And with that Carine stepped forward, sword drawn as he moved towards the statues.  I wondered how a man with so much to lose could risk himself so easily. 

	The Maw attacked. Rising above the water, jaws open as Carine took out a small bag of magic powder and threw it in the air. The powder ignited and sparks flew up around the Maw as it turned the air to fire. 

	“What magic?” Miev gasped. 

	“Not magic, Casar fire,” I answered. I had seen it used before. Shot into the sky from heavy metal stumps, it was rare. Even rarer to see it found in our part of the world. A hatred for what I saw boiled below my skin. This wasn’t right. “STOP!” I shouted.

	Both Carine and the Maw turned towards me. I began to speak in the turtle’s tongue but found my words fell on deaf ears. The Maw for years had found itself driven by one thing: survival, hunger. Having lost its use for words it digressed into a monster. 

	I lifted my gaze just as it ended. The Maw floating upside down, Carine moving forward. Diving below the surface of the muck. A few minutes later he emerged from the depths holding a compass. 

	“The artifact?” I asked. 

	“Yes,” he said, his face turned down. Tears running down his eyes.

	“Does it help?” 

	“No,” he said, his voice full of sadness as he walked over towards the Maw. Several eggs floated to the surface. Miev moved to pick them up.

	“Leave them,” Carine said. 

	“They will die without someone to raise them,” I said. More tears fell down from his eyes and I felt it erase everything I was. Everything I’d fought my whole life to become. In that moment I was like the rest of the world; hungry, alone, fighting for the survival of my people. 

	“Come, we have to get back to the village before dark. We will be able to plan another journey once we have filled our stomachs,” I said, keeping my voice light as possible. Miev had already collected the eggs. 

	The next day Carine journeyed back to his village and to that daughter of his which he couldn’t stop talking about. He left the compass with us to trade to the Casar for more food. It was worthless in our land but an artifact that would be of great value to their kingdom should we decide to make the journey. Eventually, we did. It gave us enough food for six months. 

	Carine became a hero to us. Saving countless lives with his sacrifice and yet no matter how many times we journeyed together, he always carried with him the guilt of what had happened. Perhaps the Maw reminded him of who he was, what he had become since the curse. The truths we sought were not always found written in caves or scrolls, nor found hidden in relics. 
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	I could just make out the shapes of the two moons behind the clouds as we continued our trek the following night. My body dripped with sweat as we walked the forest path, fireflies lighting our way. 

	We reached a tall rock that rose high off the ground near a clearing. 

	“What is that?” Chass asked. 

	“It is the cave of the shadow spirit, a shrine once existed here before the curse but it has been a long time since my people have made the journey,” Egris answered. “We should stop and rest.” 

	As we sat down by the rocks and began to eat Egris kept looking at me with sorrow in his eyes. 

	“So… your father never talked about us at all?” he asked. 

	“I never even knew he was working with Fauns,” I answered. 

	“It’s just strange. Spending so much time with a person, only to find out his family doesn’t even know you exist.”

	“You have to remember we elves don’t think too highly of you guys,” Chass reminded him. “We even call you ‘Satyrs’. Sounds much more intimidating.” 

	“It’s all lies. No Faun looks like those monstrosities in your paintings,” Egris said angrily. It was true. The Fauns weren’t that much different than elves. Many, like Chrysalis or Isoka, could probably even blend in with many of the elven communities without too much trouble. Egris, on the other hand, had grown his horns out and would have issues. The same could be said for Brau-Na, whose face had more beastly features than most. There were many differences between our two kinds but we were also more the same. Both elves and Fauns were capable of good and evil.

	“There must be some truth to it,” I said. “Otherwise, where did the stories come from? Just because your village is peaceful doesn’t mean they all are.”

	“You would be surprised how far a little deception can spread,” Egris said with disgust in his voice. Both Chass and I could tell my words had hurt him deeply. 

	“But what’s the point?” Chass asked. “What’s the purpose of lying to us about this? And who’s doing the deceiving, anyway? Everyone’s parents tell them stories of disobedient children being eaten by Satyrs in the woods. Surely they’re not all in on it?” I stepped away from the group. This conversation was making me very uncomfortable.

	I could see a break in the trees a few feet away, so I moved towards it, curious.

	“Making your children obey by telling them scary bedtime stories, keeping your citizens in line by giving them a common enemy. It’s all about power and control,” Egris argued. 

	“But why do we have to be en…” 

	I passed out of earshot before Chass finished his sentence. I didn’t care to know what they were saying, anyway. I emerged from the tree-line into what could only be described as a barren wasteland. What once, years ago, must have been a fertile farmland, was now nothing but death and decay as far as the eye could see. In the distance I could make out a small village settled right in the center of the tundra. There was a great pillar of black smoke rising from the buildings.

	The village was on fire!

	Chass, Egris, and I ran across the open plain as fast we could, barely stopping to take a breath. “We have to evacuate the survivors!” I yelled.

	When we finally reached the village, we weren’t prepared for what greeted us. The dusty streets were totally abandoned. The dilapidated houses showed no signs of life. When we got closer we realized the buildings on the edge of the village were burnt out husks, already destroyed by fire. The odd thing was, the flames that burned now were on the complete opposite side of town.

	Egris knocked a half-gone door off its hinges and a cloud of black dust kicked up around it. “This ash is cold,” he said. “These buildings burned down years ago.”

	“Maybe this village is just really prone to fires?” Chass said, questioning.

	Over the roar of the nearby flames, I heard a voice shouting, “Now bring us some more food before we burn the whole village down!”

	“Argentis,” I said to the others, seething. I would recognize the malice in that voice anywhere. “This way.” 

	As we neared the source of the flames I could hear what I assumed was a village elder pleading, “We have given you all that we can spare! We barely have enough for ourselves. I beg of you! Leave us in peace!”

	We came around one final corner and saw Argentis and Eldrad standing over a small crowd of fifteen or twenty villagers. They must have been all that was left of a once-thriving community. The blazing building was a great hall at the center of the village. I imagined in the days before the curse it had been the pride of people; home to great feasts, weddings for young lovers, funerals for respected elders. 

	When the roof suddenly caved in I could hear the cries of the people as they watched helplessly. I couldn’t begin to imagine their pain, seeing all of that history burn to the ground. 

	As I continued to scan the scene I realized their cries were about more than just lost memories. Eldrad stood in front of the building next to the burning hall. A large beam was blocking the door.

	There were people trapped inside!

	“Stop this!” I yelled. “Can’t you see these people are suffering?”

	Argentis turned to me with a disgusting grin. “Well if it isn’t our little friend. And here I was thinking I was going to have to track you to the ends of the earth.”

	“You can take me back to Manse Village! You can do whatever you want, just leave these people alone!”

	“I don’t think you’re in much of a position to bargain, little lady,” he said, raising his sword and stepping toward the village elder who was on his knees begging.

	A glint of something caught my eye, and I looked toward the far corner of the barricaded building. There I saw a girl, no older than myself, peering around the edge. She held two curved daggers in her hands, backward so that the blades ran down the length of her forearms. She saw me watching her, and put a finger up to her lips. I tried to hide my reaction, but Argentis must have seen something in my face anyway. 

	He turned toward the girl, but she vanished from sight in an instant. She was good.

	“Planning a little surprise attack, are we?” Argentis asked. He turned toward Eldrad and nodded in the direction of the spot where the girl had been. Eldrad left his post to check it out, and Argentis continued his menacing march toward the pleading elder. 

	I squared off toward Argentis and closed my eyes. I focused the spark inside of me and let lightning arc across my body. 

	You can do this. Feel the power. Use it.

	“I hope you know what you’re doing,” I could hear Chass mumble behind me.

	I opened my eyes and yelled. A bolt of lightning shot out from my hand toward Argentis. It missed.

	It shot inches in front of him as he stumbled backward, but it didn’t stop there. The blast continued on and struck a support pillar in front of the barricaded building. The pillar cracked under the force of the explosion and a portion of the roof caved in. I could hear the deafening screams of the villagers who watched in horror as the pillar erupted into flames which spread quickly to the roof of the building.

	I gasped and clasped my hands over my mouth. What had I done? “What did you make me do?” I asked the voice in my head that had provoked me to action.

	The voice didn’t respond. It never stuck around to face the consequences of its outbursts. 

	“Stop Arianna!” Egris yelled as he ran past me toward the burning building. “You’re only making it worse!” Just as he got to the front of the building a flaming beam fell from the roof and blocked his path.

	A glint once again caught the corner of my eye, this time from the far back corner of the building. I looked and saw the girl ushering several villagers into the cover of nearby buildings. They had escaped! She must have found a way to pull them out of the back of the building. Once they had all gotten to safety the girl turned and shot me a look that even from this distance I could tell was sharper than the blades she was carrying. I knew I deserved it. She had had a plan, and I had not only ruined it, but very nearly gotten a lot of her friends killed.

	“You really are making this too easy,” Argentis said, once again approaching the defenseless villagers with his sword poised to strike. I could see Eldrad standing back, chuckling.

	I should have known better. All my life I had tried to suppress my powers, and anytime they got the better of me something bad happened. I should have known this wouldn’t be any different. I had tried to save the day, and instead had become a laughing stock. 

	Chass and Egris both stepped between Argentis and the villagers, their swords drawn. I wanted to help, but what more could I do? My father had taught me how to defend myself, sure, but I was no match for someone like Argentis or Eldrad. And I certainly couldn’t risk using my powers again.

	Argentis, Chass, and Egris seemed to be at a standoff. “Do you need a hand there, brother?” Eldrad called out.

	“Not a chance,” Argentis replied, “I can handle these maggots on my own.”

	Chass and Egris both raised their swords to attack but stopped suddenly when the young girl jumped out from behind the burning building and ran, screaming, full-sprint toward Argentis. Argentis turned toward her, his sword dropping slightly. He must have been as confused as the rest of us.

	While she was still several feet away she leapt into the air and did a full front flip, coming out parallel to the ground just as her foot slammed square into Argentis’ jaw. His head snapped in the other direction and he stumbled back several steps as the girl fluidly landed and rolled out of her flip, twisting somehow so that she came up to her feet facing Argentis. 

	“What the!?” Argentis yelled. He adjusted his helmet, which had been knocked crooked and was blocking his vision. He barely had time to recover as the girl charged at him, yelling, “Leave us alone!” Her voice was slightly deeper than I had expected from someone so small, and it had a rough, almost smoky quality to it.

	She slashed at him with her backward daggers, then spun and slashed again. Argentis was barely getting his sword into position to parry attack after attack as he retreated under the ferocity of her advance. He finally managed to regain his footing and was able to knock her blades to the sides, giving himself an opening to kick her solidly in the chest. I had seen him pull that move on Chass many times, and it always put Chass flat on his back. 

	The kick knocked the girl back several feet, but she quickly regained her stance and brought her swords into a defensive position. If I looked anything like Chass and Egris, whose jaws were hanging in astonishment, I must have looked like an idiot.

	Argentis swiped at the girl’s head, but she deftly ducked and rolled between his legs. She came up into a crouch and spun back toward him, taking a swipe at the back of his knee. Her aim must have been impeccable. Argentis howled in pain and fell onto his left knee. If there was a gap in the back of his armor, it couldn’t have been more than a few millimeters thick, but the girl had somehow managed to find it. 

	A moment later, and I could see the blood trickling out onto his scuffed, dented armor. The man had clearly been taking a beating over the last several days. 

	The girl was standing over him, ready to strike. Her shoulders were moving up and down in a rhythmic pattern as she took slow, controlled breaths. I was exhausted just from watching her. 

	Argentis was staying down. This fight was over.

	Eldrad walked toward the group. Chass and Egris brought their swords back up to the ready. Eldrad sheathed his own sword, ignoring the others as he stepped up to Argentis’ side. “I think it’s time we were leaving,” he said.

	He grabbed Argentis’ arm, but Argentis shrugged him off. Argentis pulled himself to his feet and limped along for several steps before his knee gave out and he stumbled again. He braced himself against his sword to keep from falling. He regained his composure and continued on, leaning on his sword like a crutch.

	Eldrad was following slowly behind him. He stopped as he passed me and whispered under his breath, “This isn’t over.”

	A few moments later and they passed around a corner out of sight. I looked back to the pair of burning buildings, and I knew we weren’t safe yet. A section of wall collapsed outward, and the flames gushed out in every direction, catching several nearby buildings on fire. This place was so dried out from years of drought it was like pure kindling. 

	“We have to get everyone out of the village!” I yelled.

	 

	A few hours later we had settled safely away from the village. We would all be sleeping under the stars that night. Those that were able to sleep. All of the villagers stood with their eyes glued to the towering fire in the distance. Even this far away we could still hear the roar of the flames as they consumed what few possessions these people had left.

	I noticed the girl from the village sitting by herself several feet away from the group. Her knives were sheathed in an ‘X’ across her back. I walked over and sat down next to her. 

	“That was pretty amazing, what you did back there,” I said.

	“Anyone can learn to fight,” she shrugged. “Not everyone is born an elemental.”

	I turned to look at her. She turned and met my gaze. “That’s rare magic,” she said.

	I averted my eyes and picked at the sparse grass. It had felt like she was peering into my soul.

	“I wish I didn’t have it,” I replied. “It’s only ever done more harm than good.” That wasn’t the only reason I didn’t want it. The truth was there were a lot of reasons I wished I didn’t have this power. 

	It was true that throughout history there had been a handful of mages born with such an innate connection to nature that they had the ability to manipulate the elements. But I knew that wasn’t the source of my power. My power came from the Lightning Spirit itself. It was the reason my father had been absent my entire life. It was the reason he had died. And it was the reason I was going to die, too.

	“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” the girl was saying. “That fire would have spread eventually anyway. This became inevitable the moment those thugs entered our village.”

	“I’m afraid that’s my fault, too,” I said. “They were looking for me.” I could feel her gaze piercing the side of my head.

	“You must be very important,” she said. “Did you run away from the Royal Academy or something?”

	“No, nothing like that,” I said. I brought my eyes back up to meet hers. “I found a way to end the drought.” I held her gaze. I needed her to know I was serious. I needed her to trust me. 

	After an intense silence, she finally said, “I’m Scyenna, by the way.”

	“Arianna.”

	She went back to watching the fire and neither of us spoke for several minutes. There was so much I still wanted to know about this girl, I just didn’t know how to ask. Eventually, I gathered the courage to say, “Anyone can learn to fight, but not everyone does. So why did you?”

	“When I was a child,” she said after a pause, “my father left the village to find out why we had stopped receiving rations. Others said that if the Kingdom wasn’t going to help us willingly, then we would take what we needed by force. But my father always believed we could find a peaceful solution.

	“Before he left my mother gave him a locket that had pictures of me and her that the village historian had drawn for us. The day our village burned down the first time, a group of travelers saw the flames and came to help evacuate us. I remember standing in the street screaming as people were running all around me. I couldn’t find my mother, I couldn’t find anyone. Then one of the travelers picked me up and carried me out of the village.”

	She paused for a moment and swallowed hard.

	“When he found my mother… he must have recognized us from the pictures, because he pulled out my father’s locket and handed it back to me.”

	“How did he get it?” I asked before I could stop myself.

	“All he said was that my father had been a brave man. That he had died with honor.” Her face had become strained, her voice constricted. “All he ever wanted was peace, and they killed him for it. He just wanted to provide for his family and they made him fight for it.

	“That was the day I learned that if I was going to survive I would have to learn to take care of myself. If I wanted anything I would have to take it.” I could see her knuckles turning white as she pulled her knees into her chest.

	“Where is your mother?” I asked.

	“Heartbreak, is what the village elders told me. But I think I know what that really means.”

	“I’m so sorry,” I said. It was all I could say. 

	“What about your parents?” She asked. “They okay with you being chased around the kingdom by a couple of rogue knights?”

	“My mother died giving birth to me. My father was killed just a few weeks ago.”

	“So we both know how wonderful this world can be,” she replied.

	“That’s why I have to finish my father’s mission. Why I have to break the curse. We have to build a better world for those who come after us. It’s what my father fought for. Both our fathers.”

	“Is that why they killed him? Because he was trying to end the curse?”

	“No, that would actually make sense. He was mauled by satyrs on his way home from a trip. Nothing but senseless violence.”

	Scyenna looked over to Egris, who was using herbs from his pack to treat minor burn wounds on several villagers. “And yet you travel with a satyr.”

	I followed her gaze. “They aren’t like we were taught, the Fauns. At least not all of them. They believe in living in unity with nature. They only rob elves because they have to to survive, no different than the rest of us.”

	“If I knew it was a satyr that murdered my dad,” she said, “I would kill every single one I could get my hands on.”

	The malice in her voice caught me off guard, but honestly I understood what she was feeling. It was normal to feel anger at the injustices we had both suffered. Healthy, even. I felt like I had made peace with my anger. I had to focus on the mission, not on seeking vengeance. But still, there was that nagging feeling in the pit of my stomach. That voice in my head that would be happy to join Scyenna on a quest for vengeance. 

	I wanted to believe that it wasn’t a Faun who had killed my father, or at least that it had been an accident. But I knew it wasn’t true. His death was no accident. The cuts on his body were too precise, the runes carved into his skin too deliberate.

	We sat in silence for several more moments. Meanwhile Chass meandered over and sat down next to me. 

	“So what happens next?” Scyenna eventually asked.

	“Egris says we’re close to the next Faun village,” Chass replied. “He says they might be willing to take the elves in as refugees.”

	Scyenna huffed. “Elves living at the mercy of satyrs, that’ll be the day.” After that, she stood up and walked away.

	Chass watched her go. “What’s her problem?

	 

	By the next morning the flames had subsided to smoldering embers, and we watched as the villagers picked through the rubble, salvaging what they could of the lives they had lost. We had spoken with the village elders and convinced them to come with us to the Faun village. Egris told us all that this village had been built as a home for refugees. 

	“They call themselves the Lost Tribe,” he had said. “They all lost their homes, so they built a new one, together.” In fact, he told me later, it was my father who helped them find a place to settle, and he had a hand in building the village as well.

	The villagers were hesitant at first, but it was Egris’ kindness that persuaded them to trust him. Scyenna made sure to let everyone know she wasn’t happy about it, but honestly I didn’t think she would be happy about anything. The curse had taken more from her than most. 

	I tried to imagine what she would have been like under different circumstances. If her parents had never been taken away from her. She was clearly very headstrong and determined, but what if she had been able to direct those energies to something other than fighting? She could have been an artist, a blacksmith, whatever she had wanted. Whatever she had dreamed about being as a child. 

	She represented both the best the world had to offer, and the worst the curse had destroyed. I hoped that once the drought had finally ended, she would be able to lay her daggers down and find a new life for herself. A life of peace. That thought gave me the strength to continue on my mission. 

	My father loved to tell me of the amazing things our people had accomplished in the days of prosperity before the curse. Before the days of poverty and desperation. I knew those days could be restored, the days where everyone was free to pursue their passions without worrying about where their next meal would come from. That would be my legacy. It’s how I knew I would find the courage to make the inevitable sacrifice at the end of my journey.

	As Chass, Egris, and I ambled through the desolate streets we could feel the somber atmosphere of the village bearing down on us like a heavy blanket. The people were in mourning. Weeping for the home and the history which would now only be remembered in stories. 

	I could see Scyenna sifting through the rubble of what must have once been her home. She pulled a small jewelry box from the ashes and dusted it off. From the box she pulled a small locket on a silver chain; her father’s locket. As she placed the locket around her neck, her face was blank, unreadable. Her posture was stiff, betraying no emotion, but even from this distance I could see a single tear gently rolling down her cheek. 

	Somewhere in the ruins, a violin began to play. Long, slow, melancholy notes filled the air. I looked around for the source of the music, and saw several other elves pulling instruments from the wreckage of their homes. They must have been their most prized possessions. Many were damaged beyond repair, but some had survived the carnage.

	From another part of the village a flute joined in the song. As I closed my eyes and listened, several other instruments chimed in, creating a hauntingly beautiful melody that cut straight to the deepest parts of my soul. The music came from every direction; an entire village giving a final goodbye before leaving their home forever.

	In times past this village must have been home to the most beautiful music ever played. Pilgrims must have ventured from all over the world just to hear the gentle melodies that echoed off the walls of the great hall which was now no more than a pile of ash.

	A female voice rang out in the crisp morning air. It echoed through the streets, mingling together with the sounds of the instruments to weave a tapestry of pure, raw emotion. The voice sang in an ancient elvish tongue I couldn’t understand, but I could feel the sadness in the words just the same. 

	Music had never been very important in Manse Village growing up. Sure, you would hear the occasional drinking song come from the taverns at night, and there were a few bards who told stories through song, but I had never heard anything like this before.  As the voice grew nearer I opened my eyes to see where it was coming from. I almost couldn’t believe what I saw. It was Scyenna! She continued to move toward me, singing, and the rest of the town gathered around as well. They carried the last of their worldly possessions with them.

	The song came to an end and Scyenna let out a long, heavy sigh. 

	“It’s time,” she said. “Let’s go.”

	   

	Thirty-seven is not a large number when talking about the entire population of a village, but it is a large number to make a multi-day trek through dense forests with barely any provisions. Even as the sun hung high in the sky on the afternoon of the second day, we still had not reached the edge of the forest. The mountains loomed on the horizon; a daunting reminder of how far we still had to travel. Our food was nearly depleted, and our water was running dangerously low, as well. It didn’t help that all we could see in any direction was barren desert. 

	As we marched into the evening we came to the edge of a massive canyon. According to some of the village elders, there was once a bridge over the canyon, though whether it still stood no one could be sure. Either way, it would be several hours of walking along the edge of the canyon before we reached it. 

	I heard a deep rumbling coming from the bottom of the canyon, and I peered over the edge just in time to see a stampede of antelope charging around a corner. Egris and several of the elves immediately pulled out bows and arrows, and I suddenly realized how hungry I was. Just the thought of meat roasting over a fire made my mouth water.

	As the archers took aim we suddenly saw what had caused the stampede: Praeg. The horse-sized reptiles charged after the antelope on two legs, snapping at them with their alligator-like jaws. One managed to catch an antelope’s hind leg, and several other praeg pounced on it, ripping it to shreds with the three clawed fingers on their stubby forearms. 

	I had never seen a praeg in person, but I recognized them from my father’s journals. He told me once that the praeg’s ancient ancestors had been as tall as buildings. He said there was a shrine in Vaeger with a completely reconstructed skeleton of one of the massive dinosaurs, and the Casar worshiped it as a god of war. 

	After the dust settled Chass, Egris, and a few others hiked down into the canyon to scavenge what meat had been left behind by the praeg. They managed to bring back enough for a satisfying meal for the whole caravan, but there wasn’t a scrap left over.

	 By the time the morning light rose into the sky on the third day we were standing at the front of the Faun village, and we were totally famished. Two guards stood in front of large wooden gates. It wasn’t anything like the village Egris had come from. The air was damp and cold as it came down from the mountains and I could see my breath. The temperature had dropped twenty degrees since we neared their camp. 

	The guards gazed down at me. They were taller than most Fauns I had met. Their bodies covered in wooden armor and scars from animals that had attacked their camp. They held giant spears with serrated edges. 

	I grasped Chass' hand as we approached. I wanted to scream, the spark in my body straining to be let free. With each second that passed, I could feel the situation intensify. In this moment I was a little girl again, helpless as I was the moment I wandered into the woods. I could feel the guard’s anger. He moved to a power stance, holding his spear out even as Egris waved his hands. The other soldier was still for the moment before smiling and holding the other back. 

	"Relax, that's Egris," he said. The second guard was older. Wiser. His face more a beast than even Brau-Na. 

	"Thanks, Baga," said Egris. 

	"I see you have brought guests," Baga’s smile became stern. We were clearly asking a lot of these Fauns to share what little they had with strangers, enemies even.

	"Their home was burned to the ground," Egris said. “They have nowhere else to go. These two and I,” he said, pointing at Chass and me, “are on a mission to retrieve the Thunder Relic from the mountains. 

	The first guard's face changed form, like a candle melting under a fire, from anger to a smile, "These two are saviors?" he said, laughter wrinkling his face.

	"This is the daughter of Carine, show some respect!" Egris demanded. 

	"I'm sorry, I wasn't aware," said the guard, falling to his knees in front of me. I was completely taken aback, no one had ever done that before. I could hear a scoff somewhere behind me, and I was sure it came from Scyenna.

	"You're not aware of much these days, are you?" asked Baga. "Come in, all of you. We will take your case before Miev, she will know what to do. And she will be very happy to meet the daughter of Carine." 

	As we walked inside I asked Egris who Miev was and he answered, "Thanks to your father, Miev is the leader of this village." 
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	We could hear the sound of thunder. 

	Constant…

	… just like the cold that surrounded us the moment we left the forest. 

	As soon as we entered the village the refugees were escorted into a meeting hall at the center of the town and provided with blankets and a warm soup. I was surprised not only at the hospitality these Fauns showed, but how quickly they had pulled everything together. The great hall itself looked like a large boat that had been banded together and turned upside down. Nearly as massive as Mayor Talze’s mansion, the entire village had a layout that felt similar to our own village. 

	After Chass, Egris, and I had made sure everyone was settling in comfortably, we left to find Miev. As we were being escorted to her private chamber, I heard a voice call out, “Egris?”

	We turned to see another Faun walking toward us. “Egris! Greetings! I thank the spirits for bringing us together!”

	“Arctis, cousin, greetings!” The two Fauns embraced as long-separated relatives.

	“Did you receive my message?” Arctis asked. “I sent it only two days ago.” 

	“I’m afraid not,” Egris replied. “I have been traveling for many days. What news do you have for me?”

	“My brother, Ethyos, has been missing for three days. We believe the elves have taken him to their capital. I can’t help but fear the worst.” 

	“You think they killed him?” I asked, making myself a part of the conversation. Both Arctis and Egris looked toward me, their heads tilted downward. 

	“Death… is not the worst,” Egris said. 

	“We are going to the capital to speak to the King,” added Chass. “Maybe we will find him there and we can negotiate his release.”

	“You must promise, if you find him there, you will help him escape.” Arctis’ voice sounded far away. I could feel the intensity of the situation. I couldn’t imagine the depths of hell I would go to if something happened to Chass. 

	“We promise,” I said, exchanging a glance with Chass. 

	We continued on toward Miev’s quarters and I tried to gather as much information about her as I could from Egris. She was young. Not too much older than Chass. Yet because of an adventure with my father she had earned the right to become leader of this village. Not an easy task. According to Egris, dozens of Fauns including Miev and Arctis were being hunted throughout the woods until my father came and helped them establish this settlement near the edge of the mountain. Many of the Fauns here had left Egris' village, while others had come from the North, hoping to find a new home in which they could all flourish. 

	Miev was one that had left Egris' village. Believing that the Faun would only survive if they found a new home. She knew my father from a mission they had gone on with Egris. She ran into him again when he was searching a temple ruin near the mountains for a scroll on the deep magic. One by one my father helped her gather the essential supplies and taught the Faun how to build the walls, forge weapons, and grow crops from the soil near the edge of the mountain. Even after all these years, there was still a steady stream being fed by melting snow from the mountains.

	My father traded knowledge for more knowledge of magic and many of the scrolls that came to decorate our home. 

	Egris told me of many Faun villages hidden throughout the forests but this one was special. It was a home for Fauns that lost their home. Though it was safe from elven hunters, living near the mountains was a no easy life for a Faun; but it was important to them that they had found a place to call their own. Many considered it destiny. That they had come here to protect and watch over 'the path'. 

	"What is the path?" I asked. 

	"The path is a passage into the mountain that is said to lead to the ancient home of the spirits," Egris explained. 

	"The home of the spirits?" 

	"The ancient home of the spirits, not where they reside now but where they had come from, birthed from the seeds of the world, from the roots of the tree of life, the path is an ancient temple from before the ages," Egris explained. 

	"Can I see it?" I asked, curious.

	"In many ways you already have. The scrolls your father collected, the artifacts and trinkets he traded. Many came from the path inside the mountain. It is a temple, a library, and a maze. Unfortunately, our journey takes us west. Perhaps one day, once this is over, we will venture into the path together," Egris said. 

	All throughout the village I had felt my father's presence. As if he was walking alongside me. He had a hand in building every part of this village and yet I had no idea. I wasn't sure whether to feel betrayed or happy that my father had been a hero to so many. 

	And yet they betrayed him. 

	I couldn't smile. Thinking of the cuts on his body, the cuts I healed. I should have looked closer. Maybe if I had memorized what they looked like I could match them to the claws of his killer. Egris and my father had been friends, Miev and my father had been friends. All of them saw my father as a hero, but what if they were all lying?

	A truth that would be buried with the dead. 

	The tour of the village was short. We saw the entrance to the path, the meager but flourishing gardens, my father’s fingerprints on every building. We walked towards the residence across from the stables and armory, from which Miev awaited our arrival. 

	A guard greeted us at the door. He told us Miev had requested to speak to me alone. I entered and saw the mysterious leader sitting in a meditative position on a pillow at the center of the room, surrounded by candles and incense. She looked older than I imagined, despite her age. Covered in red robes and a cloak with silver runes. The runes were elven. 

	There were two cups of kava on the floor, one in front of her and another in front of a pillow directly across from her. I sat and picked up the cup. She had yet to open her eyes. The silence was unnerving.

	"Poison?" I said before taking a sip. 

	She laughed. She finally opened her eyes and looked at me with a gentle, understanding smile.

	"In the beginning our world was sand. There were Maji who controlled the water, the fire. Enslaving the spirits. They commanded the sky and heavens above. It was one among them who betrayed the others, and fell upon the sand as a great storm. Winds that stirred, giving rise to the ground and stealing water from the sky that became the lakes. The Maji cried out only to be struck by the lightning and as they fell they became the mountains. The Maji that were left shed tears for them and sank to become the ocean, their bodies giving birth to life. The last two Maji, The Great Mother and Father, freed the spirits who guided life into this world until they fled and became the moons in the sky, watching over their creation in the dark of the night, guiding us when the light fades." Miev spoke in a quiet voice. It was a strange story, one I had heard my father tell me before… 

	"And every day the Maji disappear back into the great ocean to be with their lost family," I added. 

	"Yes, that is correct," Miev said. "Each one of us is born with the Great Mother's touch, some use their gifts for selfish deeds, others to create a better world. However, some of us are born with the divine energy of the Maji within ourselves. Able to harness the powers of the deep magic. They became the first kings and queens of our world, the leaders of Fauns, the leaders of elves, Firya, even Casar. The magic that flows through your blood now, dangerous to those in power. Those without the power of the Maji. They will fear you. They will hate you." 

	"Then they will hate me," I said.

	The candles that lit the room flickered. 

	"Years ago the power of the Maji was used to place a curse on the world, only the gods know why or how, but it happened."

	I knew the truth, it was in the deep magic, in my father's journals, in my hands every time I felt the lightning arc around me. 

	"We seek your help in finding the Thunder Relic," I said. 

	"I understand. Carine is a part of the deep magic now, and you seek to finish your father's mission." 

	"Yes. And I do."

	"Your father was a great man that helped me build this village from the ground up. The refugees shall be welcomed in his name. He would have wanted our doors to be open to all who suffered at the hands of the curse. Those that wish to stay shall be treated as one of us.

	“Your father chose this location knowing one day either he or you would make the journey up the mountain. I am honored to meet the daughter he spoke so much about. The 'path' was always an excuse, a large temple with artifacts and nothing more. We always knew the real answers lay above the mountain path. I will do everything I can to help you on your journey."  

	 

	"Thank you."
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	We stood at the base of an immense mountain range. I was wearing the warming tunic gifted me by the young girl in Egris’ village. It seemed so long ago now.

	Arctis and the others outfitted us with dark, heavy coats and climbing gear. Ropes, picks, and small gauntlets with claws on the tips we could dig into the side of the ice to climb our way up. Miev also had our weapons looked at and sharpened, infusing our swords with the same red compound we had been ingesting in our tea. 

	While the garments Chass was given seemed ill-fitted and patched together from Faun’s clothing, mine were a perfect fit. My father really had prepared everything for my journey.

	"I'm not sure about this," Chass said, staring up at a large slope and back down to the village below. 

	"The path lies over the mountain wall," I said. It was a shortcut. Rather than journey another three days to the west to hike up the side of the mountain we were climbing up the slopes, up and over to the path towards the sound of roaring thunder. 

	The three of us walked up a steep, icy slope. I had never been so cold in my life. I lost my footing and tumbled down the side of the slope. Chass dug his boots into the ice and grabbed my hand as I slid past him.

	"Thanks," I said.

	"You know if you die this is all for nothing," he said.

	As we approached the edge of the cliff we tethered ourselves together with Egris in the lead. 

	"This is much too cold for a Faun," Egris complained. 

	"This is too cold for anyone," Chass added. 

	Hours later it felt as though we had hardly made any progress at all. We had traveled a good distance, all things considered, but our destination still felt impossibly far away.

	I tripped again. This time my foot got stuck between two pieces of ice. 

	"Guys, we have a problem!" I said, pulling on the rope between us. Egris turned back towards me. 

	"What did you do?" Chass glanced down at my foot.

	"My foot is stuck, a small fissure opened up," I answered. 

	"Looks like we're going to have to amputate," he said. 

	"Quiet," said Egris, alarmed, sword in hand. 

	"What is it?" I whispered. 

	"We are being hunted," Egris answered. 

	Chass drew his sword as I pulled out my dagger. 

	"Maybe I can melt the ice," I said, starting to power up.

	"NO!" Egris grabbed hold of my arm. "You will melt more than just the ice surrounding your foot, if that happens we will have nothing to stand on." 

	He was right. I still didn't have control but I couldn't see any other way out. The shadow of something flew over our heads. 

	"What was that?" Chass asked. 

	"Ice wraith," Egris answered.

	"What is that?" 

	"A creature of old, a guardian that became lost in the winter and now hunts the skies of the mountain for fresh souls."

	"So, not going to give us a ride to the top," Chass said, sarcastic. 

	"No, Chass, prepare yourself for battle, we must defend Arianna until we can melt the ice around her foot ourselves."

	This wasn't going to work. I couldn't risk both of them. I concentrated the energy in my hand. All I had to do was heat the ice a little and I could free myself. 

	"Stand back!" I demanded placing my hand against the ground. The shards of ice that surrounded my foot started to melt away. 

	"NOOOO!" Egris shouted. 

	The mountain began to crack. 

	Egris jumped forward pulling both of us along with him. At the same time, the ice wraith appeared. Like a wyvern made of ice, it flew down and grabbed the ground where I had been stranded. I nearly lost it but Chass jumped forward pulling both Egris and me along for the ride, sliding down the side of the mountain. Egris grabbed hold of an outcropping as Chass' sword hit the creature's wing.

	"Nice swing!" I shouted. 

	"Pull!" Chass screamed as the Wraith began crawling along the snow towards us. Egris heaved himself onto the ledge, pulling us along through the powdered snow.

	"Arianna! Use your power now!" he shouted. 

	I unleashed an arc of electricity on the ground behind me that caused the snow to turn to steam and ice to shatter. The Wraith found itself barrel rolling down the side of the mountain breaking apart like glass. 

	"That was close," Chass said. 

	"We still have a ways to go," Egris said, turning towards the sound of thunder. He drove a spike into the cliff every few feet, reaching up and checking our rope so that if one of us fell we could hang on together. The mountain slope became harder and harder to climb. 

	I looked up and saw Egris pull the spike out from the ice wall. He pulled himself up a few feet and started tapping the ice, trying to find a new place to drive the stake. I looked down and saw Chass pushing himself up onto a narrow ledge. Just then, the ledge crumbled underneath him and he began free-falling down the side of the mountain.

	“Egris!” I yelled. Egris still hadn’t driven the spike into the ice. The moment Chass ran out of slack he would pull us all off the side of the mountain! Egris pulled his arm back and drove the spike as hard as he could. An instant later Chass hit the end of the rope. I could see the spike strain against the sudden weight, but it held true.

	I heard Chass’ body slam against the cliff below me. I looked down to see him hanging, motionless.

	"Chass! Are you alright?" I yelled. 

	After several agonizing moments, he finally struggled to push himself upright and away from the cliff and look up towards us. 

	"Yup! Still alive! Just… catching… my breath," Chass said, holding his arms, shivering. Using the claws on the gauntlets Miev had given us he pierced the mountain wall and we continued to climb. 

	After we reached the top of the slope we found ourselves near a stack of stones. Seven in all, stacked on top of one another with a red flag tied around the top two. We trudged forward, neck-deep through snow. Egris took the lead, jumping across narrow stone outcroppings until he disappeared over the ledge far above.

	"Egris!" I shouted with my hands against my face.

	"Careful, don't want to cause an avalanche," Chass said, grabbing my hands and pulling me forward. 

	"Hurry! Come see!" Egris yelled from above. 

	Together Chass and I pulled ourselves up over the edge to join Egris, and across one last valley, we saw a small temple nestled between two peaks. 

	"This is amazing!" I said.

	"Wait, what is that below?" Chass asked, pointing towards the valley below the temple.

	Smoke rose from a giant boiler. There were dozens of wooden structures: shelters, storage containers, elevators. The valley was not made from erosion or any of the elements of the world. 

	The thunder roared around us, above us, below. Sections of rock were being blasted apart and several behemoths, the evolutionary descendants of dinosaurs, were pulling carts loaded with tonnes of material. Some of the creatures I recognized from my father's sketches; the bi-pedal small armed Praeg, the spike-tailed quadrupedal Kamulatitan, a Lythronax whose wings had been chained, and a Rugopos Raptor whose face had been muzzled and feathers cut off.  My jaw dropped when I saw hundreds of small lizard-like creatures being forced to work a mine. All toiling away digging up the mountain around them. 

	"We can't leave them," I cried out. 

	"What choice do we have?" Chass argued. 

	"They are slaves! We have to do something."

	"They are slaves to elves, look!" said Egris. 

	The three of us had moved closer to the valley below. Egris was right. Dozens of armored Elves occupied the mine, riding horses and holding whips. I saw one or two who looked like they were mages from the Royal Academy of Magic; their robes matched the sketches in my father's journal. 

	The Linwir were reptile-like creatures that walked on two legs and had many of the same body types as Fauns and elves. They were one of the lost races, believed to live deep inside the world's core. A few of them looked like they had been starving. Dozens more had wings on the back of their grayish bodies that had been cut or split apart. The larger ones in chains resembled dragons. 

	"Why would elves do this?" 

	"They needed workers for their mines, this was too near the temple, too dangerous for their own kind," Egris answered. 

	"It isn't right," I said. I was in disbelief. Nothing had prepared me to see this. An elder Linwir fell to the ground. Immediately a guard walked over and started abusing him. 

	"Arianna, calm down, you are starting to catch fire," said Chass pointing at the sparks of light running across my clothes. I couldn't help it. I wanted to scream. I hated them. All of them. 

	Blast them! Bury them! 

	I felt the anger rising inside me. 

	You are the savior of this world! Use your power! Set them free!

	"Arianna! Arianna, listen to me," Chass was shaking me. 

	"What?" I shouted. 

	"I have a plan to get them out and steal the relic." 
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	My father's journals spoke of several cults and societies that had committed evil crimes across our kingdom. My father himself had been enslaved by the Lahari. After it set in what I was looking at I wasn't so surprised. People were born with the ability for both good and evil, and this… was the worst of what we had become. 

	"Okay, everyone understand the plan?" Chass asked. He had just gone over our plan to free the Linwir twice. I had a good idea of what he wanted from me but there was only a slight chance any of it would work. We all had a part to play. If one of us failed there was a good chance we would all go down or be captured and made slaves just like the Linwir. 

	"Yes," I said, still unsure his idea would even work. 

	The sun was beginning to set. The sound of thunder could be heard throughout the mountain. At times it was loud enough to make me cover my ears. I wandered up to the guard, leaving my fur coat and my gear behind. Hopefully they had some heart and wouldn't turn away a young woman who was in distress. 

	Using charcoal I darkened the area around my eyes, it wasn't that hard to blend. We had been traveling for days and the journey had taken its toll. Since our journey began I had never walked so much in a day. Now my feet were calloused, my legs and back bruised. Even my soft skin had been peeling away, cut by sharp rocks and tree bark. 

	The guards here didn't look like the ones that came to our village from the capital. Well funded, well armored, but most of them looked like mercenaries. I cursed and jutted forward, letting tears fall from my eyes. Feeling them freeze against my cheek. I would have little time for escape if this went wrong. It was time to find out if they were men or monsters. 

	"Who goes?" said one of the guards in a deep voice. He was wearing battle armor with Linwir bones crafted to the shoulder plates and helmet. He had a necklace made of their teeth across his neck. It was hard to even tell he was elven. 

	As I approached I saw the Linwir up close. They looked like small dragons. 

	"I said who goes!" The guard shouted, loudly this time, and I saw they were beginning to surround me. I moved closer without saying a word. I had to wait for the right moment. 

	Ten feet away I began walking like I had a limp. The guard had a crossbow and pulled it up. Two others in similar armor pulled out their swords. I was already lucky they hadn't killed me on the spot. Either they weren't used to visitors or they had been expecting company from time to time. Maybe I could show them the talisman and say I was sent by the hermit. No. It was too much of a risk, not to mention deviating from Chass' plan would put us all at risk. 

	"I am a traveler, I've come to pray to the spirit of the mountain," I tried to speak as frail as I could even as I felt my blood boiling beneath my skin. 

	"She's a wandering fool, that's all," said one of the guards, laughing.

	"Spirit of the mountain," laughed another.

	"My family is poor, sick. I have traveled far from the east to seek the guidance, the help of the spirits," I said, standing my ground as the guards moved closer to me. The one with the crossbow lowered his guard.

	"We could make a slave out of her," said one of them.

	"Been too long since we've had anything fresh," said another.

	"Let me kill her! It’s been ages since I've spilled any red blood! Killing lizards just isn't the same."

	"Put a pretty dress on her, we can make her up real nice." 

	"Enough," a last voice shouted. The mercenaries were closer now but the voice that shouted 'enough' was farther away. I could only make out the silhouette of a mage. 

	"Can you not see how far this citizen of our beloved kingdom has traveled? What would the king say of us if we turned her away in such a time of need," the mage stepped closer. The others almost seemed to bow their heads. It was a woman. Older, athletic, with gray hair just below her shoulders. She was wearing a robe with the sigil of the Royal Academy of Magic.

	"This must be such a surprise to you," she said, smiling. 

	"I came to seek the spirit of the mountain, whose roar can be heard across the forest valley. I have heard rumors of great magic," I answered, bowing my head. The mage studied me for a moment before closing her eyes. 

	"Arianna," she said. I felt my whole world shudder as my heart started to beat in a panic. "My name is Zanna, I am a teacher from the Royal Academy of Magic, you must pardon the words of these fools. They know nothing of spiritual matters. The drought. I am sure it has been hard for you and many families." 

	I did my best to play it cool. Some kind of magic. That was the only way she could have known my name. 

	"I am amazed that you know my name, this is truly a blessed place." I looked up and saw Zanna was still smiling, studying me. Around me I could see three more guards approaching us. That was almost all of them now. I could clearly see the makeshift fort they had set up alongside the stables and slave chambers that had been dug into the side of the mine for the Linwir. Dozens of Linwir were continuing to work around us, pulling blocks of iron from the earth with ropes. I could see blood-covered snow around us. Still fresh. 

	"You must be very curious to come this far on your own."

	I refrained from saying more. 

	"I'm sorry, didn't mean to pry, perhaps we should eat something and drink some tea before you continue on your way. Our mine is located just below the temple. I'm sure you have been trying to find it. Unfortunately, there is little there but ruins anymore," Zanna’s smile turned to a straight face. 

	"I would like to see for myself," I said looking towards the temple and back around at the guards, counting them and the number of Linwir in my head. Thirty guards at most and hundreds of Linwir. The mage must have been powerful if they had yet to rebel against their captors.  

	"These lizardmen, I'm sure you've never seen anything like them," Zanna said, holding out her hand. "Uglier than Satyr, stronger too, yet dumb as dogs."

	"When I left on my journey I knew I would encounter many strange things, our kingdom is a large and majestic place," I answered, trying again not to look alarmed. 

	"And yet you must wonder… why slaves."

	"Our kingdom is full of life, and many willing to work."

	"The answer is right in front of you. We came here to do a job by any means necessary. When we found the lizards crawling through the rocks like vermin, hunting, cannibalizing one another to survive… taming them seemed the right thing to do. We are their saviors."

	"I understand," I said, lying through my teeth. It was easy to look around and see that the Linwir were suffering far more at the hands of the mercenaries than they would be dealing with the drought.  

	"And how did you discover the whereabouts of our temple?"

	"I followed the sound of thunder." 

	"From the valley of the Satyr? I'm surprised you survived. You must be stronger than you look." 

	One of the guards, as if on cue, walked over to a Linwir and stabbed it in the back, pulling back his sword and flinging the blood back down on the snow. I wanted to cry again, to look horrified but I knew it had been a test. 

	"Interesting," said Zanna. 

	I looked up at her without saying a word. I was right, it had been a test and, judging from Zanna's reaction, I had just failed. 

	"A test? Trying to see how I would react to the death of such a weak creature?" I said, lifting myself up. The game had changed. I had hoped I could act weak and feeble and gather their attention but now I had to show them. I had to show them it was I alone that came and survived all the way to the top of the mountain. 

	"Yes, it was a test. To see where your loyalties lie, we've no reason to trust outsiders even if they are looking as fragile as you." 

	"You spoke of food and drink?" 

	"It will take some time for the lizard to cook," Zanna was smiling again. 

	I looked again towards the Linwir that had been stabbed. It was still alive, struggling, paralyzed on the ground. The blade had broken its back. With no supplies coming in from the kingdom that was how they had been surviving. In the thick, frosty air I could make out dozens of large storage containers. Stockpiling iron ore and other minerals for what looked like a war to come. It was becoming harder and harder to hide how I really felt. 

	"You passed," Zanna said with delight turning and motioning for me to follow behind her. 

	You can't let this go. 

	Zanna stopped. 

	Her magic isn't real. Cheap illusions.

	The voice in my head was louder and it was right. Zanna might have been a powerful mage but I could feel what little magic she had. 

	"Such an addict for pain, I can see it in your face even if your body does just as you command. You are gifted. There is a spark in your eyes. If you had not come to this place perhaps you could have become a great mage." 

	"I don't need someone like you to tell me what I can or can't be," I stood higher now. Lightning arcing across my fingers. 

	It was a simple plan. A good plan. Chass and Egris set the Linwir free while I attacked the mage and scattered the guards. 

	I was slightly embarrassed. Of course, a mage from the academy of magic should have more knowledge than I had, but I had my father's notes, the knowledge he had given me as my inheritance. I knew more about the world than the dozens sitting behind desks learning parlor tricks could imagine. I knew ancient legends, stories of cults, temples. I had read about my father facing down the walking dead and fighting ogres. 

	I had followed along with Chass' plan because it was the right thing. The Linwir could not be kept as slaves, not here, not now, not ever. 

	"There are two more!" Zanna shouted, turning to witness an explosion from one of the giant storage containers. One of the larger Linwir had broken loose and began tearing through the rafters around the outer rim of the mine. It was all moving forward according to plan. 

	A few of the guards moved away from us towards a dozen Linwir wielding swords. Chass and Egris had been working fast. Already they had managed to free half of them and unlocked the armory as well. What we lacked in numbers we made up for in stealth and now that our cover had been blown we had a horde of angry Linwir on our side. 

	Two of the guards rushed me and I jumped back, rolling through the snow and ducking back behind a barrel. Straight down the path from me stood a giant Praeg, broken loose from the chains and free from its slave driver. The Praeg moved closer to me, I could almost feel its breath as I stared out at its long face and sharp teeth, each one the size of the palm of my hand. It had two short arms with three claws on each hand. Each claw looked capable of tearing flesh. 

	I whistled towards it, hoping to grab its attention. Something told me it knew the difference between who I was and the guards. It turned towards me. I could feel it looking me in the eyes. The other guard’s attention focused on the Praeg as one held up its sword only to be snatched by the behemoth's jaws. It swung him in the air the same way Emery used to play with a chew toy. Still famished after its first meal, the Praeg continued to prey on the second guard. 

	For the moment I was in the clear so I made my way towards the boiler, watching as the Praeg took off with the other Linwir. As far as I knew the Linwir were the only race capable of taming such creatures. Maybe that was something to do with their ancestry. 

	According to Egris the Linwir were a proud race that dwelled inside caves and mountains. They were deadly at creating traps and great hunters, tamers of large beasts. Born from eggs, a new Linwir could hatch in forty-five days and be full-grown within six months. They required little food and were strong workers. All of that made them perfect slaves to the mercenaries and the mage. 

	Many set free now probably never knew their tribe, and it would be up to the elder Linwir to see that they made it home safe. They believed themselves to be descended from dragons. This was their chance to prove once again they were mighty.

	The boiler was the only warm spot in the mine. I could feel the heat pouring out of it, warming my skin. I didn't have time to relax. My joints were frozen, the pain running through my hands and legs. I could barely feel my feet, and my toes beneath my boots were starting to turn blue as the soles broke. I had a repair kit with my gear but it wouldn't do me any good now. Three more guards came down the hillside towards me. Another explosion rocked the mine. I could feel the ground shaking below me. 

	Several more of the behemoths had broken free and were causing havoc. I could feel the iron dust in the air. The perfect conductor for electricity, all around me. I studied the wind and let out a spark. 

	“Three guards down,” I said, moving away from the boiler and sending another ball of light towards it. The iron dust had started to collect around the heat. Settling around the boiler. Enough that a simple spark could cause a chain reaction and bury it all in the ground. 

	"Clever girl, too bad you were nothing but a puppet," Zanna said, turning towards me. She took a totem from one pocket, a small wand from another, and began reciting some kind of curse over and over. 

	I held up my hand as a guard charged towards me. He was immediately taken back as a bolt of lightning hit his chest and tossed him backward. Zanna stopped speaking, her eyes turned red, she held out her hand with the wand and pointed it towards me and an ice wraith appeared. At least I thought an ice wraith had appeared. It was little more than an illusion. Easily disposed of by a spark of electricity. Another soon appeared, followed by another. 

	They continued to form, rising from the ground one after another until even the guards that had been following her started running away. None of the specters were real. By the time I stood in front of Zanna, I could see Chass and Egris coming back towards me. Our raid had been a success. In all of fifteen minutes the Linwir had been set free, the guards scattered and running down the mountain, and the mage…. 

	 

	…I snapped her wand in half and told her to run away. 
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	"We did it!" Chass shouted. 

	"And good thing too,” Egris said. “The Linwir here had been separated from the rest of their tribe for months, now they have the chance to find them and move forward. They are, it seems, the last of their kind." 

	"I was shocked at first too, but Egris is able to speak their language," Chass added. I felt relief. I knew what we had done was the right thing. 

	"We should camp here for the night, we can set out for the temple tomorrow during the day, it should only take us a few hours to reach the relic," Egris said. There was a happiness in his voice I hadn't heard before. 

	"Do you think the mage or the guards will try to attack us?" I asked.

	"They wouldn't stand a chance!" Chass shouted.

	"They will be too busy dealing with the Linwir and trying to figure out how to explain what happened here. I'm certain the mage had never seen true magic such as yours before," Egris answered. 

	"But she was from the Royal Academy of Magic?" 

	"The academy teaches tricks, illusions. Only a few are able to actually tap into the stream of energy that surrounds us, the deep magic. Those like her are able to create illusions through the use of sensitive artifacts like that wand you broke, others call upon magic from the elements. Your magic comes from inside you. Carine would be very proud of you right now." Egris put his hand on my shoulder and smiled. It was the first time I had ever acknowledged my own magic as a gift, and it was the first time I had used my magic for something so great. 

	That night before we went to bed Egris took out a pile of bones from his satchel and threw them down by the small fire we had made inside what used to be Zanna's hut. 

	"What are you doing?" Chass asked.

	"Consulting the gods," he answered. 

	"And what do the gods say of our victory?" Chass asked, taking a bite of some of Zanna's rations that had been left behind. I tried not to imagine it was Linwir and decided better to believe it was fish. When he offered me a bite I politely declined. Somehow it seemed better that they didn't know. 

	"Our journey has been full of peril, monsters, mayhem. Our actions tonight may have unforeseen consequences and for that I am worried." 

	"Worried about what?" I asked.

	"War. I don’t know who was behind the mining operation here, but to have a mage from the academy in charge of it they must be someone very powerful."

	“Someone from the capital?” I asked.

	“Possibly a traitor among the King’s inner circle. If Zanna reaches the capital before us, I shudder to think what may happen.”

	"I wouldn't worry about that," said Chass, his mouth full again. 

	"And why is that?" Egris asked.

	"I saw a group of Linwir tracking her before she dropped out of sight. One of them was riding a Praeg. I doubt she's going to make it down the mountain," Chass said, swallowing his food. I was both relieved and disgusted. I didn't want anyone to die; not because of my actions. We had begun this journey to prevent things like this from happening. Chass was also the last person I thought would show no remorse for someone, even someone as evil as Zanna, being sentenced to death. 

	"I see. Arianna, are you okay?" Egris asked. He must have been able to sense it; it was like the air in the room changed. I felt the collar on my shirt tighten around my chest. 

	"Zanna wasn't good, but… I hope that if the Linwir do catch her they don't kill her, but I am no judge." 

	Egris smiled at me again and continued to consort with the bones. I thought about asking what they said but I was tired and ready to turn in. The first part of our journey was coming to an end. 
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	Eldrad and I approached a narrow pass that led into the mountains. This leg of our quest was going to be far colder than any elf would ever want to endure, but the sooner we got it over with the sooner we could return home. We had good intel that the maggots would be heading toward a shrine deep in the mountains to retrieve some sort of relic. “Just follow the sound of thunder, you can’t miss it,” the hooded figure had said. I couldn’t make out his face, but I was sure he was a rogue mage. If not the one that started the curse, then certainly one of his lackeys.

	This whole ‘relic’ thing was starting to get the better of my curiosity. Of course, the powers-that-be insisted no such relics existed, that the curse was just an old myth with no truth to it whatsoever. Even so, they were spending a lot of resources to keep these little brats from finding the relics. Or at least, they were making Eldrad and I expend a lot of energy to that end.

	Maybe that was the real truth behind all of this. No matter how hard I had worked, no matter how many times I had proven myself year after year, I was still disposable. An expendable resource good for nothing but brushing a minor inconvenience under the rug. The king had pawned me off on some backwater mayor, and that mayor treated me no better than a dog in his hunting party.

	The sound of crunching snow came from the entrance to the pass, and Eldrad pulled his sword as a gray-haired woman in mage’s robes stumbled out from between the rocks. She looked like she had been in a fight. 

	Eldrad had been chomping at the bit since we left the village, hungry for a good kill. He stepped toward the woman, but I held a hand up to stop him. She might have been able to give us some useful information first.

	I could tell she was one of the academy hacks that couldn’t do any real magic. It was always easy to tell because they were the ones who tried the hardest to make themselves look like mages. 

	“Oh good, I’m glad I found you,” the woman was saying as she trudged toward us through the thick snow. “We need to send a message to the king.”

	“A message to the king, you say?” I responded. “Did he send you out here to see if there were any children needing a magician for their birthday party?” My humor seemed to be totally lost on her, as she pulled a small pouch from her belt and flung the contents in the air: a powdery substance that seemed to sparkle with a thousand tiny explosions. I didn’t even flinch as the dust settled to the ground and the sparks fizzled out at my feet.

	“I will have you know I am a mage in the order of Mazzenrach, and I have been entrusted with a great and terrible task direct from the king himself.”

	“Then you’d better get back to your post before the king finds out you’ve abandoned it,” I heard Eldrad quip behind me. 

	“That’s why we have to send a message to the king, you ignorant buffoon. Some rogue mage has partnered with a satyr and managed to take down the entire mine!”

	“A secret mine hidden in the mountains?” I asked. “Very interesting. That sounds like our girl, though. Come, Eldrad, we’re getting close.”

	I moved past the old woman toward the entrance to the mountain pass.

	“Where are you going?” She yelled at my back. “As an emissary of the king, I order you two witless warthogs to escort me to Fennox Castle!”

	“That was a very poor choice of last words,” I said without slowing my stride. I heard Eldrad’s sword pierce the woman, and a moment later her body crumpled to the ground. 

	I continued into the mountain pass without looking back.
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	"This is suicide," I said, tightening my sheath around my chest. I was holding my sword in my hand; I had just finished sharpening it. I was looking toward Egris, who had just consulted his bones. 

	"Suicide and giving your life for a cause are not the same. Luckily for you, we are not going to do either. This will work," Egris said, picking up the bones and placing them back inside a small bag. 

	"Not the first time your gods have led us into a dead-end, are you sure this place will have something useful?" 

	"It is not for us to question the will of the gods. This is the beginning of a descent, a journey that will take us far and wide."

	"That wasn't the answer I was hoping for. Can't you just ask one of your seers where the relics are hidden so we can go after them? All this chase is bad for morale." 

	"Our seers cannot see what is not there, they only see that there is a path. My people have accepted our fate, we know the elves blame us for the famine, they bleed our villages, hunt us, and your king has spread lies."

	"They just don't understand." I looked at Egris and back at three other Fauns that were following us. A small party, on the edge of the southern border of the kingdom. "I can't keep leaving my daughter like this, I've been away from her too long, too many times." 

	"She is strong, our gods have foreseen she has a bright future ahead of her. She will rise, she will fall. You must have faith that you are doing the right thing. This is what Solph would have wanted."

	"You have no idea what my wife would have wanted." I sheathed my sword. I was more irritated than I wanted to be but we had been moving south for three weeks and we were low on rations after being attacked by a group of bounty hunters that wanted the Faun dead. And that was before we stole a ship from a fishing village just south of Fennox Castle. 

	Egris had been one of the first beings to aid me on my quest. I had seen the suffering the curse had caused his people, and convinced him that working together was the only way we could end the drought. He was determined to help me no matter the risks as I told him my story. The story of my wife's death, my daughter’s birth. I told him of the adventures I had in the north and together the two of us began to search for answers in the south. 

	That brought us here. The border of the Southern Wilds, a land of mystery, monsters, and mayhem. Not even the bravest of the king's knights came to this part of the world. Those that did came as nomads, treasure hunters, or death seekers looking for release. Bards sang songs of unbelievable wonders in the south. Praising it as the original home of the Satyr and Elves. Songs told of spirits, gods, dragons, giants, and more that still wandered. The bones led us here. 

	We had stolen a ship out of dock to sail around the mountains. Small, but large enough for five of us to traverse the great ocean without worry. Two weeks on the water, eating nothing but bottom dwellers. The sun had gone down and the air was cold as winter. I thought I would find a giant desert as we approached the shore but instead, the south was littered in giant trees. One in particular stood above all the rest. Larger than the king's castle, it was home to a variety of life. 

	"Is there even a curse here?" I asked. 

	"There is, it's just not visible to the naked eye. Everything here is poisoned, dying, killing one another to survive. The chain is broken. The roots of the world tree are dying and in a hundred years all this will wither and rot away," Egris answered. 

	"I'm sorry," I said, staring up at the great tree as the other Fauns rowed our ship onto the shore. 

	"It is not your fault, the curse is a shadow on all the land." 

	"Get down!" one of the Fauns shouted just as a giant owl appeared above us. It was swooping down fast. I could barely see it at first until it missed us and flew in front of the light of the moons. It was as large as our ship and if I had to guess it had mistaken us for a beached whale or giant lizard. 

	"This is not good, it's going to come back for another pass," shouted Egris. 

	"The bones didn't warn you about this!" I yelled, diving down and grabbing a spear from the boat's small armory. As the owl dived once more I threw it through the air. 

	"Miss!" Egris said. 

	"No, look the owl grabbed it!" shouted one of the Fauns. The owl snapped the spear in two pieces with its talons. 

	There was a scream as the owl came back down and picked up one of the Fauns, carrying him off. 

	"We have to go after him!" I shouted. 

	"We must carry on with our mission," argued one of the other Fauns. 

	"I don't think we have a choice," said Egris pointing at the owl. It was making another pass back towards us. It had dropped the Faun somewhere in the jungle. We could hear the roar of another creature as it flew closer and closer. I moved to my left and grabbed another spear. I was determined not to miss this time. I didn’t.

	The owl fell into the water so hard we could feel the splash and waves rock us back and forth. As it struggled to take flight once more a massive pair of jaws emerged from the depths and the giant owl was pulled beneath the surface.

	"Lucky that wasn't us," said Egris. 

	"Was that a dragon?" one of the Fauns asked. 

	"Crocodile. Was probably sizing us up, waiting for the right moment to attack after we steadied ourselves on the shore," I explained. I had done my research. I had access to a library inside Fennox Castle for a while and there I had read as much myth and legend as I had scientific journals. It seemed now I couldn't tell the two apart. 

	"Finn may still be alive, we should leave the shore before the gator digests the bird," Egris said. I shook my head and the four of us tied up the boat as quickly as we could, jumping into the shallows with our weapons in one hand and rope in the other. After the boat was secure and the rope tied to a tree I picked up a small blue shield and wore it on my left arm. I kept a small dagger on my belt and sword in hand. Anything could go wrong and we still weren't quite sure what we were looking for. The bones had told Egris of a ruin, a temple of some kind that would point us towards truth. I had grown desperate. 

	Several hours in the wild we found Finn. His body lay on the ground among a pit of dead animals. The owl hadn’t been hunting the boat; it was smarter than we gave it credit. It had been hunting us. 

	"A nest. Do you think there could be more of them?" I looked toward Egris, expecting an answer but the truth was he had no idea.  Some of the bodies had been torn apart, half-eaten, while others looked like they had been burned by some kind of acid. 

	"We need to keep moving," Egris ordered. No matter what other monstrosities lay in wait, the sooner we got out of there the better.

	We continued trudging through the dense forest, jumping at every sound. There was an oppressive sense of deep foreboding weighing down on us, we all felt it. The stronger it got, the more we knew we were moving in the right direction.

	After several of the longest hours of my life we finally came to an ancient temple, totally covered over in vines. 

	“Carine and I will go in,” Egris said. “The rest of you stand guard.”

	“No,” I said, holding up a hand to stop him. I had a nagging feeling deep in my gut. I couldn’t quite place it, but I knew it was telling me to go alone. “There is something I’m meant to find in here. I have to do this on my own.”

	“If you feel the deep magic speaking to you, I dare not interfere,” Egris said. “We will ensure no evil finds its way in after you.”

	“I’m afraid the evil is already inside.”

	I made my way into the mouth of the temple and found myself consumed by darkness. Nothing but pure black surrounded me, but I found myself compelled to continue forward. A light shone several feet in front of me, as if a stray beam of sunlight had burst through the dense vegetation above. In the pool of light I saw a table with a small bowl of blue liquid. I took the bowl and drank. 

	After a moment the table vanished, and darkness prevailed once again. As I stood there, aware only of the beads of sweat dripping down my face, I heard a child’s laugh. It was as sweet and soft as a songbird. My precious Aria. The light returned and I saw the child there on the floor, playing with a doll Maria had made for her. There, crouching next to her, was a young woman. 

	“Solph?” I called out. Could it be? It had been years since I had seen my love’s gentle frame, her cascading hair, but I recognized it immediately. It had to be her. The woman stood and turned toward me, and I realized it was not my Solph at all. It was you, Arianna, though much older than you are now. You looked just like your mother. So full of peace, love, and compassion.

	As I watched, two pedestals appeared on either side of you, and on each of them a relic. You reached out with both arms and took hold of the relics. In an instant the chamber reverberated with a crack of thunder, water gushed out of the Rain Relic, and streaks of lightning burst out from your body in every direction.

	I remember once, when you were playing with Chass in the other room while I worked, you slipped and hit your head on the table. The absolute panic I felt as I heard you scream in pain, and rushed in to sweep you up in my arms. That was nothing compared to the soul-piercing noise you were making now. I fell to my knees.

	“Arianna! No!” You were suffering, you were dying, and there was nothing I could do about it. I had always suspected the Spirit of Lightning dwelled within you, but this was confirmation of the terrible fate that had been forced upon our family. Confirmation of my worst fears.

	As quickly as the vision had begun, it vanished. I heard a voice call out behind me, “Carine, is everything alright in there?” It was Egris. I wondered if they had been able to hear the entire vision, or only my own cries. I walked out of the temple and past the others. It was time to leave.

	“What did you see in there?” Egris asked. I stopped. Somewhere in the distance I could hear a frail blue-bird singing its gentle song. There were no words to describe what I had just experienced, so I said the only thing that came close:

	“Inevitability.”
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	I read my father's journal and cried. I blinked tears from my eyes and held my breath against the pain I felt in my chest. It moved through me like a storm. A hurricane of rage, a flood of wailing pain. I felt a fever as blood pounded in my ears. Nervous, clenching my teeth, but that was all the noise, all the emotion I could allow myself. 

	Egris and Chass slept while I kept reading. I thought there was no mention of Egris in my father's journal but that wasn't true. I just hadn't read far enough. How many more stories had I missed? How many more secrets did my father have? I wasn't sure if I loved him or hated him more. 

	He had tried so hard to protect me from a future he knew was coming. Why hadn’t he told me? He could have done so much more to prepare me for this journey. He could have trained me to use my powers to fight. We could have done this together, side by side. Deep down I knew the truth. I was his baby. His only reminder of the woman he loved. He wanted to protect me. To shield me from the harsh realities of the world.

	He wanted to preserve the true me, the peaceful me, the gentle me. The me that made mud pies and took in helpless animals from the forest. Not the me that was tainted by the spirit living inside me. The me that lashed out in anger at the slightest provocation. The me that lost control and hurt those I loved. Maybe, once all this was over, and I was finally separated from that poisonous spirit, then I, the true ‘I’, would be reunited with my parents in the deep magic, and together we could travel beyond the veil, for eternity.

	Egris emerged from his tent and relieved me of lookout duty.  I only had a few hours to sleep before we journeyed up the rest of the mountain. We could see the temple, less than a few hours’ climb. 

	The next morning a fog hung over the mountains, diffusing the light of the sun. Chass and I pulled ourselves up over the edge of a cliff-side to join Egris. It was the last part of the valley we had to cross. The temple sat between two giant peaks, though we couldn’t see it through the fog.

	"The Linwir refused to venture here," Egris said, motioning at a small blue flag with a rune that signified this place was dangerous. “They believed it was holy ground, for them to step here was to disregard the gods. Even the mages and mercenaries stayed clear of this place.”

	The temple itself was minuscule compared to the mine below. We followed a rocky outcropping to reveal a narrow path clear of debris. A sheer cliff to one side and a drop off on the other.  

	"What are we looking for?" Chass asked. 

	"A relic, we'll know it when we see it," I answered, half smiling. For the moment I thought everything was going to be alright. That compared to everything we had done to get here, this part would be easy. We rounded one last corner onto the path that led to the temple, and stopped in our tracks.

	"Fancy seeing you here," Argentis said. He and Eldrad were standing there, waiting. 

	"Little mage last night had a lot to say about the two of you,” Eldrad grinned, cleaning a dagger on his blood-stained shirt. “Least until we cut out her tongue. Seems you've been causing a lot of trouble here and there."  

	"How did you know to find this place?" I shouted. 

	"Followed the breadcrumbs, or perhaps a little bird told us," Argentis smirked, running his hand across his burly beard.  Eldrad winked towards Chass whose eyes widened at the gesture. 

	"Huh?" I heard Chass behind me, lost at the remark.

	"You should know by now you can't stop me from getting what I want," I proclaimed, stepping forward and forcing electricity to arc around my body. 

	"Arianna, wait! I don't think using your powers is the wisest decision at the moment," Egris shouted, moving in front of me unsheathing a small sword he had been hiding just underneath his satchel of supplies. 

	"I mean, unless you want to bring the entire mountain down on top of us," Chass stepped up beside Egris, drawing his sword, and I stood down.

	"Fine, you two fight, I'll grab the relic," I nodded as the three of us glanced at one another.

	"Not if we get it first!" shouted Eldrad turning and bolting towards the temple. Chass took off after him, but Argentis blocked his way with his sword. Their two blades collided and I could see the sparks fly off their cold steel. Chass stepped back, holding his sword by his side, down but ready to block at a moment's notice. Spacing his feet apart as he steadied himself. Argentis held his sword, longer and more curved than Chass' above his shoulder with two hands. He flipped it around so the curved edge pointed upward before thrusting forward. Chass blocked it but the impact sent him tripping over the rocks on the ground. Argentis didn’t let up. He meant to kill him. 

	Meanwhile, Egris had scaled the cliff wall beside Chass and hopped along narrow ledges along the sheer cliff wall until he caught up with Eldrad. Egris dropped down and caught him off guard, pushing him back against a wall. 

	"Satyrs, full of dirty stinking tricks," Eldrad shouted. 

	I noticed a narrow path on the drop off side and lowered myself down, clinging to the cliff walls and scooting forward as I did my best to listen and avoid being caught in the middle of the fight. I heard Egris scream and there was a burst of smoke from above me. I moved further away, further from my friends and towards where I felt the relic calling out to me. 

	I pulled myself up over the ledge and realized I had overshot the temple. I rushed back toward it and in through a back door, and saw Eldrad was already there! 

	Outside, Egris had doubled back to help Chass, who was slowly losing his fight against Argentis. 

	At last brother, we’ve found you. 

	Was the lighting spirit talking to the relic? As if in response, a deep rumbling sound echoed through the mountain. If I didn’t know any better, I would say it sounded like the word, ‘Sister’.

	"Looking for something, doll?" Eldrad was already reaching for the relic. The relic itself was shaped like a leaf. Resting on top of the leaf was a large spider. The entire thing seemed to have been formed out of a single orange gemstone, carved with intricate runes that I assumed represented 'thunder' in an ancient Casar language.  

	As I stared at it I felt it calling out to me, a voice in my head demanding I take it, smash it against the ground, set free the power sealed inside. I felt the electricity wave over my body, sending chills down my arm and legs. And as I screamed "No," Eldrad snatched it up and the low rumbling from deep within the mountain immediately erupted into a deafening roar. 

	You can't let them have it! You can't let them win! 

	My eyes widened, I could feel my tears freezing in the wind. The roar continued to echo around us as Eldrad's brow furrowed. Both of us ran outside, stumbling as the ground shook beneath our feet. 

	A crack of thunder split the air and the relic leapt from Eldrad's hands, but he continued to run. 

	"RUN! Run for your lives!" he shouted as he ran toward the others. 

	Argentis still had the upper hand against Chass and Egris. Blood poured down from Egris' side where he had been cut. It was a flesh wound but enough to slow the Faun down. If we made it out alive I needed to remind myself to heal him. 

	Chass was holding up better than before. Egris had given him an edge and while Argentis was a powerful opponent, he had no choice but to take a defensive position. There was a hate in his eyes, in his face, his armor was covered in marks where Chass had swung and managed to make contact. 

	As Eldrad approached them they stood, frozen. Argentis looked up the mountain and quickly realized what was happening. He pushed past Chass and Egris and joined Eldrad as they turned the corner out of sight. 

	I reach for the relic sitting nestled in the snow. A spark of electricity arced from the tip of my fingers to the relic, and the low rumble shook the mountain even more. I recoiled. Questioning whether this was the right path, whether I might accidentally unleash whatever power lay in wait. 

	Brother, come to me! 

	This was the moment. I exhaled deeply and reached for the relic again and snatched it out of the snow. The rumble stopped. There was now nothing but a cold silence. I stood in quiet reverence for several moments, my eyes glued to the relic. How much power did I really have?

	I snapped out of my reverie as a loud crack rang out from far above us. We looked up the mountain. Several chunks of ice and snow broke off and started to tumble down towards us. I tossed the relic into my pack and ran toward Chass and Egris. Another crack and a massive sheet of ice slid down the side of the mountain. Argentis and Eldrad had been right to run. Both saw the signs in front of them and reacted the way any sane person would have, should have, but it was too late for all of us. 

	"AVALANCHE!" I shouted. 

	We all ran. A boulder flew past inches in front of us and destroyed the path. We managed to stop just short of falling off the edge. I looked around and noticed a large, flat rock perched above us. 

	"I've got an idea. Stand back!" 

	I pushed Chass and Egris behind me and bore down. I let the electricity arc around my body. They had warned me I would bring the mountain down, and they had been right. 

	"Arianna! What are you doing!" Chass shouted. 

	"Just trust me!" 

	A blast of lightning shot from my hand at the rock and knocked it loose. It slid down the mountain, just ahead of the oncoming snow. 

	"Jump!" I shouted. 

	"What?" Chass shouted back, confused, so I turned and grabbed both him and Egris and pulled them forward.

	“Jump!”

	We landed on the rock just as it flew past the ledge. 

	Chass tumbled backwards, unable to stand his ground and flew off the back. Egris caught his arm and held on as Chass’ feet dragged behind us through the snow. For a moment I was afraid I was going to lose both of them. Worried I made the wrong decision. But Egris pulled him back up just in time. 

	"That was close," Egris said, digging his hoofed feet into the rock. 

	"Thanks," Chass panted, still holding onto Egris' arm. 

	In the distance, but approaching fast, I could see a giant, jagged rock sticking straight in the air ahead of our path. 

	"Arianna!" Egris called out.

	"I see it!" 

	"Well what are you going to do about it?" Chass shouted. 

	"What do you mean what am I going to do about it?" 

	"I don't know, blast it or something!" 

	I set my jaw and narrowed my eyes, thinking. I was beginning to have an idea, and it might just work…

	"Lean left!" I shouted!

	"What?" Egris looked confused. 

	"Lean!" 

	I threw all my weight left and both Egris and Chass followed suit. The rock tilted up with us and curved away, just in time to barely nick the edge of the outcropping as we passed it by. 

	"Now we just have to steer this thing all the way down the mountain. No big deal," Chass grinned. I knew in my heart he was just happy we had survived this far. 

	A faint cry echoed in the distance. I looked for the source of the sound and found it. On a ledge to our right, Argentis and Eldrad were jumping up and down, waving their arms in the air. I could hear them calling for help and I pointed in their direction, shifting my weight to the right. Chass and Egris moved left, countering me. 

	"What are you doing?" Chass shouted. 

	"We have to save them!" 

	"No, we don't! They literally just tried to kill us!" 

	"Everyone deserves a chance to live, no matter who they are! Isn't that what you said, Egris? A Faun would never kill a living creature?"

	"I said we live in harmony with nature. Sometimes that means letting things die when their time has come!" 

	I growled and pushed myself into Chass. If they weren't going to listen to reason I would have to make them. In spite of everything those two thugs had done, I couldn’t stand by and watch them die knowing I could have done something about it.  

	The rock turned right as Egris lost his balance and tumbled into us. 

	"Get ready!" 

	"You're gonna regret this," I heard Chass mumble under his breath. 

	Our rock slid in front of the ledge and the two thugs jumped. Chass and Egris caught them, exchanging understanding and disturbed glances at one another. They all four reached for their swords. 

	"Put those away and focus!" I yelled.

	We all looked ahead. The tree line was approaching. Things would have been much simpler if we had slid into the mine but we were on the opposite side of the valley now. Billowing snow tumbled behind us, hot on our heels even as we continued to pick up speed. 

	"Right!" We all leaned right and narrowly missed a tree as we entered a wooded area. We continued to bob and weave as we descended the mountain. 

	A small branch smacked Chass in the face.

	"Hey! Watch where you're going!" 

	"I am watching!" I would apologize for it later. Right then I was in charge, leading the five of us down a cliff in the middle of an avalanche. Not how I thought I would be spending my afternoon. 

	We broke free of the wooded area and immediately hit a ramp of snow that launched us into the air. We all flew off in different directions and landed in the snow below.

	The last remnants of the avalanche blew over us. 

	Even as electricity wrapped around me like a cocoon I could feel the cold seep in and numb me. 

	All this power and you are going to die here? Like this? A spark of light frozen in time. 
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	Darkness surrounded me. It was like I was waking up in a strange place, not remembering where I was, as had happened so many times on this journey. Only this time I wasn’t waking up to a place at all, but to a void. I tried to think, to remember what had happened. 

	The avalanche. I was buried in snow. I couldn’t tell which way was up. I tried to squirm my way free, but the icy powder was tight around my limbs. 

	Get up. This is not where our story ends. 

	The voice echoed in the darkness of my mind. 

	“Who are you?” I asked.

	I am you. We are us. 

	“What do you want with me?” I yelled. A spark of lightning filled my vision, and the spark formed itself into the shape of a person, fluctuating and buzzing with electricity. She looked just like me.

	I want you to stop resisting me. All your life you have pushed me into the deep recesses of your mind, only letting me out when it served your purposes. If we are going to win this fight, I need you to surrender.

	“When I let you out, innocent people get hurt. We burned down an entire village, don’t you remember?”

	WE did nothing of the sort. That was all you, dear. You will never be able to control my power on your own. As her anger intensified I could feel the electricity surging across my body, melting the snow around me. You will never be good enough. This is my fight, you are only a vessel. Now let me free!

	“No, if we win this fight it will be on my terms.” I worked my arm free and thrust it as high as I could. I could feel the cold air as it broke free of the snow. I could hear muffled voices calling my name in the distance. Chass and Egris were looking for me. “And if we lose then we will have fought with dignity and honor. If you wanted a fighter you should have chosen someone else.”

	I felt a gloved hand take hold of mine, and an instant later I was pulled free from the snow. Bright light flooded my vision, and I took a deep gasping breath. Our journey was far from over.

	"Well, that was an adventure," Chass said, holding me in his arms. I felt his warmth against my body. We had just barely survived. 

	I heard a rustling noise nearby. The three of us, still in shock that we were alive, turned towards the sound. Argentis and Eldrad were pulling themselves up from the snow. I pulled the thunder relic from my pack and held it out towards them. 

	"You still want it?" I demanded. 

	They both recoiled. 

	"Go home. Tell everyone what just happened. We have the first relic. Only two more to go. And nothing is going to stop us." 

	The two thugs turned without a word and walked away as I collapsed and tried to catch my breath.

	"We need to get out of here, somewhere warm, I'm freezing." 

	"If my bearings are correct,” Egris started, “We are about a day's journey from the edge of the mountains, due east. There is an Inn nearby, a small tavern that welcomes both elf and Faun alike, the owner is an old friend of Carine’s and will put us up for the night." I couldn't have been happier to be heading back into the woods. 

	I pulled myself up to my feet, but stumbled and grabbed a large trunk from an old fallen tree and leaned against it. 

	"Arianna? Are you okay?" Chass asked, concerned. 

	"I may have twisted my ankle on the way down, no big deal, I'll manage. Just try and keep up," I said. As my heart rate slowed down and the adrenaline dissipated, I could feel every pain and injury. I closed my eyes and focused hard, tapping into the pain to control the spirit within me, forcing it to heal my wounds.

	 We walked for the rest of the day before finally approaching the inn well after dark. Egris went in first before motioning for us to follow inside. 

	"Arianna, Chass, this is Talos, an old friend," he said. 

	"The daughter of the great Carine!" Talos said, lifting his muscular arm into the air and stroking a long braided gray beard. He was a Casar, a dwarf, dressed in a leather shirt and pants with an apron hanging down from his shoulders. "And the son of Talze. I am honored to make the acquaintance of the both of you. Pardon my mess, I was just cooking some Vulta. Caught 'em in the mess after the mountain came down trying to eat some giblets. Good protein, some of the best bird in all of the kingdom of Idril." Talos had a strange accent. It was obvious he wasn't from around here, but what had brought him from Vaeger was a mystery. Perhaps, I thought, he might have been one of the Casar that fought with my father years ago. 

	"We seek shelter, food, clothes," I could hear the fatigue in Egris' voice as he spoke. He looked at Talos the way he looked at his own people. 

	"What is mine is yours, I do have one room available. And of course, for the little lady, the basement is ready, just as Carine left it. Though I’m assuming by the fact he is not with you, that he will not be making use of it again.”

	“No,” Egris answered, “Carine has fulfilled his part of the mission and moved on to commune with the spirits.”

	“Aye,” Talos responded in a somber tone, “May his name ever be blessed by those who speak it.”

	It was a simple platitude, but meaningful. In spite of everything my father had done in the name of his mission, in spite of the person the curse had forced him to become, he was always a good man at heart. Even to the very end.

	"My father came here often?" I asked cautiously. “Do you happen to know if he left behind any journals?”

	"Journals? Didn't think Carine much of a scholar. Afraid not. Mostly bows, arrows, a few of his swords and some coin I let him bank in case of emergencies," Talos answered, much to my dismay. It was another new discovery. How much had he been hiding? 

	Egris looked over towards me, "Your father and I had many safe houses in and around Idril. Don't be upset with him." 

	"Carine was a smart man, a warrior, leader, and he spoke very highly of his daughter. Everything he did was because he was passionate about you. Protecting you and ensuring that you grew up in a world that wasn't besieged by horrors from long ago," Talos poured a warm milk into a cup for us to drink. "Drink up. There are clothes downstairs."  

	It was the first warm drink I had in days and it was now that I realized how truly dehydrated and malnourished I was becoming. Standing in front of a mirror in the basement surrounded by my father's weapons, pieces of chain mail and strips of leather armor, wristbands made of fur I felt like a skeleton. I felt like I was starting to look like a draugr. 

	As I scavenged through my father’s things I found a large chest marked, ‘Arianna’. My father really had prepared for everything. Inside the chest were various pieces of armor, weapons, and a few potions and mystical artifacts I recognized from his sketches. As I dug through the chest I found a small box wrapped in a white ribbon. I opened it, and inside was a blue dress, alongside a few small pieces of jewelry. A necklace carved in the shape of a bird, a bracelet with beads carved with protective runes. 

	"Food will be ready in ten minutes," a voice called down. I think it might have been Egris or Chass but it was too far away and I was too enthralled to take note. I pulled off my wet, snow-covered clothes and wrapped the laces of the dress around me. It fit perfectly. Like it had been waiting for me. I spun around and for the first time in a long time I smiled, imagining that this had been a gift from my father. I wrapped my arms around myself in a tight embrace. Warm tears fell from my eyes. It was so nice to be out of the cold. 

	Talos cooked the Vulta over a giant fire in the middle of the tavern. When I came up everyone had changed clothes and was already eating in a circle. It reminded me of the celebration at the Faun village, minus the smiles and dancing. 

	"You look beautiful," said Egris. 

	I said thanks and took a bow, showing off the dress. 

	"Not bad, kiddo," Chass agreed.

	Talos had risen to his feet the moment I entered the room. "You look as beautiful as your mother." The words shook me to my core. 

	"I never knew my mother," I said.

	“It was in my tavern back in Vaeger that they first met. Solph came down the stairs in that very dress, and turned every head in the place. I don’t know what it was about your father that caught her eye, but I remember watching them dance the night away, oblivious to the rest of the world. The tavern could have been raided by marauders and burned to the ground and they would have never stopped dancing.”

	“If you had a tavern in Vaeger,” Chass asked, “How did you end up out here?”

	“Business wasn’t too good after the curse,” he replied. “And the Casar can be a violent lot when they get hungry. It was Carine’s idea to set up here, as a safe haven for those few creatures still brave enough to venture into the wide world. He helped me build it with his own two hands. His blood, sweat, and tears are in every wall of this place.”

	Talos continued to talk about my father and how he would drop in from time to time. Sometimes he would be accompanied by others, sometimes alone. At times my father came here after a long adventure and stayed in the basement room, taking a breath and healing before he would return home. Talos’ tavern had more than just drinks on hand. A shelf below the bar was littered with herbs and jars of mystical origins that could help mend wounds and heal the sick. He spoke of an acacia berry in our drinks that would help with our appetites and fatigue.

	After dinner we continued to sit by the warm fire. 

	"This is the quietest it's been in a long time," said Talos. 

	"What do you mean?" Chass asked.

	"The mountain only recently stopped roaring. Usually the thunder’s echoes can be heard into the middle of the night like a wounded animal that never stops crying." 

	"Wouldn't know anything about that," Chass said, looking up at me. 

	"No, you wouldn't, would you,” Talos winked. “I'll let the three of you continue to talk, my old bones need to retire. If you need anything, help yourselves." 

	Talos stood up and left us in the great hall. The fire continued to burn though not quite as bright as before. 

	"What's next?" Chass asked. "It’s so weird to think that we actually have one of the relics. After everything we’ve been through, this is the first time it’s started to actually feel real.”

	“I know what you mean,” I responded. “Our next step is to speak to the king. Between the relic and Cypress’ talisman, he’s bound to give us all the help we need.”

	“The castle is over two weeks away and that's on horseback. If we go by foot it will take us months. Not to mention we have enemies now. Argentis and Eldrad are going to come back. I know it." 

	Egris stayed quiet. 

	"You're thinking about your cousin, aren’t you?" I asked. 

	"Yes. I feel bad. Eating. Warm. Knowing that my blood is being tortured and that there is nothing I can do." 

	"My father used to say that the only way we can make a difference is to hold onto hope. To press forward as the best version of ourselves. If you refused to eat and stay warm, if you let yourself be weak you wouldn't be doing your cousin any favors. The best thing you can do is continue to press forward," I said, taking another sip of the acacia milk. Despite the fact that it was mystical I was glad I wasn't hallucinating as I had when I drank the kava with the Fauns. At the moment the last thing I wanted was another voice whispering in my head. 

	 

	The next morning we awoke to the sound of horns. 

	I felt like I had slept for three days. We changed into our leather gear now dried from sitting beside the embers of the fading fire of the night before. I took my mother's necklace and tied it around my neck and sheathed my father's tempered sword. It was a longer blade than I had before, made of Vaeger steel. Talos was nowhere in sight as we looked for him to say our goodbyes. In fact the entire tavern looked as if it had been abandoned for years. Strange that this was the first time I noticed. Outside, standing on the edge of the road was a large crowd. I looked down from the rocks just above and saw the rolling fields and abandoned farms of the valley. The whole area had once been some of Idril's richest farmlands and estates. Massive abandoned mansions had now fallen to ruin. We were two weeks' ride from the castle, two months if we attempted to walk. The sun was warm overhead but I still shivered in my armor as I looked out over the horizon. 

	We moved closer to the crowd. Egris hid himself behind a hood and scarf dug from my father's old wardrobe. Unless someone looked too close he looked like a dreg, a poor beggar, or maybe they would stay their ground and think he was a leper. Hundreds of refugees were fleeing the fallout from the avalanche. Most were elves, though I spotted a few Casar and Fauns among them, as well. Some rode on horseback while others rode on large carts pulled by praeg. The ferocious reptiles almost looked comical wearing bright red and blue harnesses.

	"Out of the way!" shouted a soldier. "Watch yourself!" I quickly stepped to the side and ducked my head, hoping not to be recognized. I hadn’t noticed the soldiers before, but now as I scanned the crowd I realized there were a dozen or so patrolling the edges of the caravan. 

	 I quickened my steps, moving back through the crowd. Looking around for a face I could trust. I could feel the soft breeze on my back. The cold wind still blew down from the mountain even as the snow a mile away was beginning to melt. Dozens of the carts were carrying sheets of ice. It must have been a hassle to haul, but in a world without rain it was a gift from the gods. 

	"They are using alchemy to keep it from melting," said Egris. 

	"Alchemy?" Chass asked. 

	"Mixing elements from two or more materials to create another," Egris answered. I knew this practice from my father's journals. It was fake magic but no less useful. 

	Somewhere in the crowd someone was singing. I immediately recognized the voice, and my heart sank. My eyes darted through the crowd, searching. I finally found them, Scyenna, Miev, and several others I recognized from the village. Unlike the other refugees who roamed free, they were all shackled and chained to a cart. I imagined they must have put up a fight. 

	I pushed my way through the crowd, careful not to attract the attention of the guards, and fell in step beside Scyenna. “What happened?” I asked.

	“You did, apparently.” She responded. The resentment in her voice hit me like a punch in the gut. 

	“What? How?” I asked, dumbfounded. “The Thunder Temple was miles away from the village.”

	“Whatever you did triggered a chain reaction through the entire mountain range. We were lucky to get out before the whole village was buried in snow.”

	“After we fled the village,” Miev said over her shoulder, “We were captured by these knights making their way to the capital. We’re all going to be taken in as slaves.”

	“The elves, too?” I asked. “The king would never allow…”

	“The king himself decreed it!” Scyenna spat. “Anyone caught fraternizing with a satyr is guilty of treason. I knew listening to the girl who burned down our village was a bad idea.”

	“This isn’t Arianna’s fault,” Miev said. “We have to work together if we’re going to figure a way out of this.”

	Let me, the voice in my head said. I can handle this.

	I knew that I couldn’t let her have control. I also knew I didn’t have a choice.

	“We have to fight,” I said. Lightning arced over my clenched fists.

	“Calm down there, sparky,” Scyenna said. “I think you’ve done enough damage already.”

	“This isn’t the time,” Chass said, as he and Egris came up behind me. He knew exactly what I was thinking. I glared at him as everyone in the crowd continued to move around us.  

	"Egris, How many guards are there?" I asked, my eyes on Chass. 

	"Twenty armed with rifles, fifteen with swords, five of those with iron bows," Egris answered. 

	"Is there any way we can get ahead of them and plan an ambush?" 

	"They are too spread out. If we attacked we would be putting everyone in danger. I’m afraid Chass is right, there is nothing we can do." 

	"We freed the Linwir against a mage, fought Argentis and Eldrad in the thunder temple, survived an avalanche…. How can you say there is nothing we can do?" 

	Because you’re too weak. You can’t save them now, but I can. 

	I clenched my eyes shut. This wasn’t right. I knew the king was willing to do whatever it took for the good of the kingdom, but had the curse really made him so desperate as to enslave his own people? Did ‘the greater good’ really justify torturing Fauns? I just had to speak to him, to show him that we really could end the drought. He would listen to reason, he would set the slaves free, and he would help us break the curse. In the meantime…

	“There’s no going back,” I could hear the words coming out of my mouth, but they weren’t my own. She had taken control. “If we don’t stand up for ourselves now, then even if we break the curse nothing will change.” I could feel power surging through my bones like I had never felt before. A ball of blue light was forming in the palm of my hand. “We must fight!”

	Everything that happened next was a blur. I threw the ball of light towards the closest cart with a Praeg, breaking loose its chains and setting it free. 

	Everyone ducked for cover as all hell broke loose. The Praeg went after the soldiers, ignoring the captives. It was a beast but it was smart enough to know the enemy. Egris grabbed one of the riflemen from behind. I think he might have broken his neck as he took his musket and fired at another. I felt myself flying through the crowd, blasting soldier after soldier. One at a time they fell and as their numbers dropped and scattered the refugees began to flee while others fought and celebrated. After twenty minutes it was all over, and my world went black.

	When I finally came to, I was told that Miev and the others had decided to stay in the abandoned village and make it their new home. Chass and Egris had prepared three of the fallen soldier’s horses, and so we embarked on our two-week ride to the castle.
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	Morning was a blur. In fact most of the days following the avalanche were a blur. Stealing some horses from a ruined stable and joining up with a group of surveyors, all a blur. 

	We were waiting our turn to board a skiff to take us straight to the castle. It was that or join the refugees that were traveling by foot. We could have ridden by horseback but that would have taken two weeks time. Traveling across the red river streams was dangerous, but it was the fastest way to report back to the king. 

	Eldrad had insisted we go back and report to Mayor Talze, but I didn’t care if I never saw that fat pig again in my life. The truth was I thought there was something more going on, something way over his head, and the King needed to know. I couldn’t be sure if Talze was in cahoots with whoever caused the curse, or if he just wanted to maintain the status quo to keep the cheap labor flowing through his mine. Either way, if Carine’s kid really did have a way to stop the drought, King Drevon should have been the first to know. 

	And that knowledge was my salvation. My ticket out of that forgotten dump of a village. Arianna had said there were three relics, and she already had one of them. She was carrying it straight for Fennox-Calil, and thanks to me, the King would be ready for her when she got there. He would take the relic and see for himself the power that it held. He would put me in charge of my own expeditionary regiment to retrieve the final two relics. He would break the curse and be a hero to his people, and I would be his champion.

	Behind me I could hear Eldrad getting up out of bed. The skiffs were sleds rigged with enormous sails that could skate seamlessly over the ruined valleys and dust-lands. Across the dead red rivers and back towards the roads that led to Fennox Castle. 

	Animals were too scared of the dead red river but there were still creatures of darkness that could tear the flesh from a living being. Cursed creatures, subjects of madness that lived without living. Shifting through the sands of darkness beneath the dust. 

	Patiently I stood as Eldrad gathered his gear and joined me on board. The captain of the skiff called out to his crew. Monks dressed in blue sat in pews in rows of two, praying. The captain was a superstitious man and he had been the only one willing to take our bribe. 

	"In an hour we'll be over the dead red river. I hope you have made peace with your gods," he said before ordering some of his crewmen to unleash a giant sail that caught the wind in front of the ship. The wind propelled us forward. I felt my calves stiffen as I tried to find my footing. The kingdom was dying. The dead red river was once a thriving lake just as the ruins of the village had once been a great estate. As Eldrad and I left I could see the imperial soldiers coming over the horizon. The castle never ran out of bodies. The more villages abandoned the more the walls of the kingdom grew. 

	"Listen!" the captain shouted. His voice was low, hoarse, full of terror at the realization that we were being hunted. I clutched the steel blade at my side and looked over towards Eldrad who was doing the same. The monks were unarmed but the captain had brought several hired mercenaries along for the ride. My eyes were straining to see anything in the dust that surrounded us. I heard the sound of the musket firing, the explosion of gunpowder. Somewhere, in the darkness, another sound. A shriek of pure horror as it drew closer. 

	"Be ready," I whispered. 

	The sound of wings beating the air grew louder. I thought I could feel the wind around me as the hair on my arm beneath my chain-mail rose. We were being circled. I squinted again towards the horizon, another strike of gunpowder rippled through the dust bloom and erupted in flames in the distance against a winged creature. 

	There are creatures in the dark that cast shadows in corners the sun never touches. Creatures that should have never been awakened. Drawn up from the world below to the dried ground searching for resources just like the rest of us. We picture fear and we think of a shadow in the woods, a creature in the night. If only it were that simple. 

	The worst appear without warning, primal. A reminder that just because we couldn't see the threat it wasn't already there. The curse that inflicted our kingdom had burned all the way to the roots of the world below. I had failed to best Chass, failed to take the relic, to kill Arianna, and I wasn’t about to let some mythic horror rob me of my redemption. 

	I dove. Ducking down as the winged dragon came for us. It picked up a monk with its claws and tore him apart. The archers let loose their iron arrows but they dissolved in fire. The nightmare surrounded us as people screamed, soldiers locked in place. I saw Eldrad clutching the rail. His mouth agape, terrified eyes, and the winged creature with gray arms standing just in front of us. Its talons wet, red with blood. Eldrad slipped and I leapt after him. 

	"Hold on!" I cried out. 

	"Argentis, what is happening?" 

	His screams faded into the sounds of the wind as the dragon took flight again. Another burst of flame filled the sky as it disappeared. 

	"The shape of darkness has begun to unfurl around us," I said pulling him back up and falling over to one side. 

	"Move!" shouted the captain as another, smaller winged creature dove out of the dust. It moved forward, flying through the air followed by a horde of the scaly demons. I held my sword in front of me and swung against the milk-colored eyes of the beasts. Sharp, crooked black teeth cracked as they came into contact with my blade. 

	An explosion on the side of the skiff sent one of the winged serpents crashing down, crawling its way across the ship. It rushed toward us, claws slashing against the wooden hull, muscled flesh, slimy, covered in dirt. Its talons tore across the Captain's throat. He tried to scream in pain but was mute. His vocal cords severed. I grabbed the beast's broken wing and stabbed my sword through its shoulders. It thrashed as I gripped it, hugging it in my arms. I could feel the talons tear against my flesh. Eldrad held it from the back of the neck and kept its jaws from snapping around my head. 

	Another shot from a rifle exploded in the air around me. Black blood poured from the creature's mouth. It stopped moving. In the dim light I saw Eldrad move backwards and let the creature go. One of the monks had taken up arms. All around us everyone was fighting for their life, others weeping. The sound of creatures feasting. 

	This is it… Divine retribution. 

	"More are coming!" a voice shouted. 

	Something inside me gave way. Fading. I looked down at my body, my bruises, my wounds, bleeding through my chain-mail. I couldn't feel any of it. The shock and awe of battle. 

	A talon came down on top of my shoulder and still no pain. 

	Even as the world went white. I closed my eyes and focused. Not since I was trying to survive in the southern wild had I felt this sense of instinct consume me. Piercing the flood of dust and flesh I hacked and slashed the threshold that formed around me. Several of the winged creatures fell dead to the ground. From somewhere above I heard the dragon roar. I felt the smaller creature loosen its claws. I hadn't even realized it had still been hanging from my back. I could see the dragon's gray arms, claws, and teeth as it dove down towards our skiff. My sword was starting to shatter so I got rid of it and slid towards the rifle and rail. Picking it up I fired. I felt the fire move through me as it hit the dragon's eye. 

	"You hit it!" shouted Eldrad. I would have been smiling but I was already slipping over the rail. 

	Out in the wild, in the cold winter woods I no longer felt fit for this world. I gave in to the darkness. I resolved to fight on and kill that which stood in my way. Looking back I was so naive to think I could do all of it on my own. The further I saw into the darkness the more I struggled to see anything at all. 

	I fell to the ground. The dust of the dead red river threatening to swallow me like quicksand. I untied my armor and let it fall. My bare chest covered in claw marks, blood, and now sand. The skiff was moving away from me as I tried my best to swim for it. I barely moved no matter how far I reached. They weren't going to stop, not for me. I was an animal. If I died it would be my own fault. Still, I crawled to the surface of the sand, straightening myself out and moving as quickly as I could. There in the distance was a rope, an anchor. I moved like a snake against the grain. I grabbed the rope and felt it pull me forward. 

	"We have him," a voice shouted. 

	They pulled me back to the skiff and one of the monks started bandaging my bleeding wounds. Across the deck I saw the dragon struggling to move, wings bound in chains. 

	"You injured it, blinded its right eye and clipped its wing. When it hit the deck the monks used chains to bind it." Eldrad stood next to me. He looked just as worse-for-ware as I did. 

	As I sat on my knees, heaving, I looked upon the great creature I had brought low. Not only was I delivering to the King a way to break the curse, but I was bringing him a new pet. A live dragon. My reward would be great indeed. 

	Three days later we arrived. I was fading. Nearly at the end of my journey, but it wasn’t over yet. Even in my half-aware, half-dead state, I could hear the surviving crew members singing my praises to anyone who would listen. The Great Argentis, Dragon-Slayer. 

	We were given a heroes welcome, and those that were injured in the fight were ushered into a great courtyard in the center of the castle filled with healing streams. I was carried in on a mat and lowered into a gently flowing pool. As the water seeped into the cracks in my skin I felt immediate relief. 

	All of my muscles relaxed and I let out a long, deep sigh. Then, something strange happened. A voice echoed inside my head, but it wasn’t my own. 

	You’ve seen them, haven’t you, son of Alahara? The relics.

	I opened my eyes and saw King Drevon standing over me. Had he been the one speaking, and I had just been too dazed to realize it? “Yes,” I answered with great effort, as sleep began to overtake me. “The thunder relic. She has it. The girl from Manse.”

	“The thunder relic, you say?” The King asked.

	My brother. The voice echoed. Maybe it wasn’t the King after all.

	“She destroyed the mine,” I answered, barely above a mumble, “and took it from the temple.”

	“And how did a young girl manage such an incredible feat?” The King asked.

	“Her… powers.”

	“You witnessed these powers? How did they manifest?”

	“Lightning. She… controls lightning.”

	My sister. This voice was really starting to freak me out.

	“Interesting,” I heard the King reply as darkness flooded my vision. “Very interesting.”

	 A moment later, and I fell into the deepest sleep I had ever experienced.
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	"Well, here it is. The City!" Chass said. The three of us emerged from a forest overlooking a massive city. 

	"Fennox-Calil. Capital city of the elves, and source of great terror for Fauns," Egris said somberly, looking at the city with an expression of sadness. 

	"You think your cousin is in there somewhere?" 

	"I am sure of it. But if I were to go in with you, my fate would be the same as his." 

	"We can disguise you like before," said Chass. 

	"Don't be so naive, the guards will know what to look for, a simple hood will not fool an elven knight," Egris snapped. I knew Chass was only trying to be helpful but Egris was right. It was dangerous. Our journey together was coming to an end. 

	"You don't have to come. We understand," I said, getting down from my horse. I looked at the city. Fennox Castle stood on the side of a mountaintop, it almost looked like it had been carved into the stone itself. Along the right side we could see the ocean, endless over the horizon but lifeless as far as we could see. A handful of ragged boats stood in the harbor. Dozens of towers were also easily visible along with channels for running water. 

	The city had a water purification area that filtered water and sewage throughout the kingdom. Aqueducts led out from the castle walls, feeding water throughout the entire city and into the farmland beyond the outer walls that protected it. That was at least one benefit of living in the city. The city itself spanned for several miles. Even from the hill on which we stood it would take us a day to walk to the main gates. 

	"I have other business to attend to. We will meet back here in two days time. You, hopefully, with the locations of the final relics and whatever other help the King is willing to offer, and me with news of your father's killer." 

	I nodded. 

	It had been eating me alive. Everything in me wanted to believe it wasn’t a Faun who did it, but I couldn’t deny the evidence I had seen with my own eyes. There were several villages hidden in the woods, places Fauns had gone to hide. At the very least they knew things. They had seers they could speak to. Bones they could use to guide them. Egris had spoken of a temple near the city which housed a library full of knowledge; past, present, and future. 

	"Sounds like a plan. What are we waiting for?" Chass said, breaking the wave of thoughts that bounced around in my head. The two of us rode south towards the city and away from Egris.

	We passed by several houses on the outskirts of the city. Our eyes widened as we saw how large and extravagant each house was. Some of them put Talze’s mansion to shame, while others were just slightly smaller but no less elegant. 

	Giant stone statues of unknown origin lined some of the well-tended gardens of lush flowers that grew over white fences. We came around a corner and found ourselves in the middle of a busy market. Fresh food was being cooked and sold from stands. I could smell fresh meat and fish as vendors poured wine from jugs half the size of my body into cups made of bronze and copper. 

	A blacksmith was working in an open-air shop. He looked nice enough. A short, rugged black beard, like he hadn't shaved in a few days, long gray hair with braids and gold beads. He was hammering against a longsword. 

	"Excuse me sir? Can you help us?" I asked. 

	The blacksmith scowled at us. 

	"Get lost! We don't want any trouble," he grunted. 

	"Trouble? No, we're just trying to get to the castle!" Chass said. 

	The blacksmith laughed. Several of the surrounding elves were pointing at us, whispering amongst themselves. 

	"Nice one kid. The Castle? What business do a couple of tramps have at the castle?" He was still laughing. We had clearly made his day. 

	"What? We're not…” I stammered, “We've come from the villages to end the curse that plagues our land!" 

	The gathering crowd of city elves chuckled as they gave one another sideways glances. They were dressed in fine robes. Some colorful, others gray with bold strips of gold. A few looked like they hadn't worked a day in their lives, while others looked like off-duty officers. Several of the women were wearing jewelry that looked like it had been lifted from a dungeon crypt. Silver necklaces and bracelets marked with runes. All of them would have stood out in any of the villages we had been. 

	"They’re loony. Maybe the king has called for more jesters!" said one of them. I furrowed my brow and looked around at the crowd. 

	"We need your help to end the drought!" I proclaimed loudly, hoping to appeal to their sense of loyalty. They laughed. 

	"What drought? What are you talking about?" said two, maybe three of them. Both Chass and I exchanged bewildered glances with one another. 

	"Have you not noticed we haven't had any water for fifteen years?"

	"We get all the water we need from the springs in the castle," said the blacksmith, still laughing at us like we were putting on a show. 

	"And what about the villages? Where do you think we get water from?" I asked, frustrated by everyone around me. How could they laugh at this?

	"We get news from the villages all the time. They're doing fine," said one of the laughing elves from the crowd. 

	"We've just come from the villages! In Manse…"

	"Manse Village! As much as I pay for Manse metals you must be the wealthiest of them all!" the blacksmith laughed, cutting Chass off.  Everyone continued to laugh all around us as both of us stared at one another confused. A pair of armored guards approached the gathering crowd. 

	"What’s going on here?" the first armored guard asked. 

	"Just a couple of dregs trying to stir up trouble," the blacksmith laughed. 

	"No! We don't want trouble, we just want to speak to the King!" I argued. 

	"The King, eh?" the armored guard said. 

	I scrambled to pull the talisman from my pack. It would make things clear. I had to show them just how serious we were. 

	"Here! See this talisman? It's from the mage Cypress! He sent us to speak to the King," I said, holding the talisman, showing it around for all the crowd to see. 

	"Oh, Cypress sent you, did he? Well then I guess we'd better take you straight to his Majesty, hadn't we," the guard said as the crowd chuckled. Finally, someone with some sense. I lowered the talisman and stepped toward the two guards. 

	"Okay. Thank you." Just as I waited for them to start leading us away, Chass grabbed my arm. He was looking around the crowd. They were still laughing, smirking, smiling at us like we were a joke. 

	"I don't think they're being serious," he whispered. 

	"What?" I asked. 

	The two armored guards placed their hands on their swords. 

	"RUN!" Chass yelled, grabbing me. We bolted through the laughing crowd, knocking several city elves out of our way as we went. I quickly tossed the talisman back into my pack. It should have worked! 

	We weaved through several buildings and ducked behind an alley and climbed up a long ladder that led to a small rooftop. We jumped down. The guards were staying close behind but we had escaped the crowd. We pushed through another crowded marketplace and into a narrow alley. We leaned against a building to catch our breath. There was no sign of the guards following behind us. 

	"What was that all about?" I said, gasping for air. 

	"Not the welcome party we hoped for," said Chass. 

	"They didn't even know about the drought, they called us names, they thought we were joking."

	"I know, it's not what I expected either." 

	A loud crash came from the far side of the alley. Chass and I both snapped our heads in that direction, worried it was the guards coming back for us. There was an indistinct chatter of disgruntled yells. I moved towards the sound. 

	"Arianna, wait!" Chass yelled out to me. 

	I turned back towards him, "What if someone needs our help?" Despite what happened, I knew not everyone could be the way the city elves were. Chass rolled his eyes and followed behind me. I poked my head around the corner. Across a busy street, a horse-drawn cart had stalled out. The horse lay on its side, whimpering from a broken leg. A family was getting out of the cart as a crowd gathered. They were dressed less like the rest of the city elves and more like elves from our village. I pushed into the crowd as Chass reached out to grab me but I moved too fast for him. 

	"Excuse me! Coming through! I can help!" I said. 

	A succession of city elves turned towards me then backed away in disgust as I pushed past them. 

	Chass ran up behind me, "Arianna, stop!" he shouted, too late. I emerged from the crowd to where the family stood around the injured horse. A young boy about my age was kneeling beside the horse's head. He was handsome. Short dark hair, brown eyes, wearing a blue leather jacket and brown pants. He had a small satchel on his leg. 

	He was petting the horse's head, trying his best to comfort it and fight back tears in his eyes. A man in his fifties I assumed to be his father stood over the horse, scratching his head. The man was rugged, with a short gray beard and a receding hairline. He was wearing a weathered blue vest and his brown jacket had seen better days. 

	"Let me help," I said, standing over the boy and smiling. 

	The older man spun in my direction, "Get lost, kid!"

	"I'm a mage! I can heal your horse!" I proclaimed proudly. 

	The crowd around us chuckled. The old man was fuming. 

	"I said get lost!" 

	"Why not let her try? What's the worst that could happen?" the young boy said, smiling towards me. I smiled back. 

	"The tramp’ll rob us blind is what will happen!" the old man shouted.

	I approached the horse while his back was turned towards the boy. He turned and saw me kneel at the broken leg. 

	"Hey! Stop it! I said we didn't need your help!" he shouted. I didn't listen. He reached for my shoulder as electricity arced over my body. He recoiled, aware of the danger. "What the?" 

	I reached for the broken leg. A spark of electricity zapped the horse. It pulled back and kicked at me. I jumped back just before the hoof made contact, and turned toward the boy. His eyes widened and he gave me a nod, patting the horse's head, "It's okay girl. She's here to help," he reassured her. I reached back for the leg again. The horse whimpered and shivered. Electricity flowed from my hands and bolted up the horse's leg. The horse squirmed and kicked its leg. Both the young boy and I jumped out of the way as the horse leapt to all four legs and stomped its feet. The crowd and the old man gasped. 

	"Incredible," the old man said, smiling now. 

	The boy gave me a sideways glance. 

	"You're not from the academy are you?" he asked. 

	"No, I've just sort of always been this way." 

	The old man stared at the horse, his mouth ajar. I approached him slowly. 

	"I don't believe it," he said to himself.

	"Excuse me sir? I was wondering if I might ask a favor?" 

	"Of course. Anything!" the old man's demeanor had completely switched. Chass came up behind me. "My friend and I need help getting to the castle, to see the King." 

	"The King? What?" the old man pondered the question. 

	"I think we should start with a decent meal and a place to sleep for the night," Chass interjected, smiling. 

	"Yes! Of course. That we can do. My name is Arnin, and this is my son, Luuk."   
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	Arnin and Luuk led us through the city walls, vouching for us with the guards at the city gates. We were out of the outskirts and inside the actual city. It took us several hours to actually arrive in the district that they lived. A small house made of stone. 

	Chass and I sat at one side of a lavishly set table. Luuk and his little sister, Isly, about seven years old, sat opposite of us. I wished the two of us were sitting closer. I felt something in the pit of my stomach every time I looked at him; butterflies? Arnin sat at the head of the table while his wife, Henna, a woman in her fifties, sat at the foot. Everyone but Arnin was laughing. 

	"Wait, wasn't that the same girl that left you for that squire boy?" Henna said, laughing out loud with a cup of water in her hand. 

	"Mom!" Luuk said, trying not to be too loud or disrespectful. He was embarrassed. Henna was nice. I liked her. All of us had just met and yet they had welcomed us in with open arms. I covered my mouth to keep from spitting out the food I was chewing. 

	"Luuk has been trying to get taken on as a squire since he was twelve," Isly said seriously, whispering the information to me like it was some secret. 

	"I'll get it someday! There just aren't a lot of openings when we aren't at war," Luuk argued. 

	Arnin wiped his mouth with a napkin, "Peace is something to be thankful for, Luuk, you would be wise to learn that." 

	A hush fell over the table. Luuk looked down at his plate, "Yes, father." 

	Henna cleared her throat, "What about you Chass? I'm sure you have plenty of tales of your brave heroics?" Kind of her to change the subject. 

	"Boy does he!" I said, swallowing my food. 

	Chass gave me a sideways glance. 

	"As a matter of fact, I do," he said and looked from Luuk to me. 

	"Oh, do tell," Henna insisted. 

	"Yes, brave Sir Chass, do tell," I insisted. 

	Chass pointed to me, "Well, it all started when this one let her temper get the better of her, again!" 

	Luuk raised his eyebrows toward me, "Oh, you've got a temper, do you?" he said and I blushed. Isly gave an exasperated sigh. 

	"Luuk's last girlfriend had a temper, too," she said, whispering it again toward me. Luuk dropped his fork, "Shut up!" he laughed. 

	A knock on the door made the room fall silent. 

	Arnin folded his napkin and set it on the table. He went to check. The atmosphere felt completely different. From fun to tense as he walked into the other room. 

	Muffled voices spoke to one another, "Excuse me sir, we've had reports of a couple of vagrant kids stirring up trouble near here. You haven't seen anything out of the ordinary, have you?" 

	Everyone at the table avoided eye contact as there was an uncomfortable pause.

	"No, I'm sorry. I haven't seen anything," Arnin answered. 

	Every one of us at the table exhaled. 

	"Thank you. Let us know if you see anything suspicious." 

	"Will do." 

	Arnin returned to the dining room and sat without speaking a word. 

	None of us said anything for several moments. 

	"So what is this about you needing to get to the castle?" Arnin asked, taking a bite from his steak. 

	"You see, sir, Chass and I believe, as did my father, before he died, that a powerful mage has placed a curse over the entire kingdom by trapping the three spirits of the storm into three relics, causing a never-ending drought. We have been traveling with a…"

	Chass coughed, thinking I was about to say Faun.

	"…We've been traveling with others from our village, but we decided to split up to find the final two relics. That's why we're the only ones here." 

	I gave the speech like I had been practicing it for hours, giving Chass a confused look and glancing toward Henna. 

	"Yes,” Chass continued. “And we believe the King knows the location of at least one of the relics. We hope that when we show him we've already found one, he will help us in any way he can." 

	"You've found one already, you say?" Arnin asked, amazed. 

	"Can we see it?" Luuk asked, astonished. 

	Chass and I looked at each other and nodded. I pulled the relic from my pack. Luuk reached out to touch it but I pulled it away from him. 

	"I wouldn't do that if I were you. It can be very unstable," I insisted. 

	"Hmm. It doesn't look unstable." Arnin remarked. 

	"It caused an avalanche when we plucked it from the temple in the mountains. But it stopped as soon as Arianna touched it," Chass said. 

	"Interesting. You must be a very special girl." Arnin noted, straight-faced.  

	I clutched it in my hand and held it against my chest. 

	It wasn't whispering anything to me, not anymore. I had control. 

	"I must be," I said. 

	Arnin dabbed his mouth with his napkin. No one spoke. 

	"You'll go right down the main road in front of the house. When you see a tannery, you'll turn left. This will take you to the main square. You'll be able to see the castle from there. The road by the butcher will lead you straight to the gates. Getting past the guards, there I cannot help you." 

	"Thank you! Thank you so much, sir. You have no idea how much that means to us. And don't worry, we already have a way to see the King," I said as Chass gave a skeptical grimace. 

	 

	Inside Isly's bedroom that night Luuk sat with his sister in his lap. He was reading her a book. I stood over his shoulder. He read with his best narrator voice, "Once upon a time there was a little girl named Jo-elle who hated cleaning her room.” There was a cute picture of a little girl playing with a doll on a cluttered floor filled with toys and clothes as her mother stood over her with her hands on her hips and an exasperated smile. Luuk turned the page. 

	Now the mother was shaking a finger at the girl who was giving her best pouty face. “One day her mother told Jo-elle, ‘Clean your room or you’ll go to bed without any dinner!’” I couldn’t help but laugh at Luuk’s awkward attempt at a motherly voice. The next page showed the little girl packing her things into a small bag, “I don’t need her to cook dinner for me,” Luuk’s voice cracked as he did his best squeaky little girl impersonation, “I can run away to the woods and take care of myself!”

	Luuk turned the page to reveal the girl alone in a dark forest. I suddenly realized what was about to happen. I looked up at Chass who was standing in the doorway. He shook his head ever so slightly. This wasn’t the right time.

	“Little did Jo-elle know,” Luuk continued, “deep in the forest there are evil creatures, just waiting to eat little girls who wander into their trap.”

	Isly didn't react. 

	I glanced down at the next page. It featured a gruesomely mutilated Faun howling at the frightened child. I covered my mouth. I wanted to throw up. Luuk turned the page. The Faun sat against a tree patting its bloated belly. The girl's clothes and fresh-picked bones sat nearby.

	"And that, dear children, is why you do not wander into the woods alone." 

	 

	I awoke the next morning with a start, feeling the rush of warm air on my skin. I opened my eyes to see what looked like dark clouds of smoke in the sky out my window and the smell of fresh bread. The ovens next door were burning bright as the morning sun. I was on my back, in a bed, in Isly's room. On the floor was Chass, still snoring. I sat up and felt a small pain in my back. It had been a long time since I’d slept on an actual bed; so long my body had grown used to the ground. I ignored it and pushed myself up. 

	"Wake up, we need to leave," I said, lightly kicking Chass in the side. 

	"Five more minutes, please," he grogged. 

	We said goodbye to Henna and Isly. Luuk and Arnin had already left for the day to pick up rations and sell their goods at the market. Luuk had left a blue flower by the door for me along with a note. Thanking me for using my magic and hoping the two of us would see one another again. 

	I sniffed the flower and smiled. Perhaps it was better he wasn’t here to say goodbye in person. I had my mission to focus on, I couldn’t afford to be distracted. And there was no use letting myself get attached, anyway. It would only end in heartbreak.

	Outside we passed several groups of soldiers. More than the day before but none of them seemed to notice us. Luuk had left us clothes to wear that made us look like we belonged in the city. Green and blue robes that we could wear over our armor and cover our swords. We followed Arnin's directions, stopping once to get some fresh bread from a baker.  We used some of the gold I had taken from Talos' tavern. My father's gold. As we walked alongside an aqueduct channel flowing with water, the wooden frames holding it up rose higher and higher, and we knew we were getting close.

	We stood before the towering castle gate in awe. The wall was so high it was impossible to see the castle itself. It might have been higher than the wall that surrounded the city itself outside. Two unmoving gatekeepers stood at either side of the large gate. 

	"Excuse me? We need to be taken to the King, immediately." I said standing tall and confident. There was no response. 

	"The talisman," Chass said. 

	"Oh, right!" I began to dig through my pack. "I have a talisman that was given to me by a mage who was friends with the King…" the two gatekeepers briefly glanced sideways at each other. I pulled various items from my bag. None of them were the talisman. As I reached down further into my pack I began to panic. "It was right here! I just had it."

	"You didn't lose it, did you?" Chass asked, nervously. 

	The gatekeepers were starting to look annoyed. 

	"No, of course not. I just…" I tried to think. I had pulled it out to show the guards the day before, then… oh no! It must have fallen out of my pack as we ran! I threw the bag on the ground. "Listen! A terrible drought has been plaguing our kingdom for years and I have to assemble the three relics holding the spirits of the storm to break the curse and end the suffering of our people!" One of the gatekeepers let out a chuckle, then clasped his hand over his mouth. The other looked at him, wide-eyed before both snapped back to attention. 

	"Is this a joke to you?" Electricity began to bristle over my body. I was tired of this. Tired of everyone laughing at me. The relics were real. We barely survived getting the first one and I wasn’t going to let anything stop me from finishing my mission.

	"Arianna, calm down," Chass said nervously. 

	"The entire kingdom is at stake, and you think this is a laughing matter?"

	Sparks of lightning began to course over me. 

	"Arianna, please." 

	See, this is what I was talking about. You can’t do this without me. Let me loose. I’ll take care of these guards for you.

	“No! Stop it!” I yelled.

	“Arianna, who are you talking to?” I heard Chass ask behind me.

	The two gatekeepers were moving toward me now. 

	Come on, we can take them. 

	No, they weren’t our enemy, they just didn’t understand. We had to make them trust us. 

	"She's using magic!" one of the gatekeepers said. 

	"Hey! You can't do that! Do you have a permit?" asked the other. 

	A permit? They want to control us! To use our power for themselves! Blast them!

	“No!” I yelled one last time, dropping to my knees as the power dissipated around me.

	 

	Half an hour later we were inside the castle. A cell door slamming shut. A lock fastening into place. Chass and I were inside a dark, dingy dungeon. 
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	Arianna and Chass left towards the gates of the elvish capital. I dared not venture with them knowing it would be the end of my journey. My eyes wept as I rode away from them. Carine would have been so proud of his daughter and how far she had come, but I worried about the boy. Chass was tempered, sharp like a sword, dangerous. Still, there was a light in him that brightened even the darkest of days and he loved Arianna as much, more even, than I ever could. 

	I had not expected her to know so little of my kind, my people. I had thought Carine would have told her of our adventures, but I was wrong. It felt strange reliving so much of it… sharing the stories of our past and smiling, laughing even as the words slipped out. I left out so much. Not because I had chosen to lie or because it wasn't written in his journals, but because I knew the truth would do more harm than good. Carine was a good man but he had been addicted to breaking the curse. An addiction he passed down to his daughter. 

	What would happen to us when this was all over? What adventures would we have to move forward on? Time would tell. For the moment all I could do was keep my word as I headed into the woods to seek the library and speak to the Oracle of Winter. 

	Three miles deep into the woods I could feel the deep magic around me. Heightening my senses. The swamps of the moor, the muddy bogs that blew bubbles of poisonous gas. No choice but to leave my horse behind and venture forward on hoof. My horse set free to wander the borders of the edge of the world just beyond the gates of death. 

	I was no seeker. No amplifier. No mage and yet I pushed forward into this dark place. I could remember hearing stories of the Oracle of Winter, the seer born before the beginning of the world, the keeper of the library of knowledge and wisdom of the flame. I could remember the stories my parents told me of the darklings, demons of the undercity that rose to lay claim to the land. 

	How the elves, dwarves, Faun, and humans banded together to defeat their lords. How the Oracle had brought them together despite their differences. I can remember hearing how they vowed to secure knowledge. To unite and stand indefinitely. How the years grew dark and the area around the Oracle became ruined as a result. The bog created from the rotting marrow of men. The trees that rooted and grew that fed on the blood of elves and the dwarves whose hearts turned to stone and became the rocks that cut from below. 

	"Carine, what would you have me do," I asked myself, treading carefully through the waist-deep water of the swamps. I could feel small fish bite at my flesh as I moved slowly over jagged rocks like daggers. 

	No answer came. 

	I didn't know why I chose to talk to ghosts when the living were so close. 

	I missed my people. The songs of the village, the dancing, the wine. 

	Carine; the old fool may have been dead but he still had me going on quests. 

	I moved quietly and pulled myself back onto dry land to rest. 

	Slowly I addressed my wounds. I would have more before I left this place. 

	The Oracle was close. I could feel it. Never in my life had I felt such a presence. Strange, mystical, full of magic. It sent chills down the back of my spine. Dangerous. Dark. Distorted. The curse hadn't left any of the world untouched but this place had become ruins long before that day. 

	A shadow crossed the light that broke the canopy above but that is not what startled me. There was something in the muddy water. Something that had been following me all along. Studying me. I was not alone.

	A Praeg? A dragon? No. This was a creature who had come to call this place home. I was the trespasser. The land around me was a nest. Massive pale eggs sat grouped together in bundles of three and four scattered several yards apart. Crocodile… no, Sarcosuchus, a Sarcos for short. Larger and meaner than their smaller descendants. The Sarcos could grow to be 40 feet long from head to tail and have teeth as large as the palm of my hand. From where I stood on land I could see the Sarcos slowly begin to rise above the water. Its nose larger than the rest of its long jaw. Thirty-one teeth waited to bite me. Tear me limb from limb. This monster could eat dinosaurs for breakfast. Even dragons would have a hard time escaping its jaws of death. 

	I reached for my sword. Instinct taking over. 

	My people. We had lived in harmony with nature. There was balance to all things, but this place was wicked. There was no balance here. The Sarcos was guardian and I was an uninvited guest. 

	A voice inside my head told me to turn around. To run. To climb. To get away by whatever means possible. 

	I couldn't. Not for myself. For Arianna. 

	The answers were here. Hidden in the swamp. 

	"Come on," I whispered again and again as the Sarcos moved closer. It was slow. Studying me. Strategizing how best to eat me I presumed. I'm sure it recognized the sword as some kind of weapon. Maybe it was afraid. Sarcos’ used to be hunted for their leather. No. Wrong. It was watching me. So close to its nest it dared not make the wrong move. 

	I stepped towards one of the eggs. The Sarcos’ head rose out of the water and I heard a deep growl from its gut. It echoed through the trees and caused the water to ripple. 

	"Not so fast," I said as if the beast understood my language. 

	I was closer to the egg than before. 

	"Carine, I'm really in trouble now, I could use some help down here." 

	Nothing. Not that I expected a ghost to answer. 

	"Okay, just you and me big buddy. How about you turn around and I start walking away. That way neither of us has to die this day. I’ll leave your nest, leave your swamp and you'll never have to worry about another Faun coming here again so long as I live." I chuckled, wishing the creature understood what I was saying. 

	Its eyes glossed over, large black pupils. Its mouth widened and I feared for an attack. I shut my eyes. No sword would do me any good and I wasn't going to swing. The Sarcos had called my bluff. 

	"Strange Faun, what do you want in my swamp?" a voice called out. 

	My eyes jerked open. The Sarcos hadn't moved. It looked almost as if it was frozen in time. 

	"Who said that?" I called out. 

	"I believe your kind have called me the Oracle of Winter, but I have many names. What are you called?"

	"Egris. I come here to seek knowledge, truth of events. A dear friend of mine lost his life and my people were wrongly accused of his murder. I am here to clear our name, to bring justice, to bring truth to his daughter." 

	I felt a hand reach out and grab my wrist. 

	My sword fell to the ground. 

	There was a pressure wrapping, warping itself around me. I felt like my body was becoming stiff and I couldn't move. 

	“The library is not one of books, as you have come to understand, but of pure, unfiltered truth. I will open the door for you but you must know that truth comes at great cost.”

	“I am prepared to pay the price, whatever it may be,” I responded.

	“The cost of knowledge,” the ominous voice said, “is that it cannot be forgotten.”

	 As the strange voice disappeared I saw a large group of fairies appear, lighting the way towards a ruined doorway leading down. It looked as if the doorway had been there the whole time but I couldn't see it. The fairies flew around, hundreds, like little lightning bugs guiding me down as the Sarcos itself retreated back into the dark water of the moor. 

	"What is this?" I asked aloud, hoping the voice was still with me. 

	There was no answer. 

	Perhaps it was better that way. 

	Deep in the ruin I quickly found I was inside a tomb, not a temple. Catacombs filled with the skeletons of elves, dwarves, and other creatures from long ago. Soldiers lost in a long-forgotten war. I held onto my sword, worried several would pop up, attack me, but none moved. The stale air was hard to breathe, almost toxic, but the smell was the worst. A part of me wanted to pass out from the fumes but I pushed on. Always the worst part of adventures. The smell of sweat, bodies, rotting meat. Could no one light incense anymore? No matter where Carine led me the smells were always the worst. Still, I pushed on. 

	The walls were painted. Once vibrant I was sure. Images of elves, dwarves, all fighting together. Even humans with their round ears and bearded faces were depicted. Some of the images showed them fighting shadowy figures while others looked like mutated dragons with wings that filled the sky and hundreds of eyes. Other creatures had multiple heads, arms, legs, even wolves with three eyes. The giant mural showed a woman holding a sword above her head, lightning falling from the sky. I could still make out the blue from the chipped clay that was peeling away. I placed my hand against the image. Below her stood several figures. Fauns, knights, even dinosaurs and dragons. 

	"Arianna," I said to myself, tears were starting to fall from my eyes. 

	Was this image a depiction of the past or the future? 

	A tomb. All that was left of the library. Buried beneath the swamp. 

	Carine would have loved discovering this place. I could see him now. Using paper and charcoal to trace the wall lit up by the light of a torch. I continued to follow the fairies. Only slightly worried they would disappear and leave me in the dark. 

	Large corridors led me to a large throne room where an ancient king sat on his throne. The throne itself was giant. Made from the bones of dinosaurs and dragon teeth. The back of the throne was ten feet tall and had once been painted in beautiful colors, now faded.

	"Who were you?" I asked. Just as before there was no answer. I studied the dead king. In his hand he held a gem. Amidst the bleak gray of death and decay it shone with an effervescent blue. It must have been a powerful relic. The source of the truth the Oracle had spoken of. The same truth that had once united the kingdoms of the world in peace, and also turned them against each other in a bloody thirst for power. 

	I took hold of the gem, and the world around me vanished. I stood in complete darkness; not even the smell remained. Slowly, a familiar feeling began to grow around me. The sounds of the woods. The smell of dirt, decaying leaves. I was standing in a forest. 

	I recognized the path on which I stood. It was not far from Manse village. Why had the Oracle brought me here? The sound of horse hooves came from around the bend. A moment later the creature emerged, though it almost seemed a mist, a shadow, a memory. I looked up to observe the rider, and my heart leapt for joy!

	“Carine!” I shouted. “You’re alive!” But he didn’t seem to hear me. The horse continued on, and before I had time to gather my wits and jump out of the way, the animal plowed right through me and trotted along, unfazed. So I was only an observer. This was the past, and I was about to witness the death of my dearest friend. 

	A few meters more and he pulled the horse to a stop, scanning the tree line to either side of the path. There was a rustling in the leaves. An uneasy sense of being watched. Carine pulled out one of his journals, scribbled a note with that magical ink of his, and tore the corner of the page from the book. He clenched it in his fist and whispered a spell onto his hand. So that was how he had insured no one would find the message but Arianna. 

	Carine dismounted his horse and pulled out his sword. Knowing they had been spotted, two knights emerged from the forest edge. So it had been elves, after all. I knew in my heart it could not have been a Faun, but even so I found it hard to imagine any creature capable of such barbarism. I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something different about these two knights; the dark runes on their armor seemed somehow familiar…

	“We both knew this day was coming,” the first knight spoke. His voice was unmistakable. It was Argentis! How had I not seen it immediately?

	“Then let’s dispense with the pleasantries and get down to business,” Carine replied. He never was one to waste time on words when there was a fight to be had. As the two knights attacked him I wanted to look away, but forced myself to watch. It was the least my dear companion deserved. He had lived with honor, and faced death with bravery and dignity. This was my chance to finally pay my respects.

	I had never ceased to be amazed at his agility in combat. Even as he fought with one hand, his other sealed closed by a simple spell, he held his ground against the two thugs. 

	Tears streamed down my face as I watched him parry, dodge, and strike at every opening that presented itself. He even managed to find a gap in Argentis’ armor, just inside his elbow. As he pulled his sword through the narrow opening, he ripped a piece of fabric from Argentis’ under-tunic. The cloth blew towards me in the wind, but I ignored it, expecting it to pass through me, as the horse had. Instead, it hit my leg, and stuck. Curious, I bent down and snagged it, observing the runes embroidered into the blood-stained fabric. 

	It wasn’t long before Carine was overpowered, and the knights ran him through. I watched, unblinking, as they mutilated and desecrated his body. I wanted to fall to my knees, to cry out, but I stood, stoic and unflinching, as they carved the sacred runes of my people into his skin.

	The vision began to fade, and the smell of rot once again filled my nostrils. I felt reality rushing back into focus around me, and the dry forest was replaced by the hollow eyes of the ancient king on his eternal throne. 

	As I turned to leave I noticed something soft between my fingers. I looked down. I still held the torn fabric in my hand.
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	I woke up with tears in my eyes. My back hurting. Angry. After being nearly knocked unconscious by a guard outside the castle gates we were taken inside by force to the dungeon. Bags put over our heads and all. 

	There were bones tied with string and ripped cloth hanging down from the bars of my cell. Every time I started to use my magic I could feel it being pulled away. Not that it was gone but that it was being absorbed by the bones. I was certain I could overpower it, but it would be incredibly draining. Not to mention the last thing I wanted was to bring the king's wrath down on us. We were here to save the world, not end it or cause trouble. 

	A burly guard with armor too small for his body grunted like a pig as he turned away from us. He dropped my pack and Chass' sword on a table about ten feet away from us. The table was filled with other weapons and small torture devices. The guard scratched his stomach and ambled slowly around the corner, leaving the two of us alone in the cell together. 

	"Well, now you've got yourselves in a sticky situation," a familiar voice came from a dark corner of the cell, causing Chass and me to spin toward the sound. Cypress! I hadn't seen him there before. 

	"They got you too?" I asked. 

	"I can teleport, remember?" Cypress said as he emerged from the shadow. "I've been keeping tabs on the two of you, but I lost track of you for a minute there. So I decided to come check on you." He suddenly disappeared and a moment later his voice came from behind us. "And it's a good thing I did, too!" 

	We turned back around and he stood just outside the bars, smiling with his crooked teeth, running his hand through his beard. Chass looked at him, puzzled and confused, but I had read about magic like this before. Tapping into the power of the aether, Cypress was moving in and out of our dimensional plane. He could probably do it for a few seconds but no more. Not a mere illusion, but something he must have spent a lifetime working to master. 

	"You can get us out?" I asked, smiling. 

	"I can talk to the King for you. I can't make any promises, but there shouldn't be any issues," Cypress replied. 

	"And what issues might there be?" Chass asked, more suspicious than ever. 

	"Oh, they take the use of magic without a permit very seriously around here. You're both scheduled to be executed first thing in the morning."

	"Both? I! I didn't…" Chass started to yell. 

	"Along with him," Cypress interrupted Chass and stepped aside. In the far cell, a Faun sat chained in a corner. He was mutilated beyond recognition, more resembling the Satyrs from the stories Luuk was telling his younger sister. Both Chass and I gasped at the sight of the Faun. 

	"He is accused of murdering an elf. A ‘Carine’ something or other," Cypress said in a dismissive voice. 

	I screamed and slammed into the cell door. My knuckles turned white as electricity arced through me and I gripped the bars. Cypress looked at me sideways and narrowed his eyes. I didn't care. Not what he thinks. 

	"Perhaps you knew him?" Cypress asked. 

	Lightning sparked over my entire body. From head to toe and burning the ground below me as it flickered back and forth. Chass reached his hand out. A spark hit him and he recoiled backwards. He looked towards Cypress, but he had already disappeared. 

	"Arianna, I don't trust that man. We can't wait for him to speak to the king. We have to get out on our own." Chass said, trying his best to stay calm. 

	"We're not waiting for anyone anymore," I said as my eyes turned gray as storm clouds. Lightning ran around me in circles and I extended my hand out towards the lock. No bag of bones was going to stop me. I blasted the lock to our jail cell with a bolt and it shattered. "Let's go." I marched straight to my pack and picked it up. Chass followed right behind me. After he picked up his sword he ran back to the Faun's cell. I moved towards the corridor. 

	Burn him! This is our chance! 

	No. Not now. I couldn’t let my thirst for vengeance get in the way of the mission. 

	This is the creature that stole your life from you! Now steal his!

	"Arianna, we have to rescue him," Chass called out. 

	I didn't stop. I couldn't. I knew what I wanted to do to him, and the thought made me sick. The mission was all that mattered. Breaking the curse. Preserving my father's wishes, his legacy. Not repaying death with death. 

	There is nothing left but death!

	"We promised Egris!" Chass shouted. 

	I paused. Tears fell from my eyes. The storm still raged inside me.  

	"That was before we knew the truth," I said as calmly as possible. The King's men had caught the killer that murdered my father. Talze hadn't been telling a lie. Egris probably didn't know, maybe he wouldn't understand but it was clear to me. We were all too different, too far apart. Enemies just like in the storybooks. The Satyr were monsters. And in that moment I knew I was no less a monster.

	Chass looked toward the Faun, "I'm sorry. I am so sorry." And without another word he turned and followed me. 

	We approached an imposing set of wooden doors that led out of the dungeon. A blast of my lightning knocked the doors off their hinges. Several elves jumped out of the way. Others turned to look at the commotion, covering their mouths from the dust that textured the air in the room. 

	I stepped through the open door frame as Chass stumbled out after. I marched along with my eyes locked straight ahead. Bystanders ducked into the side rooms as I passed. They were afraid of me. Good. 

	This is power. This is what it takes to win. 

	A trio of guards rounded the corner with staves and spears in hand. 

	"There she is! Get her!" one of them shouted. 

	Without slowing down I raised both hands and blasted two of them away.

	No hesitation. No remorse. I felt the storm continuing to swell inside me, threatening to break out at any moment. 

	"Take me to the King now!" I demanded, staring down the last guard. My eyes flickered with light and even I felt a twinge of fear at what I was becoming.

	"Yes ma'am," the guard said, nearly choking on his words. He dropped his weapons and ran toward another heavy wooden door that led into the throne-room. Two guards stood at attention to either side of the door.

	“Halt!” One of the guards shouted. “What is the meaning of this?”

	Our escort looked back at me with sweat on his brow, and managed to stumble out, “The prisoners have demanded to see the King.”

	“What?” the guard replied. “Prisoner’s don’t make demands! Do you want to go back to being a squire?”

	 I stepped forward. The lightning still swirled around me, my footsteps burned the ground. If I had been walking on sand it would have turned to glass under my footsteps. “Let. Us. In.” I said, spitting out each word.

	Not a moment after I had finished speaking, the throne-room door opened from within. There in the doorway stood King Drevon. He was tall, imposing, and looked at his guards with an expression of stern admonishment. His crown was formed from the teeth of praeg, with brilliant, faintly glowing gems fashioned throughout.

	“Guards! Stand down at once!” He barked in a voice that made me take a step back from the sheer force of it. The guards all snapped to attention and stared straight forward, unblinking.

	The King turned his gaze to Chass and me, and his face immediately melted into a look of compassion and understanding. “Come, children. Let us speak. I am terribly sorry for how you have been treated. All a misunderstanding.”

	His voice, while still deep and forceful, was now soothing, disarming. Still, something inside me refused to let it’s guard down.

	It’s him! The spirit inside me hissed. Don’t trust him!

	“What are you talking about?” I said silently to the Lightning Spirit. “The King wants to help us!”

	The King reached out to place a gentle hand on my shoulder, but a spark caught his finger and he pulled back. I could hear the Lightning Spirit hissing in anger.

	“I’m sorry,” I said to the King, embarrassed. “I guess I’m still a little on edge.”

	“Understandable,” the King replied. “Come, we have much to discuss.”

	As I followed the King I admonished the spirit yelling inside my head, “Silence! We have to trust the King.”

	No, it replied. He is the one who enslaved my brothers!

	“What?”

	Kill him! Burn him now!

	“I can’t just kill the King!” The spirit must have been mistaken. My father had insisted in his journals that the King would help us break the curse. He had been trying for years to get an audience. Surely we hadn’t come all this way for nothing…

	We were approaching the throne. It sat on a platform raised several steps off the ground. The throne itself was fashioned from the bones of praeg, and had several teeth lining the top which must have worked to accentuate the already intimidating effect of the crown when the King sat in it. 

	King Drevon stepped to the side and noticed me staring up at the throne. “Come,” he said. “Let us speak in my private quarters. You will perhaps be more comfortable there.” 

	He guided us around behind the throne and through an ornate door into what must have been the foyer for his personal living space. A massive desk sat near one wall, and at the center of the room sat a table with a map of the entire kingdom built on top of it. A fireplace was built into the far wall, and the head of a dragon was mounted over the mantle. An intimidating trophy, indeed.

	“I’ve just spoken with Cypress,” the King explained as he moved toward the desk. “He explained everything.”

	“Is Cypress still here?” I asked as I moved toward the map at the center of the room.

	“No, I have allowed him to return home,” King Drevon replied. “He has finished his mission here, and needs his rest. He is very old, you know.”

	“You can say that again,” Chass chuckled. He had been totally disarmed by the King’s demeanor. I wanted to relax as well, to celebrate a clear victory that brought us ever closer to completing our mission, but something was holding me back. What if the spirit was right? What if the King wasn’t to be trusted?

	“He tells me you managed to retrieve the Thunder Relic. Is that true?”

	“Yes,” I replied absently. “It’s here in my pack.” I turned to look at the King. His gaze had shifted to my pack. He took a half step toward me and his fingers fidgeted at his side.

	“I’m impressed, honestly I am. I’ve had my best men searching for the relics for years.”

	“So you will help us find the others?” Chass asked.

	“Of course,” the King replied. “We will bring them all back here and—”

	“They must be taken to the Ruins of Kakara,” I interrupted. The King froze, mouth still ajar. “That is where the curse must be broken. It’s all in my father’s research.”

	“Yes, of course,” The King responded slowly. “If I had known your father was so close to finding the relics I would have enlisted his help at once.”

	I looked back to the map. It was covered in small figurines of soldiers, all pointed toward Faun villages. In the corner of my eye I saw the King’s shoulders relax. He was regaining his poise.

	“What do you see?” He asked. 

	“War,” I replied, the realization weighing down on me. “You mean to attack the f… er, the satyrs.”

	“The satyrs have been a nuisance for years,” He replied. I looked over to Chass. He looked back at me with his brow furrowed in confusion. There was dread behind his eyes.

	“We’ve managed to survive the curse here in the capital thanks to our enchanted springs,” King Drevon continued. “But our plans to spread that wealth to the villages were foiled when the satyrs came out of hiding and attacked our caravans.”

	I found Manse Village on the map. A small, blue flag was stuck into the area over the mines. I noticed several different colored flags scattered throughout the other villages.

	“Do the flags represent each village’s key resource?”

	“Very astute observation,” the King replied with a smile. “You see, we couldn’t rely on ending the curse through magic. We knew it would be too difficult. We had to evaluate each village’s strength, so that once the satyrs were exterminated we could reunite as an economic whole, pooling our resources to meet the needs of the entire Kingdom.”

	I shuddered at his use of the word ‘exterminated’. A lone blue flag in the middle of the Cyndarin Mountains caught my eye. It was placed over the Linwir mines. Had the King been the one behind the mines? Had he known they were so close to the Thunder Relic?

	“I’ve been hearing a lot about your powers, Arianna.” I could feel the King staring at me, but I couldn’t turn to meet his gaze. “You will be a very valuable asset in our war against the satyr,” he continued.

	“But what if there’s another way?” Chass asked. “What if the satyr aren’t what we think?”

	“There is no other way,” the King replied. “They're not like us. They’re animals, pests. Nothing more.”

	Near the Linwir mines there were several strange figurines I didn’t recognize. They almost looked like siege weapons, but larger and more mechanical than anything I had seen before. They seemed to be mounted with massive muskets on top. Did the King intend to use my electricity to power these machines somehow?

	I thought back to the Linwir mines. The massive amounts of earth that had been moved. The tonnes of ore that would be required to build these terrible weapons. Surely it would be too much for the Linwir slaves to have done on their own. There could be only one explanation.

	“What is the source of your springs?” I asked.

	King Drevon paused and cocked his head. “I don’t understand,” he replied.

	“You said there were enchanted springs supplying the entire capital, that they would be enough to feed the whole kingdom.”

	I turned to meet the King’s gaze. His eyes narrowed. “Yes, that’s right.”

	“Even the enchanted wells in Manse must be carefully guarded and rationed lest they run dry. Surely no one spring could provide water to the entire Kingdom.”

	After a pause, the King said, “They told me you were powerful, temperamental even. I didn’t know you would be so cunning, as well. Follow me.”

	King Drevon led us out of the throne-room and through a series of hallways and staircases. All along the way guards and royal elves stepped out of our way, bowing to the King as he passed, then looking up in time to eye Chass and I with suspicion.

	We continued to climb staircase after staircase. We must have been getting close to the top of the mountain the castle was built into. Finally, we reached a set of wooden doors that led into a lush, green, open-air courtyard. I stepped around the King to get a better look, then froze in my tracks.

	Chass stopped behind me. The two of us stared in awe, unable to believe what we were seeing. At the center of the courtyard was a fountain spewing water out into a basin which fed several streams that flowed out of the courtyard in various directions. The aqueducts. The spring that provided the entire city with water. This was its source. And atop the fountain, the true origin of all this water, was a brownish gem in the unmistakable shape of a spider on a leaf. The Rain Relic! 

	 Guards stood around the room, their focus trained on me. I could tell there was something different about them compared to the others. They stood tall with large broadswords and triangular shields covered in ancient runes. 

	"And now you know the truth." The King's voice was softer than it had been before. Calm, collected. He spoke as if he was rationing all of his thoughts, pausing to form sentences. Slowly, as if every word resonated with some kind of mystical power. 

	I was staring at the rain relic, speechless. My father suspected the king knew its location… but this? The storm raging in my mind was immediately rekindled, rising to the surface. 

	Here we are, the three of us together at last. Along with the man who enslaved us. Kill him.

	It took everything I had to maintain control. All of the pieces were coming together. “The rain to keep the people dependent, the thunder to level mountains for your mines, and the lightning to power your machines of war.” 

	“So this was all just some vain power-grab?” Chass asked through gritted teeth. "You'll never get away with this." Chass drew his sword and the guards surrounding us moved a step forward. The King held up his hand and the guards stopped. 

	"Oh, you misunderstand. I’m not doing this for myself. No, it's for the greater good. Don't you see it?" The King continued to smile. He walked up the fountain, his feet sloshing through the pool that surrounded it. The bottom of his cape soaked up water as it floated along behind him. He moved his hand into the fountain and watched as the water cascaded around his fingers.  Chass and I gave each other a confused glance. 

	“I could feel my power slipping away from me, that much is true. Democracy. It sounds good on paper, but I could see its inevitable outcome. I knew that each person would only vote for their own self-interest. ‘We need more money to bolster the blacksmithing industry.’ ‘We need to support our farmers.’ Where is all that money coming from? 

	“Some even think they're doing it for altruistic purposes. That is the greatest lie of them all. ‘We need to feed the poor.’ ‘Education for the children.’ There are a finite amount of resources in this world. There must be an impartial judge to allocate those resources."

	“But why go to war with the Fauns?” Chass asked. “Why not just let them share in your plan, rather than painting them as something they're not?”

	"It gave the people a common enemy. Something to focus their anger on. It's not just because they're different from us. It's because they are vile, malicious creatures who desire nothing but to steal, kill, and destroy. Elves will jump at the chance to fight for King and Country. All of our resources will be poured into the effort. We will eradicate the scourge that has plagued us for so long, and in the process become the greatest military power the world has ever seen. Not even the Kingdom of Vaeger will be able to oppose us as the villages are lifted from poverty and our Kingdom expands. One large, united nation. Ruled by elves. And I will be their hero."  

	"Why are you telling us all this?" I asked. My voice came out much smaller than I had intended. 

	What are you waiting for? Strike! End this now!

	"Because you know as well as I do I can’t do this without your help.”

	We all stood, frozen in time for several moments.

	"Arianna, what is he talking about?" Chass whispered behind me. I could feel more than hear the pain in his voice.

	“You are right about my intentions for each of the relics. The rain and thunder spirits were easy enough to control.”

	This is my family he’s talking about! We are not slaves to be commanded about. We must free my brothers, now! 

	“But the lightning relic, that one turned out to be something of a dud.” The King produced the third and final relic from his robe. It was shaped just like the others, though formed from a yellow gem. He tossed the relic to the side. “But you know all about that, don't you, Arianna?"

	I felt my world go silent. 

	A door at the other end of the courtyard opened, and two guards came in, hauling the Faun from the dungeon behind them. Ethyos. 

	"When I learned the truth,” The King continued, “I decided to do a little investigating of my own. Turns out I, too, can possess the power of one of the spirits by extracting it from the relic and subsuming it into myself. All I need is a little blood sacrifice." 

	Realization hit me. Not just about what was going to happen to Ethyos, but that the same thing had happened to my mother all those years ago. “You killed her, didn’t you?”

	It was necessary. The rules of the deep magic cannot be ignored.

	“YOU KILLED HER!” I shouted at the spirit living inside me. The spirit that had invaded my life. That had stolen everything from me. I felt the electricity surging across my body. It had been trying to control me my entire life, but I wasn’t going to let it. I wasn’t going to give in.

	It was the beginning of the end of the world. 

	The King's madness.

	The start of a new mission: Regicide.
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	In the wild I had been free. 

	Now, I was a part of the machine. The war engine.

	After everything I had done, everything I had delivered to the King, I was still just an errand-boy to be ordered around. One last mission, he had said. One last delivery, and then I would receive my reward. It was always one more. And what reward?

	“The power of the gods,” he had told me. Some vague promise of a magical gift to dangle in front of me and make sure I followed commands. But follow his orders I would. I was a soldier; what choice did I have?

	Eldrad and I were to return to Manse Village, retrieve Mayor Talze, and escort him to the ancient ruins of Kakara. There the King’s grand plan would be revealed. Not just for reversing the drought, but for establishing the Kingdom of Idril as a global super-power like nothing the world had ever seen. 

	We were instructed to convince Talze to come with us under the pretense that he was to be commemorated for his ingenuity in surviving the curse, for making the Manse mines the most prosperous in the kingdom. In reality, he was to be punished for hoarding all that wealth for himself, suppressing Carine’s attempts to break the curse, and for attempting to prevent Arianna from reaching the capital. A week ago I was trying to kill the little brat, now I was on her side. Just following orders.

	I surveyed the map laid out before me. It would still be a few days before Arianna and the others would reach Fennox Castle. Assuming the King would set out for the ruins the moment he had her in hand, we would have to keep up a brisk pace to reach Kakara first. Traveling fast with the fat pig would not be easy. It took at least two horses to haul his cart, and it wasn’t exactly designed for the narrow, uneven paths of the forest. 

	I traced the path with my finger, and lingered on the pencil-drawn image of the once-legendary fortress. “Castle Kakara,” I muttered under my breath. 

	“Your people have stories about those ruins, don’t you?” Eldrad asked. “You south-dogs.”

	I snarled at the derogation. It was meant as a slur, an insult, but I had learned to take it as a sign of my grit, my sheer determination to survive under any circumstances. 

	“It was once the capital of the great kingdom of Alahara,” I replied. 

	“So a fairy tale, then?” Eldrad interrupted. I continued without acknowledging his insult. 

	“We were a peaceful people, farmers. We had no way of knowing the armies of Idril were going to attack. They sieged our capital, scorched our crops, took all of our riches for themselves, and erased our names from the history books. Many of our people were able to graft themselves into the towns and villages of Idril. Over the years their descendants rose into positions of power. It’s ironic, really, as their influence led the Kingdom of Idril to become more peace-loving, those of us who remained in the southern wilds were forced to become violent to survive. We become something we were not. Something we never wanted to be.”

	“So what does all this have to do with the curse?”

	“I’m not sure,” I replied. “Though it is said that our elders were able to commune with the avatars of the gods within the castle. It wasn’t just the seat of our government, but a very spiritual place, as well.”

	“Hmmph,” Eldrad said, turning to enter his tent. “Sounds like a bunch of religious nonsense, if you ask me.”

	“You saw what the thunder relic did,” I reminded him.

	He responded without turning back to me, “I saw an earthquake cause an avalanche. Hardly the work of gods.” He pulled the flap of his tent closed behind him before I had a chance to answer. It didn’t matter anyway. If the relics really did possess the power of the spirits, we would have proof enough once we reached Kakara. 

	I turned my attention back to the map. I had heard stories of our old capital all my life, but had never visited the ruins myself. I wished I could have been making the pilgrimage under different circumstances. 

	Before I realized what was happening, I felt a curved knife press against my neck, and a furred, clawed hand clasp over my mouth. A satyr. I had let my guard down. I had let him sneak up on me. 

	“What is happening at Kakara,” it whispered into my ear. Quiet enough for Eldrad not to hear. So the creature wasn’t just a dumb beast after all.  

	As soon as it removed its hand from my mouth I answered, loud enough to get Eldrad’s attention, “You think I’m scared of death, satyr?” The creature closed its hand over my mouth again. 

	“And what of Arianna? What are the King’s plans for her?”

	The brat really had betrayed her people and gone all-in with the satyrs, hadn’t she? “She deserves what’s coming to her,” I said when the beast gave me a chance to speak. I could see movement from within Eldrad’s tent. Any second now…

	“If anything happens to her,” I could feel the creature’s foul breath against my neck, “I will personally kill every one of you mindless —”

	Before he could finish his sentence, Eldrad burst out of his tent, a crossbow at the ready. Without hesitation he fired a bolt in our direction. I pushed away from the satyr and only just barely managed to dodge the arrow. It skimmed off the side of my armor, deflecting it just enough to pierce the creature’s arm, rather than his heart. The satyr dropped its knife as it howled in pain and grasped at the bolt sticking out of its shoulder.

	Eldrad had never been one to worry about collateral damage. He saw that killing the satyr required going through me, and he hadn’t even blinked. For as much as I was called a ferocious dog, a merciless beast, I knew that Eldrad was the true monster. If he thought for a second that killing me would help him grasp the next rung on the ladder of power, he would do it without thinking twice.

	I pulled out my sword and spun around to face the satyr as it yanked the arrow from its arm and unsheathed its own sword. Several more of the creatures emerged from the forest edge nearby. 

	“Go!” The first satyr yelled at the others. “Find Miev, tell her to go to the ruins of Kakara!”

	Eldrad fired another bolt toward the creature’s face to shut it up, but it managed to deflect to the arrow with its sword and charge at me. The others all bolted back into the forest.

	“I can handle this one!” I yelled at Eldrad as I locked swords with the satyr. “Don’t let the others escape!”

	Eldrad ran toward the forest edge, and without slowing down he launched another bolt into the trees. A moment later I heard a howl of pain accompanied by the distinctive sound of an arrow piercing flesh and bone. Perhaps Eldrad wouldn’t have to kill me to rise to power, after all.

	The blood-gushing wound on the satyr’s arm didn’t seem to slow him down at all. He continued to berate me with barrage after barrage, filled with rage and anguish. 

	“Slow down, you’ll spend all your energy too quickly,” I taunted.

	“I will never rest until you and all your kind are extinguished from the face of the earth!” This creature meant business.

	“What did my kind ever do to you?”

	“I am Arctis of the Lost Tribe,” the satyr said, standing back and puffing out his chest, “Your people burned down my village, slaughtered my parents in front of me, and even now you have my brother, Ethyos, enslaved behind your castle walls.”

	“Oh,” I said nonchalantly, “You animals have names?”

	The creature roared and charged at me, this time not with his sword, but with his horns. I quickly side-stepped and grabbed hold of his horn with one hand, letting his momentum carry him into a flip that landed him square on his back. With my other hand I brought my sword over my head and let it follow him down so that it pierced his chest and pinned him to the ground. 

	“Rest, dear Arctis,” I whispered into his ear, “in the knowledge that your entire species will be joining you shortly.”

	A few moments later Eldrad returned from the woods. Judging by his face, his hunt had not had an ideal outcome. He tossed his crossbow into the fire as he stomped past it. “Useless piece of Casar garbage,” he spat.

	“The satyrs will travel faster than we can with the Mayor in tow,” I said. “If we hope to beat them to Kakara, we must ride through the night.
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	My body surged with a storm of electricity. My hair stood on end and I felt like I was floating off the ground. 

	I let it go. 

	An explosion, a storm of light and shadow surrounded the courtyard as everything turned bright white for a moment. Several of the guards fell backwards but more were rushing in to take their place. 

	I threw a ball of lightning straight at the king but one of his men jumped in the way. They flew backward and tumbled across the ground. I wasn’t sure if I’d killed them. Everything was spinning, happening fast. I felt the lightning swerve around my fingers, my hands… I felt the charge run up and down my spine. My heart was beating, full of adrenaline. 

	"So, you've made your choice, then. That's unfortunate," the King muttered, sounding just as calm as before. I hated him more for it. 

	Guards were starting to converge on us. I could see Chass out of the corner of my eye unsheathing his sword and assuming a defensive stance. His legs no more than two feet apart just as they were when he fought by my side at the Thunder Temple. 

	The guard carrying Ethyos, shaken from the waves of magic, arrived by the side of the King. The other guard was still laying there. He couldn’t be dead… Had I? I still wasn’t sure. The King pulled out a short knife, slightly curved like one of Egris' daggers. He was holding it to Ethyos’ throat. I could see him laughing, chanting in an ancient language. Two guards came up behind us. Chass swung at one guard, then the other, and dueled both at once. I let out a small blast. Trying my best to control my rage, my fear. I didn't want to kill them, I only wanted the King to stop. 

	"We have to get to the King! We don't have much time!" Chass yelled out. 

	I turned back. The King was raising the knife over his head. 

	I crouched down. Putting my hands together I focused my attack. Remembering to look straight ahead. Deep breaths. I shot a blast of lightning into the ground beneath me. It shot me into the air and I launched over the heads of the guards around me and landed, tumbling and rolling next to where the King stood over the Rain Relic. I shot again and hit the knife. 

	The King let out a cry of startled pain as it fell away. As I charged up another shot he growled and pulled out his sword. I shot several blasts towards him but he deflected them. A darker magic. He pulled back and swung, dashing several yards my way. I threw up my arms. Arcs of electricity formed a pair of gauntlets over my wrists. That was a new trick. 

	That’s only a taste of my power. Let me fight. Let me free my brothers. 

	The King’s sword crashed into the gauntlets and they absorbed the impact. With a spark, I flew back into the stream of water. The electricity reacted. It surged through me, more powerful than I had ever felt before. Painful. So much so I cried out and rolled onto dry ground. If I didn’t want to end up dead, I would have to keep my powers under my control. The King stopped and stood still for a moment. His smug grin seeped into the deepest parts of my soul.

	"Careful. Water and lightning don't mix," he grunted, turning his attention back toward Ethyos. He dashed back and thrust his sword into the Faun's stomach. 

	All I could do was scream as blood poured over the ground. Chass reacted to my cry. Distracted, a guard disarmed him and backed him against a wall on the side of the courtyard. The King rubbed some of the Faun's blood onto his hand, then took hold of the relic. The water stopped flowing. The King let out a guttural cry that morphed into a sinister laugh. 

	He rose and tossed the relic aside. "Let's see what this spirit can do."

	Look what you’ve let him do. We were not meant to be weapons of war, subject to the fickle will of mortals.

	As I looked on, aghast, the King held his hand up in front of him. Water seeped from his pores and formed a bubble in mid-air. I recognized the stance. The style of attack. It was not so different from my balls of lightning, the sparks I used to create when I was young. The same attack I had just been using moments before. 

	The King continued to mimic me, thrusting his hand in my direction. Water poured out just like my lightning, releasing from his palm. Water and lightning really don't mix. The stream hit me full force and knocked me backwards to the ground.

	My pack flew open and the Thunder Relic rolled out. 

	"Interesting," the King said, turning his hand over, studying it. He put his sword away. Sheathing it back down by his side. With a simple gesture of his hand a stream of water picked up the Thunder Relic and carried it to him.

	"Very interesting," he continued. Not only could he summon streams of water, but he could control them. He'd had his powers maybe two minutes and already mastered them more than I had in a lifetime of living with them. 

	The King turned his attention toward Chass and launched a second volley of water. The two guards who had subdued him leapt out of the way. The water formed a bubble around Chass and lifted him into the air. I could see him suffocating. Drowning. Surrounded by water. I ran toward him. 

	"Be careful. You wouldn't want to hurt your friend with a stray bolt of lightning, now would you?" the King mocked me. I froze and stared upward. The area around Chass' head gave way and formed a small air pocket. Just enough so he wasn’t drowning mid-air. He looked down at me, his body squirming, floating in the water. "Don't worry. I'm not going to kill him yet." 

	The King relaxed his hand and the water dissipated. Chass fell several feet to the ground and crumpled. A soaking wet mess. He took in a deep breath. I ran towards him and propped him up. His wet clothes weighed the both of us down. "He'll make a perfect sacrifice to pull the Spirit of Lighting out of you. Guards!" the King commanded, turning away from us and toward a door that led back into the castle. 

	The guards began to converge on us as I searched for a way to escape. I noticed a large wooden trough sitting next to an outlet where the streams flowed out toward the city. 

	Chass followed my eyes. I could see him shaking his head. 

	"Get ready to run," I ordered. He looked back at me, still trying to catch his breath. I knew the last thing he wanted was to dive into more water. 

	"Run!" I jumped up and sent a shock-wave of electricity out in all directions, just over Chass’ head. The guards closest to us fell on their backs. Guards farther away were hit by the wave of lighting and stumbled backward. The King turned back to look at us once more just before he reached the door. I could hear him muttering to himself in the confusion as I grabbed Chass' arm and dragged him to the trough. I pushed it into the stream and helped Chass in before jumping in behind him as we passed from the courtyard into a dark aqueduct. The King didn't see that coming. 

	The last thing I heard was the King’s frantic voice shouting, “Find them!” 
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	We burst out of the castle walls in our trough, carried away by the aqueduct. From dark tunnels to bright daylight. Like a strobe of light. It felt like we were traveling through waves of time. I could feel the water splashing upwards, forcing me to lean back as the two of us did our best to stay balanced. I felt Chass leaning against me. Protecting me as much as he could. He was probably worried about the same thing I was. What would happen if we hit a gate? 

	We leaned left and right, passing through several wide slopes that lead us through the lower parts of the castle and out into the city. Just like riding down the mountain ahead of the avalanche. We were practically experts at this. 

	Several elves pointed and yelled, "Hey! You kids know better! Get down from there!" and all I could do was laugh and wave as we passed them by. 

	If they knew the King had just tried to kill us; if they knew what was happening inside the castle, what would the people do? A pair of guards took notice of our antics and chased after us. As they yelled for us to stop we hit a flat straightway and slowed down. We'd come too far to get caught here. The last thing I wanted was to end up in another prison cell. 

	This time I knew the King would be coming for our heads. Chass and I jumped out of the trough on the opposite side of the aqueduct as the two guards. There was no easy way around. One of them tried to climb over the edge, but fell in with a splash. 

	"Somebody grab those kids!" he shouted, wiping water from his face. Chass and I looked at each other and ran through the crowded street. Several elves jumped out of our way as we passed. We turned several corners before stopping to catch our breath. 

	"And how do you propose we get out of the city?" Chass asked between exhaling and inhaling. 

	I pointed behind him, taking notice of where we were, "The tanner!" 

	"The what?" 

	"The tanner! We're close to Luuk's house!" 

	"Oh, right. Luuk." Chass said as I ran off. 

	A moment later we rushed up to Luuk’s home and banged on the door. Henna answered just as Chass came up behind me. 

	"Arianna? Chass? What's going on?" she asked. 

	"We need your help," I said, nearly out of breath, soaking wet, tired, hungry, and now more lost and confused than ever. Henna rushed us in. Isly was standing nearby, curious as ever. Henna closed the door behind us as Luuk came running out of his room. 

	"What's going on?" he asked, noticing the water dripping over the floor. He stared at the two of us with a confused expression across his face. 

	"We need to get out of the city. The King's guards are after us," I answered as serious as I could be. Arnin emerged from the back room. 

	"The King's guards?" he asked. 

	Neither Chass or I had time to explain. 

	"Will you help us?" Chass begged. 

	"No, this has gone too far," Arnin's eyes glared at us. 

	"But, father!" Luuk shouted. 

	"I stuck my neck out for you once already. I'll not have the King's guards coming down on my house like I'm some kind of criminal," Arnin's eyes looked different. More stern, more serious than ever before. 

	"Please, sir…" I begged. 

	"NO! I want you out of my house, and that is final," Arnin demanded. 

	"I can't believe it!" Luuk shouted toward his father before storming back into his room and slamming the door. 

	Arnin was right. We couldn't put his family in danger. We had already asked too much. If the King found out anyone was helping us, they would be stripped of their home, exiled, or worse, and I couldn't let that happen to them. I smiled at Isly who was standing in the corner. 

	I remembered being that young. That innocent. Always looking for the good, for the fun to be had. Unaware of the ‘grown-up’ problems going on all around her. I hoped she never had to experience that being taken away from her, like I had. The pain of losing a parent. I hoped the curse would end and she would get to live the life of a normal child. Never having some ‘greater purpose’ thrust upon her. That would be my gift to her, whether she knew it or not.

	I bent down to her level. “Everything’s going to be alright,” I said. “There’s just been a misunderstanding, but we’re going to fix it now.” 

	"We're leaving," Chass added. Arnin was still glaring at us. He wouldn’t risk his family for our sake, but I knew he wouldn't turn us in, either. As we exited their home, Henna closed the door behind us and wished us luck. A part of me wanted to scream, to tell them everything the King was plotting, but there was no point. 

	"We have to go, we'll find another way," Chass reassured me. He placed his hand on my shoulder. 

	The two of us wandered down the street and found ourselves crossing a busy intersection of travelers and merchants. Several pigs and goats were causing a ruckus in a broken pen. Several guards were trying to catch them all while shouting at the old farmers who were apologizing again and again. Several of the well-dressed royals were mocking the pigs and laughing. 

	We strayed behind an open wagon full of linen and grabbed a hood and a scarf to cover our faces. Chass placed the hood over his head and armor while I wrapped the scarf around my neck and face. I took my hair and pulled it back using a small piece of yarn Maria had wrapped around my wrist before our journey began.

	"Try to blend in," I whispered to Chass. 

	"Lucky for us it’s too soon for any wanted posters to be put up around the city," Chass was almost smiling. Trying to lighten the mood. 

	We’d been turned away once now and the only thing we knew for sure was we needed to move away from the castle. 

	"We could head to one of the poor districts," Chass said. 

	"Look around,” I said. “I doubt the capital even has a poor district."

	One way or another, to exit the city we would have to go through a gate, and that meant we’d be seen by guards. 

	Several ravens flew above us in the sky. 

	We continued walking. The two of us almost hand in hand as we passed from one canopy to the next, waiting for one of us to break the silence. Chass finally did.

	"The King was able to manipulate the Rain Relic and control water. Do you think you can do that with your lightning?" he asked. 

	"I have no idea. I don't think I've ever tried. I can control the direction of strikes and where I throw balls of light, but not much else. Though, during our fight I was able to create gauntlets around my wrist. Maybe I can do more.” 

	"We'll have to ask Egris if he knows anything," Chass added as the two of us continued to walk away from Luuk's home. It blended in with the rest of the city and I felt lost. 

	"We need to find Cypress," I said. 

	"Why? He left us in the prison cell before. And he is friends with the King. Why should we trust him knowing what we know now?" Chass fired back. 

	"He may not know what is really going on."

	"That or he’s a part of it."

	"He knew my father, if anyone should have known the King was evil..."

	As Chass and I argued a hand reached out from around the corner and grabbed the side of my arm. I squealed only to find myself staring at Luuk. 

	"Hey! Over here," he said. 

	Chass and I ducked down and followed him into an alley between buildings.

	"What are you doing here?" I asked.

	"Helping. Quick, before my dad realizes I'm gone."

	He turned us back toward the castle, then down an empty street that led down another alley. 

	"Where are we going?" Chass asked. 

	"There will be guards stationed at all of the main thoroughfares. But I know another way out."

	Luuk led us through several twists and turns and down a dozen staircases. It felt like we were lost in a labyrinth. He walked faster. Afraid his father would figure out he was gone. Hoping that after he slammed the door, it was enough that his family would be more than willing to give him some space. He was holding my hand. His fingers were softer than my own. For the first time I felt just how calloused our traveling had left me. It was never this way at home. 

	"One more flight of stairs," Luuk said, leading me down. 

	Chass followed behind, still on guard, his hand never far from his side. 

	When we reached the end of the staircase the city opened up and we were surrounded by a small but beautiful pasture and three stables made of wood. Several stone pillars stood tall with ropes hanging down from them. And a dozen horses wandered freely, eating grass from the field. The pasture was surrounded by a giant wall as big as any of the capital homes. I envied the creatures. Enclosed. Safe. Ignorant. Luuk led us into one of the stalls. The closest one. He started petting one of the horses inside. 

	"I work here a few days a week. It's a part of my squire training," he said, placing his head closer to the horse and whispering something as he closed his eyes. It was an unfamiliar bond. One I could have had with Emery. 

	In a way I was glad Emery had Chrysalis. Staying with me would have only ended in heartbreak for the poor creature. I approached one of the horses in a nearby stall and gently reached my hand out. Luuk nodded in reassurance. 

	"You know,” I said, “We could really use a couple of these to get out of the city." 

	"That's why we're here," Luuk answered. 

	A stablehand came around the corner and froze. 

	"Luuk, I wasn't expecting to see you here today," she said. 

	"Oh, uh, yeah. My friends and I were just wanting to go for a ride." Luuk smiled, his dimples showing. 

	"Hmm… I haven't seen either of you before. I’m Gris. The head stable-hand here. What are you two training for?" Gris asked. Luuk pointed to Chass. 

	"This is my friend…" he paused, "Uh, Corrillian. He's a…" 

	"I'm a squire. Luuk here doesn't like admitting that I was chosen before him," Chass smirked and gave Luuk a friendly punch to the shoulder. Gris chuckled. 

	"You mean he doesn't like admitting that it would take a war breaking out for him to be chosen," she laughed.

	Luuk scowled at Chass, "That's not true." 

	"And who might this be?" Gris asked, looking at me with a sly smirk. 

	Luuk stepped between us, "This is…" he paused again, "Angel. She's in the Royal Academy of Magic." I blushed. That idiot. His smile was larger than ever. 

	"Wow! The Academy!" Gris sounded impressed. “They let you wander this far from the Castle?”

	“When you’re as powerful as I am,” I said smugly, “They let you have…” I paused and snapped my fingers, igniting a small spark of electricity, “…special privileges.”

	Gris’ eyes went wide, “No way!”

	Chass butted in, "So did you hear about those two kids trying to escape the city?" Both Luuk and I glanced over at him. What was he doing? 

	"Yeah, everybody's talking about it,” Gris answered. “Wouldn't it be awesome to go on an adventure like that?" She actually sounded kind of jealous. If she only knew. 

	"Actually, I'm sure it's pretty scary… probably," Luuk added. 

	Gris shrugged, "Whatever. You kids have fun. Just don't stay out too long. I've got to lock this place up before dark." 

	"Sure thing," Luuk said, exhaling a breath of relief. 

	Gris walked out and the three of us, all on horseback, left the stable. Together we galloped along an open field. Luuk led us through a small passage that took us through a small underground tunnel and outside the walls. A dark forest lay in the distance. As we approached Luuk stopped his horse and dismounted. 

	"Once you get to the forest you'll be safe. No guard will dare go into the woods at night."

	I dismounted from my horse and gave Luuk a hug. 

	"Thank you. We'll never be able to repay you for everything you've done." 

	Our embrace was only broken when Chass coughed, a not so subtle reminder that we needed to keep moving. 

	As I walked back to my horse, Luuk called out behind me, "Will I… ever see you again?" 

	His question sparked a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach. I knew that I was closer to my death now than ever before. The King had two relics, and I was the third. Either I would find some way to succeed in sacrificing myself and releasing the spirits, or the King would succeed in killing me and stealing the power of the spirit for himself.

	I wanted to believe that I could return. To entertain the thought of us having a life together. But I knew it would never come true.

	Love isn’t meant to last. You’re here now. Make the most of the moment.

	Without thinking, I turned around and marched back to Luuk. Just as the sun was beginning to set I took his head in my hands and kissed him on the lips. Electricity bristled over my entire body. I felt it arc from my lips to his. Luuk's hair stood up on end until I broke away. I looked him in the eyes, still holding his face in my hands. "That's a promise." 

	It was a moment I will never forget. I could feel the butterflies in my stomach as my arms shook. I could still feel the electricity running through my skin as I bit down on my bottom lip. Slowly I turned back. My cheeks were bright red. Tears were rolling down from my eyes. I felt like a mess. I moved my hand away from Luuk's and walked slowly back to my horse, mounted it, smiled one more time, and directed the horse to carry me away. 

	My heart was racing. Luuk was staring at me wide-eyed. He was still in just as much shock as I was. Of all the crazy things I'd done. I wished I could have stayed in that moment forever. 

	I hoped he would never forget me, but at the same time I hoped he would be able to move on and find happiness with someone else. I knew that I shouldn’t have kissed him. Given him hope of a life we could never have. The lightning spirit had come over me in an instant, and disappeared just as quickly. It struck in anger, it struck in passion. I was ready to be done with it. Ready to be reunited with my parents. It was time to end this.

	 I tried not to look back, but I couldn't help it. Chass gave Luuk a slight nod then turned his horse to follow me. 
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	Night fell as we entered the woods. We tied off our horses after we were sure we weren't being followed and stopped to rest on a pair of logs. The air of the night was cold as it blew down from across the mountains. I wrapped the scarf around my body. I was still trying to come to grips with everything that had happened. 

	Wondering if I had really killed that guard when I attacked the King. Wondering if he hadn't gotten in the way, would I be rotting in a dungeon now? Would I be on trial for treason, or would I have had the strength to break the curse and save my country? How many knew his secrets? How could they stand by and watch as so many starved to death in the villages? 

	I had more questions than ever and my father's journals were wet, ruined, most of the pages lost. Chass had managed to scavenge a few here and there by grabbing my pack on our escape but the ink seemed to come and go as if a part of the great ocean’s shore. I would trade it all for a warm fire but that was too dangerous. 

	"So let's recap,” Chass began. “We started the day with one relic, certain that the King would help us find the other two. Turns out he's a super evil guy who started the whole curse in the first place. Now he's sucked the Spirit of Rain inside himself, stolen the one relic we did have, and oh, by the way, you've actually had the Spirit of Lightning inside you this whole time!" I sighed. It was true. My father had said this was my mission. 

	"Sounds about right," I sighed again. 

	"So where do we go from here?" 

	I didn't have an answer. Not at first. I stared off into the distance. 

	"We go to the ancient ruins of Kakara. It is there that the ritual to break the curse has to be performed. King Drevon will have no choice but to follow us there.”

	“What makes you so sure?” Chass asked. It was a fair question.

	"He has to. He wouldn't dare wage his war without the power of lightning on his side," I said, knowing I was right. The King was vain, determined. Despite all the power in his possession he wanted more. He wanted me. 

	"And what if he doesn't even know that's where we are?" 

	"He will. Everyone always seems to know where we are." 

	"I know. It's almost like they've been tracking us somehow." 

	"Or someone has been telling them where we are."

	A dark thought entered my mind and I felt my heart sink in my chest. Chass was right. Argentis and Eldrad had been able to follow us with no problem. The King, he knew we were coming… what if?

	"Like who? My father's goons? How could they have known where we were?" Chass continued as I looked him in the eyes. Mayor Talze must have been taking orders straight from the King. And if he was part of the conspiracy, that must have meant…

	"No, I don't mean them. I mean…" 

	Just as I was about to confront him our conversation was interrupted by the rustling of leaves and running footsteps. Egris burst out into the clearing near us and ran past us at full speed. 

	"Run!" he shouted. In the light of the moon I could see several new bruises and bloody cuts on his body. His clothing torn. His weapon in hand. My questions for Chass were going to have to wait. The two of us jumped to our feet. 

	"What?" we both asked.

	Two capital guards ran into the clearing near us. They stopped when they saw us and looked at each other, "There they are! Get them!" 

	Together the two of us took off behind Egris. The wind brushed against us as we moved through the woods, following as close behind the Faun as we could. Egris came to a sudden stop at the edge of a cliff. I ran into him, pushing him closer to the edge. Chass plowed into both of us and we all launched down the side. After tumbling and rolling through tree branches and mud we landed on a slick incline and slid down to the bottom of a flat clearing. Chass looked back up at the hill and whispered, “Guards!” as we all listened intently for several moments. There was no sign of them. 

	"Do you have the relics?” Egris asked, glancing back and forth between us. “We must act quickly to break the curse." 

	"About that," Chass answered as both of us bowed our heads towards Egris. 

	"The King did not help you?" Egris looked more confused than ever. 

	"The King is the bad guy, he stole the Thunder Relic from us, he now IS the Rain Relic, and it turns out Arianna has been the Lightning Relic the whole time," Chass answered, sounding more surprised than before. 

	"Of course she is. How else could she be throwing bolts of light everywhere?" Egris didn’t seem surprised at all. 

	"Am I the only one who didn't know about this?" 

	Egris shrugged. I still felt ashamed. Confused. I wasn’t surprised Egris figured it out. The Fauns seemed much more in tune with the spirits than we elves were.

	"Did you at least find news of Ethyos?" Egris asked, worried. I could hear his voice shake as he asked. He was holding his hands together as if praying for good news. Anything to brighten the mood. 

	Chass pursed his lips and looked towards me. He couldn’t say it. I would have to. 

	"I'm so sorry, Egris, it was my fault," I started to cry. 

	"What? What happened?" Egris' voice quaked. 

	I couldn't find the words to describe what had happened. I searched and searched but all I could think about was the King stabbing the tortured Faun. The blood pouring out to the ground of the courtyard and the rage I felt inside. Rage at myself for letting it happen. For believing the lies. 

	I started to mutter but Chass put his hand on my shoulder and spoke in a soft voice, "the King used him as a blood sacrifice to transfer the Rain Spirit into himself." 

	The forest grew silent for what felt like an eternity. 

	I thought back to the moment we broke out of our cell. The look Chass gave me as I turned my back on the Faun. 

	How at that moment I had turned my back on Egris. 

	"I could have saved him, but they told me he was the one who killed my father and…." 

	"And you believed them?" Egris' voice sounded more disappointed than anything. 

	"My anger just took over. I don't know what I was thinking. I don't know why I didn't…"

	Egris' temper began to rise. "While you two were busy ruining our entire mission, I managed to find out who actually killed your father.” He pulled a small piece of fabric from a satchel on his waist. I took it from him and turned it over in my hands. There was something familiar about it, about the runes embroidered onto it…

	The memory came flooding back. The day my father’s body was brought back to the village. The guard that had held me back. My fingers digging into the cut between his armor. The fabric that tore loose. I remembered now the armor that guard had been wearing. Not normal armor, it was dark and covered in runes. The same dark armor that had threatened me in the mines, that had hounded us all along our journey.

	“Argentis?” I whispered, staring at the cloth in stunned bewilderment. 

	"You saved the lives of the men who killed your father, but when one of my kind was accused of the deed…." 

	"No!" I shouted in defense. "It's not like that! He was…" 

	"He was what?" 

	"He was…" but there was nothing left I could say. 

	"He was like me?" Egris stood back. Tall as a tree. With the moonlight behind him all I could see was his shadow and horns. 

	I closed my eyes and balled my fists. 

	"But if those men work for the Mayor, and the Mayor works for the King, then…" I turned to Chass. I thought back to the Thunder Temple. The moment I asked them how they had found us… 

	'Perhaps a little bird told us.' Eldrad had said. The way he had winked at Chass, the way his eyes widened. 

	"It was you." 

	"It was me what?"

	"You've been reporting on us this whole time, haven't you?" 

	"Arianna, I have no idea what you're talking about," he pleaded. 

	"You told your father's men where to find the Thunder Temple." I was pounding my finger against his chest, electricity sparking every time I did.

	"Arianna, you're not making any sense," Egris cut in. 

	"You're the one who started me on this journey in the first place! You were just trying to get me out of your father's hair, weren't you!" I was on fire. 

	"Arianna, calm down and think about what you're saying," Chass pleaded again. He was holding his hands up in the air in front of himself. His guard was up.

	"You knew we were playing into the King's hands the whole time!"

	Betrayed, just like your father. Trust no one. It’s only you and me now. Burn the rest.
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	"Stop this at once!" Egris shouted as he stepped in front of me. Lightning began to pulsate through my fingers. A lethal dose to anyone but me. I could feel it arc through my veins as Egris moved closer. The smell of his fur burning as he pushed me hard against the ground. I felt the electricity course through my body, burning the sticks buried in the dirt. It concentrated itself on my back like a shield. 

	My hands were scratched, bloody, my body bruised from all the running. I felt like it was never going to end. Our mission to save the Kingdom was a complete failure. And it was all my fault. I looked up at Chass and Egris, standing over me. Pitying me. They had been my loyal companions, by my side through everything, and I had turned my back on both of them.

	I knew Egris hadn’t meant to push me so hard, but it was the only way to bring me back to my senses. 

	Egris held out his arms. I could see in his eyes he was still hurting from the pain. The pain I had caused. His cousin, his family. Gone because of choices I had made. My father had told me once in a journal to never leave anyone behind and yet I had chosen not to listen. I had chosen wrong. Now, it was likely the whole world would pay for my sin. The suffering of the storm. 

	Tears were starting to fall from my eyes. Looking up at Egris towering above me, it was like staring at the eye of a hurricane. The branches of trees seemed to mimic his horns in the light of the moon. I could feel the cold air blow over me. Behind him was the shadow of another figure, familiar and yet so far away. At first I thought it was the King again but my eyes adjusted. 

	Cypress. 

	"You've really messed things up now, haven't you?" He said it with a question mark but this was far more of a statement. 

	"Okay, you have got to stop doing that!" Chass said. Cypress had managed to startle all three of us. I could feel the tears welling in my eyes. He was right. I had messed this up… but it wasn't entirely my fault. 

	"You lied to me!" I screamed. 

	"I've been lying to you the whole time. You still don't get it, do you?" Cypress snarked, pulling the lost talisman from his pocket and flipping it through the air. "It was never Chass who was spying on you." 

	"The talisman," I said, looking towards Chass who was just as surprised as Egris and I. I felt ashamed. Chass had known the whole time. He had tried to warn me, but I had refused to listen.

	"Did you really think you were so special that the deep magic itself would take the time to conveniently give you everything you needed to complete your quest?" Cypress was chuckling now. Snarling at me. Mocking me.

	"But the lightning chose me," I began. 

	"It was a coincidence that you happened to be coming into the world just when it needed a fresh vessel to inhabit. There is nothing special about you. I have been manipulating you from the beginning, and it was the easiest thing I've ever done," Cypress grinned again. 

	"No, it can't be true.” 

	"I made you turn against your best friend, didn't I?" As he spoke I turned toward Chass. His jaw set and eyes sharp as steel daggers. I could see the look of betrayal. "And it was inevitable that you would allow that Satyr to die," Cypress finished, looking toward Egris. Egris was cowering backward, holding his burned hand with a look of pure sadness in his eyes. "In spite of everything your father tried to do to shield you from the propaganda we put out about them, that little seedling of prejudice managed to plant itself deep in your subconscious, and just when it mattered most, it reared its ugly head and turned you into a monster more gruesome than any painting of a Satyr has ever been." Cypress smiled like he had won. Not yet. I couldn't let him. 

	I screamed, "NO! That's not who I am!" in defiance. 

	Cypress answered, smiling, "It's not who you are. It's who we made you to be." I lifted myself from the ground and extended my arm out towards Cypress to unleash a devastating bolt of lightning. It struck and destroyed a tree behind him. He was gone. He had only come to gloat. The sick satisfaction of seeing us fail and suffer. Both Chass and Egris were staring at me with pity. 

	"I am so sorry. This is all my fault," I admitted. I had no more lies to tell myself. Cypress was right. I had played my role just as the King had wanted. 

	Chass moved closer to me, "No, Arianna, it's not. Cypress was…" 

	"No. My actions were my own choice. And now it's time to pay for my mistakes," I said, cutting him off and looking back towards the direction of the woods. 

	"Where are you going?" Chass cried out. 

	"To the ruins. It's time to end this once and for all." 

	The Temple of the Storm Spirits. The one place my father had mentioned in his journals as being the start of all of this. I remembered it on one of his maps. All my life I had been staring at it, displayed in our home for all to see. I helped him pin it to our wall when I was just three years old and he had been adding to it ever since. Searching for answers when they were in front of us the whole time. 

	Between our village and the castle was a place that had been calling out to me in whispers since I left home, all those weeks ago. I pulled the map out from my satchel. It was still folded. Some of the edges had been torn but it had survived as much of the journey as I had. Slowly I unfolded it. With the map in hand I searched for the ruins. Covered up with a giant X like most of the places my father had gone. It wouldn't take me long to get there. 

	If I headed west of the constellation of the seventh king I could make it to the temple by mid-day, if I walked through the night. I could sleep for a few hours in the early morning. I still had some berries Chass and I had picked before coming to a stop. 

	I felt like curling up in a ball. Could I really go through with this? My father had entrusted me. Believed in me. Believed in the power of the storm inside me. 

	I paused just before passing out of the clearing and back into the dark forest. I looked back and Chass and Egris, who exchanged determined glances.

	"To the ruins," was all Egris said. It was all he needed to say. 

	A small smile crossed my face. Happy that despite everything, we were still together and I wasn't going to do this alone. 

	 


[image: 34. Carine]

	 

	 

	We left the library in Fennox Castle in the light of the early morning. Five of us total. We were all so full of hope, until we were ambushed by bandits in the woods by the Arbar Springs. The springs had dried up and they had buried themselves in the mud. It was like the bandits had been waiting for us; it was not a well-traveled path. Lervo was the first of our party to fall. Stabbed through the gut by a rapier. 

	The bandits were well armed. About a dozen in all, though it was difficult to get a count through the cover of the trees. Most wore leather armor while two I believed to be the leaders, possibly brothers, were armed in chain-mail. Half hid in the withered trees with crossbows. They aimed for the horses first. 

	Milla was one of the best shots in all of the kingdom, lucky for us, too. With a golden longbow she aimed with her hazel eyes, thick brown braid swinging in the air, and took out one of the archers as we found cover behind our crashed wagon. We were all wearing decent leather armor beneath our capes and hoods. We hadn’t planned on entering combat, but we had been prepared nonetheless. 

	"Ambush, think someone knew we were coming?" Milla asked, looking back towards the trees and counting. When she made it to three she turned and lifted herself up and fired a single arrow. I heard one of the raiders grunt and smiled knowing if we waited long enough, Milla could probably kill all of them on her own. 

	"It's possible. Maybe someone in the market saw we were preparing for a journey," I answered. One of the other soldiers with us, a surveyor named Charik, pointed upwards, "I doubt that; we were pretty good at covering our tracks. I think this was a setup. Must mean we’re looking in the right direction." I smiled and looked towards Milla and Eger, the youngest surveyor with us. His baby face was a stark contrast to Charik, who had a full gray beard, bald head, and eyes as black as the night. Eger was fresh out of the academy and a licensed mage. He was also one of the few I had trusted with our family secret. 

	All of them knew. All of them a part of the few. The trusted. All of us had become close over the previous few months. After I had learned to trust them, I told Milla first. Followed by Lervo and Charik and lastly Eger. Eger had the most to say. Promising to take you to the academy after he became a master. Promising to keep you safe from those that might try to turn you to evil. He even gave me a few pointers I could teach you to control your powers. 

	I also learned from him just how rare actual magic was. After I told him my secret he told me his. The Academy was full of frauds. Not that magic wasn't real. It was. It just came at a great cost. Living vessels with magic that could tap into the aether without paying a price, whether by blood or bone, were one in a million. All the more reason, he would say, to keep you secret and safe. 

	Together the five of us ventured out to find answers as to what caused the curse that now plagued our kingdom. So far most of our adventures had been in libraries and poring through interviews in small villages and interrogating rogue mages. 

	The five of us all came from the villages. Milla had been an old friend of Solph’s, having grown up beside her. She shared with me stories of your mother, my wife, that even I had never heard. She joined our collective when she lost her family in the mines. It was much the same for Lervo and Charik. Each of us had our reason for being there, searching for the truth. 

	Eger probably had the most to prove. Having gone from poor villager to the magic academy, he was treated with disdain from all of his noble peers. He believed in the deep magic with all of his heart and had volunteered to be a surveyor when none of the others would. 

	"Five down, six to go," said Milla. She was still taking them down one at a time with her arrows but she was running low. The rest of her arrows were broken or scattered across the ground on the other side of the wagon. We hadn’t been ready for the attack even though we should have been ready for anything. 

	I could hear her cursing. Both she and Solph cursed in Casar tongue. They had learned it as a joke when they were young. I almost laughed the first time I heard the word, 'Leek' being used by an elf. Solph always had a talent for languages. I remember when the two of us planned to travel the entire country, even as north as Firya. 

	"Eger, cast a light spell and Charik and I will flank them from behind. Right and left," I nodded towards Charik who nodded back at me. We had trained for things like this. Being in it was much different. My hands were shaking as I unsheathed my sword, knowing I would have to kill or maim someone to survive. I sighed and took a deep breath. 

	"Go!" I shouted as Eger cast a blinding spell. Milla, Charik, and I held up our arms and shielded our eyes from the white light. A moment later Charik and I were running up behind the bandits. I lifted my sword in the air and swung downward, but stopped before making contact. 

	He was disoriented from the spell and totally unaware that death was hovering over him. I couldn’t just murder him without giving him a chance to defend himself. I kicked him in the back so that he tumbled down the side of a hill, away from the rest of the battle and out of the line of fire of any remaining archers.

	I ran down after him as he got up and shook his head to recover his vision. “Who put you up to this?” I yelled.

	“You think I care who hired me?” He responded. “I was paid to do a job, and that’s what I’m doing.”

	He charged at me with a high swipe, which I parried and returned with a thrust to his gut. He dodged and we continued to spar back and forth.

	“Not exactly what I would call an ‘honest living’,” I retorted between jabs.

	“We all gotta make a living somehow,” he said. “You should know better than most, I don’t remember surveyors carrying swords before the drought.”

	“Fair point,” I replied, parrying another thrust and responding with a slash across his chest. He wasn’t able to jump out of the way fast enough, and my blade sliced across his leather armor, giving way to a slight trickle of blood. He stood back, the tip of his sword resting on the ground, his chest heaving.

	“It’s nothing personal,” I said. “I’m just trying to take care of my family.”

	“Aren’t we all?” He responded. He raised his sword as high as he could and charged at me one last time. I could see the anguish on his face as his arms pulled at the wound on his chest. I knocked his sword to the side and lodged my own into the slit in his armor. We both collapsed to our knees.

	I could feel the warmth of the bandit’s blood as it covered my skin. I wasn't ready for this. Hunting animals was one thing, but I felt like a traitor killing my own people. 

	 I was staring at the dead bandit. His armor torn. Had I just orphaned a child? I couldn't be sure. I searched his body for something. Maybe something to ease my conscience. There was a chain around his neck. A locket. Inside, a professionally drawn portrait of a woman and young girl. The child was no older than you, Aria.

	Milla walked over to comfort me. I could feel her hand on my shoulder as tears fell down from my eyes.

	"You did what you had to do," Milla said. 

	Charik and Eger were already digging a grave for Lervo. 

	"We can repair the wagon, get more horses and bring the bodies back,” I said. “We can at least cover them up and give them a proper funeral."

	"I'm sorry," Charik said, shovel in hand. 

	"The mission must come first," Eger said beside him. His eyes were bloodshot and looked like they had been bleeding. There was always a price to pay for using magic. 

	We piled the dead and burned the bodies with the wagon and the horses. A warrior’s funeral. 

	We continued our journey on foot, hiding our supplies and taking only what we needed to survive. 

	"Something wasn't right about that attack," said Charik.

	"They knew we were coming, they were hiding in wait," Milla agreed. 

	"Isn't it possible they were just waiting for anyone to pass through, this is a road used by merchants," I said, trying not to be as paranoid as the rest of them. I looked at Eger and waited to see what he had to say. 

	"They were sent by nobles," he said, sure of himself. 

	"How do you know that?" I asked. 

	"I knew it!" Milla yelped out almost smiling. Even in the worst situations she enjoyed being right. Something about it made her feel calmer. I admired that about her. She was always looking towards the future and taking it one step at a time. 

	"I found a royal emblem sewn to one of the leaders, on his tunic underneath the chain-mail. The emblem of the 'Celestial Sky'. The other bandit in armor I'm sure would have been wearing the same emblem under his but I didn't bother to check. I'm a hundred percent sure that they were brothers of noble birth. They want to stop us," Eger answered. 

	"Why would the nobles be trying to stop us?" I asked. 

	"Look at the kingdom. The capital is flourishing while the rest of the country goes to work in the mines and factories," said Charik, making a fist. It was true. Most inside the gates of the capital still had fresh food and water. Business as usual. I doubted half of them even realized that the world was being ravaged just outside their walls. 

	"All of the noble houses signed off on our mission."

	"The nobles are corrupt from the inside out, they wanted to send us out and watch us fail," Charik added. More than any of us he had reason to hate the noble families. His family had been cast out. His grandfather had once been mayor of a small village that had begun to grow. Less than fifty years earlier another family had accused his of colluding with beasts. His noble family crest was taken away and his grandfather cast out.

	Charik had found his grandfather once, in the woods. Living with the Faun. Smiling, dancing, drinking kava. He had thought he would find someone broken and alone. 

	This was before the Faun became known as the Satyr and were blamed for the curse. His grandfather was happy, and the Faun welcomed Charik into their village for a time. I think that was a part of Charik's reason for being here. If he could clear the Satyr of being blamed he could somehow clear his family name. I admired him for it. Like all of us he knew change was possible. 

	On our way to the ruins of Kakara we crossed a village set on fire. It was the middle of the night and yet the sky was lit up by an orange haze. I could see the ash falling around me like snow. I felt an ember burn against my skin as I covered my mouth and nose with a wet cloth. 

	Milla was the first of us to rush into the blaze. She wrapped her face with a cape and dropped her gear. The rest of us rushed after her. 

	"Summon some wind, water, anything!" Charik shouted at Eger. 

	"I can't, not against a blaze like that!" he answered back. 

	"We have to evacuate the village, get them as far away from the flames as possible!" I shouted, pointing at villagers trying to navigate through the plumes of smoke. The village had at least a few hundred of our elven brothers. 

	"Take heed, let light shine through," Eger cast a beacon of light in the sky and I shouted at anyone that would listen to 'head towards the light'. 

	Running in and out of homes, trying my best to make sure anyone that might have been sleeping or injured was able to get out, I found a little girl crying on the floor of a burning inn. Her mother and father were nowhere to be seen so I picked her up and carried her to safety, covering her eyes as the inn fell apart behind us. When I made it back to Eger I found Milla and Charik were both missing. 

	A young woman rushed up to me, screaming what I assumed was the child’s name. As I handed the child off I looked into the woman’s eyes, and felt that I knew her somehow. I looked down to the girl, and remembered. I knelt down to the girl’s level, and pulled out the locket I had taken from the dead bandit. 

	The child’s eyes lit up with recognition. “That’s my daddy’s!” She said. Her mother took in a sharp breath and clasped her hands over her mouth. She knew what this meant.

	I held the child’s gaze as long as I dared. I could see the question beginning to form behind her eyes. “Your father was a brave man,” I said as I handed her the locket. “He died with honor.” I turned away from the child and her mother as I choked back tears. There were more survivors. I had to keep moving.

	"Eger, I'm going back for Milla and Charik, keep the light on," I shouted, turning towards the raging fire and never looking back.

	I moved towards the southern part of the village. The doors to the Mayor’s mansion opened, and five bandits came through, heavily armed. One of them was wearing iron armor. He must have been feeling the heat, but somehow I could feel he was being protected. Three of them had muskets while the other two carried crossbows and swords. They were killing villagers. They had probably just gone after the Mayor. I followed them, hiding behind the flames until I saw them break away from one another. I could hear the musket fire as a villager screamed. 

	I crouched behind one of the less armored thugs and stabbed him from behind. I felt nothing. No remorse. I heard another villager scream. It was bad enough they were burning. I picked up his rifle and aimed. I had taken a few classes inside the castle gates. 

	Rifles were rare. Almost as rare as magic. 

	I fired a shot, taking another one of them out. 

	“I thought I was going to burn for sure,” said Milla from behind me. 

	“That was close,” agreed Charik, running up behind her. 

	"Nice to see you, Carine. I guess you've met our new friends," she said pointing towards the dead bandit. 

	"What is going on?" I cried out. 

	"The light, we have to tell Eger to turn off the light," said Charik, panicked. 

	"What is happening?" 

	"Moths to a flame, that’s what’s happening," said Charik, the three of us were already moving back towards the light but we were minutes behind the iron bandit even as we ran through the flames. Charik and Milla had suffered burns on their arms by the time we saw the others. 

	"Eger, shut off the light!" Charik shouted as loud as he could. His words were lost among the sound of burning homes. In the distance we could see the armored thug moving closer to Eger and the others, swords in hand. 

	They had run out of arrows and bullets, at least. 

	I stopped and began loading the rifle with gunpowder and a round piece of shrapnel I pulled from the dead bandit. I was lucky. Had the gunpowder caught on fire I would have been a dead man. 

	I held the metal sphere in my hand. It was the only shot I had left. 

	I threw it over to Milla. "Best to make it count." 

	She crouched to one knee and aimed at the armored thug. Just as he and the other bandits passed under the awning on the side of a burning building, she jerked the gun to the left and fired. The shrapnel plowed through a support beam, and the roof collapsed on top of the bandits, trapping them underneath.

	"What have you done," I cried. 

	Eger's light faded away from the night sky. 

	"I made the shot count," she said. 

	Both Charik and I glanced at one another. I felt numb. 

	I ran towards Eger and found him alive among the rest of the villagers. His hand had been grazed by a bullet and several fingers had gone missing. He was holding his side and coughing up blood. Some organs inside him had started to give away. “The cost of magic,” he coughed. Milla ran up behind me smiling, followed by Charik who at one moment looked ready to kill her and the next ready to kiss her. 

	In the early morning, after only a few hours of sleep, Charik and I hunted a Praeg for the village to eat. They were grateful for everything we had done. It would be enough food to last them a week or more, and with aid from the capital they would be able to rebuild in several months. 

	That afternoon we made it to the Temple of the Storm Spirits and found it in ruins. The temple itself was at the center of the Castle Kakara, a once-mighty fortress. Unlike the village which was still smoldering, these ruins had been burned years ago. At the center of the temple sat a great stone disc, covered in the evidence of a massive slaughter. Dried blood across the ground as if hundreds, maybe thousands had been brought to the temple and sacrificed all at the same time. 

	"Someone did this," Milla said, studying the decaying runes. She was using a small piece of charcoal to trace what was left of the story on the wall. 

	"Who could do something like this?" Charik asked, disgusted. 

	"A noble, a King?" said Milla.

	"Cast shadow of night," said Eger, before screaming. 

	His eyes began to bleed and he was blind, unable to speak. 

	"What did you see?" we begged. 

	Eger held out his hand and Milla handed him a piece of chalk. He used what fingers he had left to write down a rune before coughing up blood. 

	"We have to get you to a doctor," Milla cried. 

	Eger shook his head. This was it. He was going to die and he knew it. 

	"You can't die, you have to teach my daughter. I need you. We need you," I pleaded. Eger smiled. Charik stood back hitting his fist against a wall. 

	"The cost of magic," tears fell from Milla's face to her hand as she closed Eger's eyes. He had given all he had.  

	 

	We returned to the castle a few days later. Three out of five of us. There was no party, no nobles welcoming us back. Our small group was told to disband. Our mission was considered a failure. 

	 "We learned one thing. The Temple is where the curse originated and it took a lot of blood sacrifice. Like all magic it had a cost, and that means if it was made by elven hands it can be broken by elven hands," Charik said, taking a gulp of mead. I sat with Milla and Charik drinking in a small tavern for the rest of the night. We translated Eger's last rune. It was the Faun sigil for 'rebirth'.  

	We spent hours debating what it meant. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that he wrote in an ancient Faunic language. Could it be that the Fauns themselves would find ‘rebirth’? No longer branded as satyrs and falsely accused of murdering elves. Or perhaps it meant that it was the Fauns who would break the curse, and thus bring a new beginning to the whole kingdom. We couldn’t be sure.

	I was preparing to head back home when Milla and Charik found me and told me they were reassigned to a group of surveyors heading into the Southern Wilds. Their mission was to explore a new region known for being home to giant lizards and ancient reptiles, Khendalai. If the curse continued our Kingdom would have to expand and with the Firya to the North and Casar to the East, our only option was to re-discover the wild. Our mission was over for now but they promised they would return. 

	I couldn't accept that. There was no way I could give up on Eger, Lervo, and all those that died and suffered at the hands of this curse. I couldn’t give up on you. I promised them what I promise you now. I still haven't seen Milla or Charik but I believe they are still alive.

	From beginning to end I will always be by your side. I will break the curse on our kingdom and deliver to you a new world. My Aria. My songbird. My daughter. This story is one of the first in my journey but last in my journal, hidden in ink. One day I hope I can look back and tell you about all of this with a smile on my face. That all of it meant something. Hold you in my arms and smile as we pin pictures on our walls. It doesn't get easier, but that's okay because I have you. Sometimes it's all we have. Your mother taught me that. 

	 


[image: 35. Arianna]

	 

	 

	I pushed back tears from my eyes as I read the last scrap of my father's journal while we took a short rest deep in the night. The child. The locket. It was Scyenna. It had to be. My father had killed her father. In striving to end the drought, had he done more harm than good? But then, could it really be said that it was his fault? The curse had driven everyone to desperation. Forced good men to do terrible things to protect their families. 

	It was a harsh reminder that in order to win, compromises would have to be made. Innocent people were suffering, and I was the only one who could do something about it. Just like my father, I would have to learn to do what was necessary for the sake of our people. 

	It broke my heart to think of how the curse had changed my father, warped him. Especially considering he had never let me see it. He always wore a smile when I was around. He wanted me to see the world as it could be, as it should have been. Not as what the curse had turned it into.

	 I had heard him talk of Eger before. Even his friends Milla and Charik, whom he told me I would meet one day. He was always happy when he spoke of them. I imagined they had spent a lot more time together than just what my father wrote about. It was probably harder to write the happier memories because of all the bad.

	I found one more page before going to bed. A poem to my mother, written over a sketch of her. It was beautiful. I thought about what a renowned bard my father could have been, if it hadn’t been for the curse. For all I knew he had written hundreds of poems. A whole other side of him that I never got to see.

	I'm sure Maria knew more than she let on. I didn’t doubt my father had kept more journals hidden in places other than our home. 

	For now, my father had said what he had to say and I was more determined than ever to follow my mission and break the curse.

	We stopped twice. Once to eat and once to rest. The Temple of the Storm Spirits was close. I could feel it. Lateral lines. Places of power across our world were magic flows strongest. The Leviathan, also called the Churn, that my father wrote about was one. The Thunder Temple and the path made up another. Egris had spoken of a place called 'the Maw', and Fennox Castle was built on the ruins of another. The Temple of the Storm Spirits, no different than the rest of them. My father was right to begin his search there. It was just… he couldn't feel the deep magic like I could. 

	"Arianna, I do not believe what you did was right," Egris said, sitting down beside me. I could feel his claws as he reached out and put his hand on my shoulder. How could he still trust me? Still travel with me? I must really have been the Faun's only hope. 

	"I do not believe what you did was right, but I understand," Egris continued. "Your father was distrusting of my people at first, as many others have been. The King's curse does not just dry up the rivers or plague the oceans. It does not only wither the trees and starve families. The seeds of the curse had been planted a long time ago by hatred. Hatred without any meaning that has passed from one generation to the next. I believe in time things will get better. I believe you know in your heart." I stood silently for a moment before bursting into tears. Placing my head on Egris' chest, I let it out. Everything. I hadn't cried so much since I saw my father's body brought to Manse village. The hatred in my heart sank away. 

	"I'm sorry," I said. 

	"I believe you," Egris nodded as I moved away. 

	"I will…" 

	"I still believe you are the one that will free us of this curse. It is not my place to allow a personal grievance to get in the way of the greater mission. We are all victims of the curse, of the King’s wickedness. It would do no good to fight amongst ourselves.”

	"Thank you," I said. 

	"Arianna, I have one more thing to say." 

	"What is it?" 

	"Your father would be proud of you." 

	I buried my head in Egris' chest one more time as Chass woke up, stretching his arms wide into the air to take the last watch and I felt my eyes shut. I didn't have enough time to dream as dawn approached but if I had, I'm sure I would have dreamed of Manse village as it should have been. 

	How it will be after I’m gone.
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	Getting the Mayor to the ruins was the easy part. He believed our lie entirely. In fact, he seemed to think some recognition from the King was long overdue. We strapped our two fastest horses to the smallest carriage we could all three fit in and took turns driving while the others slept. The horses were pushed to their limit by the time we arrived, but they pulled through. Several other of the Mayor’s guards escorted us on horseback. 

	Finding the Temple of the Storm Spirits within the winding ruins of Castle Kakara wasn’t so easy. Even with spreading out and systematically making our way through the maze it took us most of the day. A few guards fell prey to traps and mimics that were still active. Amateurs.

	We made it to the ruins first, and set up a signal fire to guide the King and his men to the temple. They would be arriving from the opposite direction as us, so marking our path wouldn’t have done much good. So we waited.

	There was a large, round platform at the center of the ruins, surrounded by stone pillars carved with runes and topped with the faces of mythical creatures. The floor seemed to have a coat of dark, dried out paint. I kicked at it and several flakes broke loose and blew off in the wind. Dried blood from a mass sacrifice, most likely. I wondered how long dried blood would last. This blood seemed old, sure, but hundreds of years? Not likely.

	“Carine was right, after all,” Mayor Talze remarked. “It’s not surprising really, he was always a smart man.”

	Eldrad stepped up onto the platform next to me. “I wish I could just run the old man through right now,” he said.

	“Let him talk,” I replied. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

	“I wish I could have done more to help him,” Talze continued. Easy to say, now that he’d had the man killed. “But I stand by my decision to fight the drought through hard work and sacrifice, rather than a hopeless fantasy. I’m glad the King has seen the wisdom in it.”

	It was only a matter of hours before Arianna and her gang of vagrants showed up. I was surprised to see the King wasn’t with them.

	“What’s this? What’s going on here?” Mayor Talze demanded. All of his guards pulled their swords out immediately, as did Chass and the Satyr. It looked almost identical to the one I had just killed. But then, I couldn’t hardly tell any of the creatures apart. 

	Chass stepped forward. “We escaped the King and are here to end the curse once and for all!” He yelled.

	“I was under the impression the King’s plan was to break the curse,” the Mayor said, confused.

	“You really don’t get it, do you?” Arianna interjected. “The King is not who you think. His plan is evil.”

	All the secrets. All the lies. It was really starting to get under my skin. I didn’t even know whose side I was on anymore. “So what exactly is the King’s plan?” I asked.

	Talze didn’t seem too happy with my outburst. “Silence, Argentis,” he said. “Let me handle this.”

	“No,” I said. “You know what? I’m tired of being lied to. Of being treated like a hired hand expected to obey without questioning. There’s something more going on here, and I want to know what it is.”

	“It doesn’t matter what the King’s plan was,” the satyr said. “Any minute now this place will be flooded with an army of Faun, and we will win.”

	I knew he was right, but until they arrived, we needed to keep the advantage. “You mean like Arctis?” I asked.

	The satyr’s ears perked up. So he knew that name.

	“You’ll be happy to know he fought well. A real brute, right up until the end.”

	“Liar!” The creature screamed. The fear on his face gave me a deep sense of satisfaction. 

	“And what did he say the other’s name was?” I asked, looking at Eldrad. “Miev? No, I don’t think any of your friends are going to be joining us today. The King, on the other hand, was likely right on your tail all the way from the castle. There is really no point in continuing the charade, so just tell us what’s going on!”

	“Never!” Chass yelled as he raised his sword. A brave fool, but a fool nonetheless. Arianna stepped up beside him and placed a hand on his shoulder.

	“No, Chass, he’s right,” she said. “We have no choice.” Finally, someone was seeing reason. “King Drevon is the one who started the curse,” she said in an unexpectedly authoritative voice. Talze and many of the guards gasped. 

	“Impossible,” The Mayor muttered. After everything I had seen, I honestly wasn’t surprised.

	“His plan was to use the Rain Spirit to make the entire Kingdom dependent upon the capital, while using the Spirits of Lightning and Thunder as instruments of war.”

	All of the pieces were falling together now. The mines, the ruthless training the knights had been going through, Eldrad and I being sent to keep tabs on a seemingly dead-end village. It was all part of the plan.

	“The King has allowed himself to be possessed by the Rain Spirit, just as I was possessed by the Spirit of Lightning on the day I was born,” Arianna said as she raised her hand and allowed sparks of electricity to swirl around it. “The day the curse was put in place.”

	Mayor Talze stood with his mouth agape, stunned. “So you’re not just an elemental?” he asked.

	“We’ve had one of the most powerful forces in the world right under our nose, and never knew it,” I said.

	Eldrad chuckled, “The runt who was bullied was actually a god who should have been worshiped.” He bowed in mock humility, “Your Majesty.” Several of the guards laughed.

	I stepped forward, swinging my sword casually. “So when the King promised me the power of the gods as reward, I suppose he meant I would be taking on the Spirit of Thunder.”

	“That’s right,” A booming voice called from somewhere in the ruins. We all looked to the source of the sound, and there, from under an ancient stone archway, King Drevon emerged, riding on the back of an armored praeg. The creature’s scaly skin was darker than any praeg I had seen before. Scorched with fire, no doubt.

	The King’s guards emerged from all corners of the ruins. They quickly surrounded Arianna, Chass, and the satyr. The King certainly knew how to make an entrance. Behind him on a black stallion rode in a mage who I immediately recognized as the hooded figure who had tipped Eldrad and I off about the location of the Thunder Temple. Of course the King would never have been able to put such a far-reaching curse in place without an immensely powerful magic user.

	The King’s beast sauntered into the center of the ruins on its two hind legs and the King deftly dismounted.

	“Allow me to give you a bit of a history lesson,” he said as all eyes were on him. “The true history of the war with Alahara.”

	I almost dropped my sword. I had on many occasions personally heard him deny that the Kingdom of Alahara had ever existed. And now I was about to learn the truth about my people’s downfall.

	“A secret history,” the King continued. “Passed down from father to son, King to King, until it was told to me by my father.” He stepped up onto the stone circle at the center of the ruins. “As the siege of Castle Kakara was coming to an end, when the people of the mighty Kingdom of Alahara had no hope of continued resistance, the elders came here, to this very temple, to make one final plea to the gods. They begged the Spirits of the Storm to join their war. To fight on their behalf. But the gods do not take sides. 

	“Their request angered the spirits so much that they abandoned the Kingdom altogether. Their avatars left the temple and retreated to a cave far beyond the Chasm of Fire. In their fury they sent a terrible storm like none that had been seen before. They laid waste to the Castle of Kakara, and decimated all the lands of the once-prosperous Kingdom of Alahara.”

	So it was never the viciousness of Idril that turned our kingdom into desolate wilds, but our own arrogance. Our own foolishness.

	“In their vain attempt to win the war, they made their defeat all the more complete. Now, some five hundred years later, I began to see the weaknesses of Alahara infesting our own Kingdom from within. Their naive reliance on peace, economic prosperity, and the misguided practice of democracy was threatening the stability and security we hold so dear. The Royal Bloodline has protected the Kingdom of Idril for millennia, and I wasn’t going to be the one to let it crumble. And so I had an idea. 

	“I assembled the Relics of Vel from the corners of the earth and I brought them here, not with a request for the gods, but with a demand.” His voice was growing louder, more resonant. I glanced over at Arianna. Her fists were clenched and lighting was arcing around her, but the guard’s sword across her neck was keeping her contained.

	“I spilled the blood of hundreds of my own people to summon the spirits here and enslave them within the relics, but there was one among them who eluded my grasp.” He stepped down from the platform and marched toward Arianna, his deliberate steps emphasizing each word. “The Spirit of Lightning slipped through my fingers, and chose to funnel itself into a poor, pitiful, pathetic peasant girl instead.” He was practically spitting the last few words in Arianna’s face. “It took me years to locate the spirit’s new host.” He turned away from her and walked toward Eldrad and me. I felt uncomfortable as everyone’s attention shifted my direction. “When I heard rumors of a young girl with elemental powers, I sent my two most trusted knights to keep tabs on the situation.” 

	Most trusted knights? That was news to me. It would have been nice to know my true mission at the time. Had Eldrad known? Had he been sending messages to the King behind my back?

	The King was approaching me now. It took everything I had to keep my back straight, my head held high, and to meet his towering gaze. “And now as recompense for your years of faithful servitude, I offer you the chance to join me as a god on earth. Kill the traitor Chass, and I shall bestow upon you the power of the Spirit of Thunder, and you shall take on the mantle of Champion of the King of Idril.”

	The guards holding Chass back pushed him forward. Eldrad shifted awkwardly beside me. “But your Majesty, I —”

	“Not now, Eldrad,” the King interrupted. “You shall receive your reward soon enough.”

	So there was something more going on between them. Had I been nothing more than a puppet in their game this whole time?

	Chass was moving toward me, his sword raised. I stepped forward to meet him.

	“Father, tell them to stop this!” Chass called out. “It’s not too late!”

	The King’s gaze shifted to Mayor Talze, gauging his reaction. 

	The fat coward stammered out, “I, I’m sorry son. There’s nothing I can do. The King’s orders must stand.”

	The King smirked with a satisfied chuckle.

	“I should have known you were taking orders from the person who started the curse!” Chass yelled.

	“Oh, not at all,” King Drevon replied. “Your father was simply an opportunistic pig who took advantage of a desperate situation. Quite impressive, really.”

	I looked over to Talze. His face was conflicted. He couldn’t decide whether to stand tall with pride at the King’s backhanded compliment, or to hang his head in shame at the realization that he had betrayed his own people, his family.

	I raised my sword toward Chass and crossed my blade with his.

	“You don’t have to do this,” he said through gritted teeth.

	“Oh, I think I do,” I replied. I pushed his blade away and swung my sword around to slash down at his left arm. He quickly recovered and parried my attack. He knew exactly where I would strike first. I took a step back. After years of sparring, we had memorized each other’s moves. If I was going to win, I would have to do something unexpected.

	He charged at me and I knocked his blade away, leaving his chest open. We had been through this routine a hundred times before. I raised my foot as if to kick him, and he positioned himself to catch my leg. Smart. He was finally catching on. At the last second I shot my foot downward, slamming into his knee. He crumpled to the ground.

	I swung my sword over my head to slash down at him, but he rolled out of the way and my blade stuck in the dirt. I pulled it out of the ground as he jumped to his feet and we squared off. I circled around him, and as he turned to track me he couldn’t hide his limp. Good. 

	“You’ve seen what the curse has done,” he said. “You’ve seen how the people suffer.” Was he trying to reason with me? “Do you really want to be on the side of monsters?”

	“I’ve seen true power,” I replied. “I’d rather be on the side of the winners.” After everything I’d been through I wasn’t going to let myself waiver now. I was finally getting the recognition I deserved. The reward I had fought so hard for for so many years.

	I lunged at Chass, and we sparred back and forth for several minutes. I would feign an attack one way, then pull back and strike from another direction, but Chass always predicted my moves. No matter how I maneuvered, he was always one step ahead of me, ready with a parry and a counter-attack. He even got in a few hits against my armor, but never enough to do any damage.

	I pulled in tight and took hold of his wrist with one hand, locking our blades at the hilt with the other. We struggled against each other, pushing and pulling, until I was able to swing my foot behind his good leg and sweep it out from under him. With all his weight on his injured knee he stumbled and fell flat on his back.

	I slashed down at him again and again, but he deflected every time as he scurried backward along the ground. He finally managed to kick my own feet out from under me, and we rolled away from each other and pushed back up to our feet, breathing heavily.

	“Your ancestors once believed in peace and equality,” he said between labored breaths. “If you join with the King, you’ll only be helping him destroy everything your people stood for.”

	“What do you know of my people?” I yelled as I launched another volley of attacks at him. I hammered into him with all the force I could muster. He only just managed to deflect each of my advances as he hobbled backward, careful not to put too much weight on his injured leg.

	My attacks slowed as my energy began to wane. I swung at his side, and rather than deflecting the blow he hooked his blade underneath mine, carrying it over between us and pinning it to the ground on the far side. He stomped on the hilt of my sword, ripping it from my fingers. Within an instant he brought his blade level to my throat and was guiding me away from my fallen sword.

	“I know they were wise. They sought to work with the spirits, not enslave them.”

	“They were fools! Weak! They trusted the spirits and what did it get them? Look around! Our people are scattered and our legacy is nothing more than a forgotten pile of ruins!” 

	I could see his resolve weakening. His eyes fell to the ground, and his sword drooped ever so slightly. In his moment of weakness I made my move. I deflected his sword with my gauntlet and took hold of the blade at the base of the hilt. I could feel the blade digging into my skin between the creases of my armor. I swung my other arm around and my fist connected squarely with his jaw. The force of the impact caused him to lose his grip on his sword, and I tossed it behind me. 

	I swung at him again, but he ducked under my arm and kicked at the back of my knee. I stumbled slightly, but recovered and spun around to meet him, swinging my arm behind me. He jumped backward and my fist flew within inches of his face. With his smaller size and light, leather armor, he would have the advantage of speed, but it didn’t matter. Even with his sword he couldn’t break through my armor. He didn’t stand a chance in hand-to-hand combat. 

	He ran toward me and jumped, feet first. Just like that little brat from the village we burned down. I braced myself for the impact, and took the full force of it to my chest. I barely budged as Chass bounced off and slammed to the ground. I swung at him again but he scrambled to his feet and ducked around behind me once again. This time he jumped on my back.

	I could feel him trying to wrap his arms around my neck, but he couldn’t get to it through my helmet. I tried to reach for him to throw him off, but my restrictive armor prevented me from raising my arms high enough. He managed to get his fingers under the edge of my helmet and rip it off, tossing it to the side as he clenched his legs around my abdomen for support. 

	Just as he finally managed to get a choke-hold, I lurched my torso forward and he flew over my head, landing on his back right in front of me. I brought my fist down toward his head but he rolled away just before I cracked his skull open. He pushed up onto his hands and knees, but before he could get to his feet I kicked him in the stomach. He rolled several times and lay there, clutching his gut. 

	I stepped over to him as he squirmed, helplessly, at my feet. He raised his eyes to meet mine, and wheezed out, “Their legacy… can be restored…” he coughed and spit up blood, which splattered across my boot. “…through you.” I froze and stared down at him. “Be the hero your people deserve.”

	Hmmph. What people? They were scattered and forgotten. I had given up on being a hero a long time ago. I was there to follow orders. To make a name for myself in the King’s service. Still, I didn’t move. I didn’t press my foot into his scrawny neck and suffocate him like I had imagined doing so many times before. I just… stood there.

	“What are you waiting for, south-dog?” The King’s voice called out from behind me. “Finish him!”

	Chass laughed, and more blood spattered out. “South-dog,” he said. “That’s all you’ll ever be to him.”

	“That’s all I’ll ever be to anyone,” I said as I placed my foot on his chest. The thought of crushing his rib cage filled me with adrenaline. Stomping on his heart over and over until it finally stopped beating. I could feel my own heart pounding inside my chest. 

	“Not to me,” he whispered.

	“What?”

	“You were the one who trained me. You taught me discipline, perseverance. Without you I would be a fat slob like my father.” I couldn’t help but chuckle. He had a point there. “You taught me to protect myself, but more importantly, to protect others. I saw you split your rations with the workers when there wasn’t enough to go around.”

	I could feel my chest heaving in rapid, shallow breaths. “They were exhausting themselves in the mines,” I said. “They deserved to eat.”

	“Then let them,” he replied. “Help us break the curse, and there will always be enough food to go around.”

	I dug my heel further into his chest, sparking another blood-filled coughing fit. “Shut up!” I yelled.

	But deep down I knew that he was right. And that made me hate him all the more. Would this be my legacy? The man who followed orders. So I would gain the power of gods, but it would only be used to squash the innocent. To attack those who couldn’t defend themselves. I was only a pawn in the King’s game.

	As a child I once saved my mother from a jackal by fighting it off with my bare hands. Even then I had a strength and ferocity that couldn’t be matched. My mother always told me I would find true greatness someday. That I would be the bravest protector the world had ever seen. 

	She had fought and scraped and did whatever she had to do to make a life for us in the Kingdom. But somewhere along the way I had forgotten who I was. Why I was doing all of this. I had to work twice as hard as my peers for the same recognition. Fight without mercy just to have a chance. That had made me calloused. Resentful. I went from protecting the innocent to killing out of spite.

	It was time for that to end.

	I took my foot off Chass’ chest and turned to King Drevon. “This isn’t right,” I said.

	“It’s right because I say it is,” the King replied. “If you aren’t strong enough to do what must be done, I’ll just have to find someone who is.”

	I suddenly felt a sharp pain in the back of my neck. I tried to scream, but the sound was caught in my throat. I took a deep breath in, but no air would come. I fell to my knees and reached for my throat. I felt the tip of a knife sticking through the front of my neck.

	Eldrad stepped around from behind me and walked up to the King. He knelt to one knee before him. “Have I earned your respect now, father?”

	Father? So Eldrad wasn’t just an ambitious knight trying to make a name for himself. He was a crown prince who had been forced to prove himself to a cold and heartless father.

	I watched as the King pulled the Thunder Relic out from his robe and extended it to Eldrad. “You have done well, my son. Now go, take the blood of your enemy, and receive the power of the gods!”

	Eldrad took the relic, and I heard a long, low rumble as darkness began to overtake the corners of my vision. Eldrad walked back over to me and pulled the knife from my neck. Cold air rushed into my lungs and I grew dizzy and fell onto my side.

	As the earth shook in a violent earthquake, my world went black.
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	I watched in disbelief as Chass and Argentis continued to duel. They were both fighting harder than they ever had in training. Only one was going to walk away alive. I thought back to all the mornings on our quest where I woke up to find Chass already training. All the times he insisted Egris or I spar with him, even at the end of a long day of traveling. He had been preparing himself for this moment. To protect me. To protect the Kingdom. 

	“Your ancestors once believed in peace and equality,” I heard Chass yell. “If you join with the King, you’ll only be helping him destroy everything your people stood for.”

	Even after everything Argentis had done, Chass was trying to turn him. I had saved the man’s life, now Chass was trying to save his soul. I couldn’t help but admire Chass’ optimism. His unwavering faith in humanity that had somehow managed to survive everything we’d been through.

	Unfortunately it only seemed to provoke Argentis even more. He continued to wail into Chass without giving him a moment of respite. Every time Chass gained an advantage, Argentis managed to turn it around in his favor. Before long they were both unarmed, kicking and punching and choking each other out.

	Finally, Argentis gained the upper hand. Chass was on the ground, wheezing. Even after all of his training, he couldn’t beat Argentis’ raw strength and enhanced armor. 

	I wanted to run to his side, to unleash a blast of lightning that would take Argentis out of the fight for good, but I could feel a trickle of blood as the blade across my neck dug deeper. 

	I saw Chass say something, too soft for me to hear at this distance. Argentis paused, but the anger on his face never abated. 

	“What are you waiting for, south-dog?” the King yelled. “Finish him!”

	I could see Chass and Argentis continue talking, but it didn’t seem to be doing any good, as Argentis placed his heavy boot over Chass’ heart. 

	I couldn’t bear to watch. I clenched my eyes shut, but for several moments nothing happened. No cries of agony, no snapping of ribs, nothing. The silence was almost unbearable.

	Just when I thought my teeth couldn’t be clenched any tighter, I heard the last thing I expected. Argentis’ voice called out, loud and clear, “This isn’t right!”

	My eyes shot open. Argentis had turned to face the King. Chass rolled over and crawled away as fast as his injured body could manage.

	“It’s right because I say it is,” the King said in answer. “If you aren’t strong enough to do what must be done, I’ll just have to find someone who is.”

	I could see Eldrad moving toward Argentis, his knife drawn. Everything in me wanted to scream out, to warn him. At the same time, everything in me wanted to watch it happen. 

	He killed your father! He deserves much worse than this.

	I had saved his life once, before I knew the truth. Would I be willing to do it again? Chass seemed to think he was redeemable, and apparently he had been right. But it didn’t matter now. There was nothing I could do.

	I watched in horror as the knife was thrust into the back of Argentis’ neck, and burst through the front of his throat. Argentis fell to his knees, his mouth opening and closing as though gasping for air that refused to come. 

	But even after all this, nothing could have prepared me for what happened next. 

	“Have I earned your respect now, father?” Eldrad asked as he marched toward the King.

	It was almost too much to take in. The quiet, stoic figure standing vaguely in the background of so many unpleasant memories was actually the crown prince?

	“You have done well, my son,” King Drevon said as he pulled the Thunder Relic from his robe. “Now go, take the blood of your enemy, and receive the power of the gods!”

	Stop him! You cannot allow my brother to be made subject to his will!

	But there was nothing I could do. As the ground shook beneath our feet, I could feel the unsteady blade at my neck digging deeper into my skin. One false move and it would slice through me like butter.

	Eldrad took the relic and moved toward Argentis. The King and Cypress followed along behind him, chanting an ancient ritual.

	Eldrad pulled the knife from Argentis’ throat, and let the blood flow onto his hand, holding the relic. Argentis fell to his side, and I knew he would be gone within seconds. 

	A deafening boom shook the ruins. The guard holding me back dropped his sword, and in his moment of disorientation I turned and blasted him just hard enough to knock him on his back. I ran to Chass’ side and let a surge of electricity run through him, healing his wounds. He jumped to his feet, said a quick, “Thanks,” then grabbed his sword and ran toward Egris who was quickly being overpowered by a handful of the King’s guards. 

	I turned my attention back to Eldrad. He had fallen to his knees as his armor was denting in on itself. I almost worried it would crush him alive. 

	The resounding crashes of thunder were suddenly replaced by an eerie silence. Eldrad sat hunched over, and the dim clashing of blades ceased as everyone looked on breathlessly. After several long moments Eldrad pushed himself up to his feet, looked around, and extended his arm toward a tall stone pillar. A shockwave of thunder blasted out from Eldrad’s hand. It distorted the air in its path, knocked Eldrad back several feet, and turned the stone pillar into a pile of gravel.

	Eldrad turned his gaze toward me. I took hold of the bow that was still miraculously slung around my shoulder, and quickly strung an arrow. I closed my eyes and felt a surge of electricity charge up the bolt. I opened my eyes and unleashed the arrow toward Eldrad’s extended hand just as a crash of thunder filled the air. 

	His blast and my electrified bolt met mid-air, and unleashed a shock-wave that knocked everyone to their backs. I blacked out for a moment, and even when I came to I couldn’t seem to shake the ringing in my ears. When I finally managed to sit up, I saw that the King and Cypress were the only ones still standing, and they were heading right for me. 

	I scrambled toward my bow, but a wave of water from the King sent me sprawling across the ground. I jumped to my feet and saw Chass and Egris running toward me, but they were too late. Cypress was right in front of me, and his knife was thrust into my stomach. He had a hand on my shoulder, supporting my weight, and his golden, reptilian eyes were locked on mine. 

	“I’m going to enjoy being the God of Lightning,” he whispered. 

	He pulled the knife out and as my body collapsed I felt Chass’ arms wrap around me. He fell to his knees and I lay helplessly across his lap. “Arianna, no…”

	Suddenly, a massive bolt of lightning shot out from me, and I watched as its tendrils spread out across the ruins, seemingly in slow motion. I looked around and realized all of the people were standing completely still, as if frozen in time.

	“What’s going on?” I asked the Lightning Spirit.

	I’ve had enough, it replied. It’s my turn now.

	With what felt like a massive gust of wind, my spirit was ripped free of my body. I found myself standing in the center of the stone ruins. I could see Chass and Egris hovering over my body while the King and his men stood around them. They were all frozen in place. 

	The ruins looked different somehow. Less ominous. As if they weren’t ruins at all, but had been restored to their ancient glory. It was like I could see the walls that had once stood tall around the Temple of the Storm, but at the same time I couldn’t. 

	My mind raced to tell me I wasn’t really there. I couldn’t even feel my heart beating, my chest was locked in place. I didn't panic. The ruins around me were glowing, illuminated by the arcs of lightning that slowly spread across the whole area. There was a soft blue hue as wisps of energy flowed out from the cracks in the stone. 

	The runes that were once damaged were restored. I still couldn't read them, but I doubted anyone had for a thousand years. Several yards away from me I saw two figures emerge from behind ruined pillars. My parents! My father Carine, looking just as he had the day he left Manse Village, and my mother Solph, like an adult version of me with long brown hair, green eyes, pointed ears, and a smile that glimmered. As she moved closer I could see her pale skin sparkle and shine and I realized without a doubt she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. 

	I didn't hesitate. 

	I didn't even question whether this could be one of the King's tricks. I ran up to my father and wrapped my arms around him and he embraced me. I felt the warmth of my mother's hand as she joined in. I felt her tears touch my face and mix with my own. 

	"I always knew you had the spirit of the storm in you," my father said.

	"This is the end, isn't it?" I asked in a serene voice. 

	"That is your choice to make," my mother's voice. It was soft. Well-spoken. I'd never heard her speak before, and yet it was completely familiar. Comforting.

	I turned and looked toward my fading body. There, among the frozen crowd, stood another figure I hadn’t seen before. It wasn’t an elf, though it had vaguely the same shape. Its body seemed to be made entirely of electricity. I knew at once it was the avatar of the Lightning Spirit.

	"I can heal myself, can't I?" I asked the spirit. 

	"Yes. If you choose to," it answered. Its voice was oddly familiar, almost a distortion of my own.

	"And what happens if I don't?" I asked, looking back to my parents. 

	My mother and father glanced at one another lovingly. 

	"Death isn't so bad. It's very peaceful," my father said. 

	"You could stay with us. Forever," my mother added. 

	I let go of their arms and walked over to Chass and stroked his hair. I stared at him for what seemed like an eternity. 

	"Why can't we have that peace while we are still alive?" I asked, staring at the heartbreak in Chass' eyes. 

	"Perhaps you could. If you succeed," my father answered, standing beside me, my mother behind me. She knelt down beside me. As I stroked Chass' hair I looked over and saw Egris. I remembered seeing him when I was a child wandering into the woods. How far I'd come. How strange the world was. 

	"You've done your part, Arianna. No one could possibly expect any more from you," my mother said gently. 

	“Nevertheless, more must be done,” the Spirit interjected. “If you allow the King to control all three spirits, he will be unstoppable. Everyone you love will be enslaved and tortured. The very land will be warped into an abomination of his evil will. It may be hundreds, even thousands of years before the natural order is restored.”

	I looked to my father. He was always so wise. My source of direction when nothing else made sense. “What should I do?” I asked him.

	“No one can make that choice but you, Aria,” he replied. “I trust you’ll make the right one.”

	I closed my eyes and let out a sigh of determined resignation. I knew what I had to do.

	"This burden has been placed on me. I alone carry it. If I don't break the curse now, no one will be able to stand against the King." 

	"You are my daughter, aren't you?" My father said with a warm smile.

	"I'll be with you soon enough," I said, hugging both of them. 

	“We’ll be waiting,” my mother said as they both moved toward a massive wooden door in the ethereal ruins. Just before they opened the door, my father paused and turned to the battlefield. It was only then that I noticed a strange man standing over Argentis’ body. 

	He seemed to be in a daze, broken only when my father called out to him, “Come, Argentis. It’s time to go.”

	Argentis? I suddenly realized his strange robe must have the ceremonial garb of the ancient Alaharan people. In his final moments he had honored the memory of his ancestors, and now they were ready to welcome him home once and for all.

	“But, how can I?” Argentis asked. “When I —”

	“I don’t blame you for what you did,” my father interrupted him. “You were deceived, the same as the rest of us. I am no more without guilt than you are, but that is all behind us now. Come, let us find peace.”

	I watched as my father and mother, the two people I’d loved more than anyone in the world, together with Argentis, the man I had hated more than anyone, passed together into the void beyond the veil. 

	My father’s spirit was gone, but I could hear his voice echo through the temple, "Go, Aria, my little songbird. Save the world."

	I crouched down next to my lifeless body. Hovering a hand over the hole in my chest. "But you must know that if you survive, you won't be the same."

	I paused and let my father finish, "The spirit has been a part of you since the day you were born. It has molded you into who you are today." 

	"Once it is removed,” my mother added, “that part of you will be gone forever. You will be a different person." 

	I looked up to the avatar of the spirit, still hovering over me.

	"Then I will find out who I truly am. I hope I like me." 

	I smiled and pressed my hand into the wound on my chest. 

	Everything went black.

	I wasn’t standing near the ruins anymore. Chass, Egris, everyone disappeared and I stood in a void. The avatar of the Spirit of Lightning was all that remained.

	“Before we go back, I think you and I need to talk,” she said.

	“Yes, I think we do,” I replied.

	“You have to let me take control,” she said. “The only way to free my brothers —”

	“No,” I cut her off. “Our only hope of winning is to fight side by side. Not as master and slave, but as sisters.

	“Sisters?”

	“I’ve spent my entire life trying to suppress you, control you. As if you were a part of me that I could keep quiet, if only I had the willpower. But you’re not a part of me at all.”

	“Sisters,” the spirit repeated, mulling the word over.

	“It has always been your anger, your impulsiveness that has pushed me to act when I was too timid, too afraid.”

	“And your compassion,” the spirit said, catching on, “that has kept me in check. Preventing me from killing everything in our path.”

	“So it’s settled then. We’re a team.”

	The spirit’s sparking eyes seemed to narrow. “It’s settled.”

	I jerked awake, gasping for air. Chass was startled and nearly dropped me from his arms. Egris leapt to his feet. The King spun around and I heard him shout, "What!" as I rose to my feet. 

	"You didn’t think it was going to be that easy to kill me, did you?" 
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	A distant noise echoed through the stone ruins, like a faint whistling of wind through the trees.

	Egris’ ears perked up, and he took a hopeful step forward. He seemed to brace himself, as if for impact, then let out the most ferocious noise I had ever heard him emit. 

	His cry was answered by a symphony of howls from the forest. The echoes sounded like the drums of war, reverberating off the stone walls and almost causing the ground to shake as Egris towered over the guards and held out his arms. He looked like a warrior. Even despite our many battles this was the first time I had seen him rise. He had been waiting for this moment. 

	Moments later a swarm of Fauns and elves, even dwarves and others I didn’t recognize rushed out from the woods. Egris grabbed hold of me and the two of us moved away from the guards. I saw one of them strike Egris' shoulder, but he didn't even flinch. I felt his fur, his arms wrapped around me protecting me from the arrows flying in our direction. Egris was too fast for the King's archers, who changed targets and tried to attack the newcomers. They were too late. The swarm was already attacking the King's guards. Among them I saw Chrysalis riding an armored Emery, Miev, and even Scyenna.

	Miev. So Argentis had been bluffing. I looked around for a sight of Arctis, but I couldn’t make him out in the fury of fur and swords. Perhaps Argentis’ lie was based on a half-truth, after all.

	Egris let me go when we were far enough away to not get caught in the crossfire. I watched as Scyenna took on three guards at once. She was still as graceful and precise as I had ever seen her, but I could see the rage burning behind her controlled face.

	From my perch atop the stone platform at the center of the temple I could see the whole battle playing out. The King’s guards were hopelessly outnumbered, but they were quickly proving that their ruthless training had been well worthwhile. Each one fought with the strength of ten.

	As I examined the faces in the melee there were many that I recognized, but at least as many I had never seen before. Yet it all felt somehow familiar, as if the vivid descriptions and sketches in my father’s journals had come to life before me. The family crest on a shield that deflected blow after blow. The thick braid of dark hair that sat perched in a tree with a crossbow. 

	As I made eye contact with each one of them, they all seemed to know exactly who I was. All of my father’s old friends reunited for one final mission.

	I noticed Miev had several arrows stuck in her arm, but they weren't slowing her down. I had no idea the Faun could be so strong. A part of me wondered if this was why the King had tried to turn them into monsters. They were peaceful creatures, but when it came down to it they fought with all their hearts in battle. I realized a guard had a crossbow trained in my direction, but Emery tackled him from behind at the last second. Chrysalis dismounted and dispatched the guard as Emery bounded toward me, snuggling her armored muzzle into my chest. 

	The stone pillars around me cracked as Eldrad's thunder rang out around us. The ground shook. Several of the Fauns stopped in their tracks. As they stopped Chrysalis jumped forward with a golden longbow and fired three arrows towards the King. Eldrad clapped again and the arrows shattered into a million splinters. Chrysalis fired again. This time one of the arrows almost hit him. Chass stared at her with amazement. Just as hopelessly in love with her as the day we left. Maybe more so now. Miev grabbed hold of her just as she began to pull another arrow from her quiver. A blast of distorted air rushed over them. A crumbling stone pillar burst like broken glass as my ears went deaf from the sound of thunder. 

	Miev used her body to shield Chrysalis. Her hair standing up on end. Her horns broken. I could see the blood flowing out from her arm. She turned her face towards us. I could see the sadness in her eyes as she realized what this place had once been. Despite the pain the two of them stood back up and continued fighting as Emery leapt back to Chrysalis’ side.

	More of the King's guards were rushing in. They must have been hiding out nearby as reinforcements in case things didn’t go as planned. Some of them were mercenaries. Talze's men. Probably hired them along the way here to make sure Chass never made it home. I wanted to strike him down for what he did to Chass. Chrysalis reloaded her bow with another three arrows.

	Chass had followed close behind us. Shadowing Egris. I could still feel the presence of my mother and father as we stood at the center of the ruins. King Drevon and Cypress marched toward me. Eldrad, still covered in the blood of Argentis, was following behind them. The two piece-meal armies were all fighting one another, evenly matched despite the sheer power of the Fauns and Chrysalis’ archery skills. 

	I looked back to Chass and Egris. "Take out Mr. God of Thunder and I'll hold off the King as long as I can," I commanded, promising myself it was a good plan. I reminded myself I had the spirit of lightning inside me like an older sister watching my back. Chass and Egris immediately moved toward Eldrad. The three of us had been through everything together and had come to reach an understanding. Despite our failures we'd still grown close as a family; friends bound by blood, bound by the fate of the world. 

	As Egris and Chass pressed forward they were spotted by two guards, who engaged them. They dispatched the two guards easily enough as two more appeared. I could see Eldrad had broken off from guarding the King and was waiting for Chass and Egris to reach him.

	The King approached me. Still grinning like he'd won. He waved his hand and streams of water emerged from his fingertips and floated in front of him. Cypress was moving around to my left, flanking me. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

	“It’s time. Let’s do this.”

	I opened my eyes to find the King and Cypress stopped in their tracks, staring aghast. There, next to me, stood the avatar of the Spirit of Lightning.

	“Side by side,” I said.

	“Like sisters,” she replied in a buzzing voice.

	I tightened my fists. Bolts of lightning formed spikes protruding from the backs of my wrists. Lightning arced around my palm to form a gauntlet. I could feel the energy of lightning surrounding me like armor. Solid white with specks of blue. 

	The King summoned several more balls of water and hurled them in my direction.

	I raised my arm and formed a small shield around my forearm in the shape of an arrowhead. I imagined the shield as a recreation of one I had once seen my father use. The one with our family crest. Another artifact he had to sell to get food on our table. The blasts of water hit the shield and evaporate in a puff of steam.

	"Impressive," the King grinned as he formed two spikes of ice, mimicking my own weapons of lightning. 

	Slowly and deliberately the Lightning Spirit and I forced our way between the King and Cypress, standing back to back as we fought. The King didn't let up. Each time an ice spike shattered against my shield or was sliced off by my own spikes, he would simply generate a new one and strike again. Any blows I managed to land glanced off his enchanted armor.

	I could sense, more than see, Cypress engaging with the Lightning Spirit behind me. I was aware of her movements, almost like watching through a second pair of eyes in the back of my mind. Cypress was wielding his staff, casting spell after spell to ward off her attacks and launch a few of his own. He may have been more powerful than any other living mage, but this level of magic use was bound to take a physical toll on anyone. 

	We were slowly moving away from each other as each of us pushed our respective opponents back. While it seemed we had the upper hand for the moment, I knew this close-quarters combat would only end in a stalemate, and wasn’t allowing any of us to make full use of our powers.

	I glanced to the side and noticed an entrance to a staircase, now half in ruins, that must have once led to the top of a mighty tower. As I pushed the King nearer to it I slipped past him and ran up the stone steps. I projected a force-field of lightning behind me, completely blocking the entrance. I knew it would only take a few seconds for the King to blast his way through, but those few seconds would be enough.
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	Chass and I flanked Arianna, swords drawn, as the King and his twisted mage advanced toward her. She had to be protected at all costs. 

	"Take out Mr. God of Thunder and I'll hold off the King as long as I can," Arianna shouted.

	Did she really think she could handle the King and Cypress at once? Chass and I exchanged glances. We had no way of knowing what happened during those few brief moments we had thought she was dead, but clearly something had changed. She had a confidence in her bearing, an authority in her voice that couldn’t be ignored.

	Chass and I broke off and made to cut off Eldrad, who was lagging several steps behind the others. Two guards jumped at us, seemingly out of nowhere. A blade swung down toward me, and I knocked it to the side with my sword. The guard stumbled from the force of his deflected momentum, and crashed into his companion. Chass’ sword came down on the disoriented guard, and I threw a knife at the one who had been knocked off balance. My knife found its mark in the small gap just below the guard’s helmet.

	No sooner had those two guards been eliminated than two more appeared to take their place. I could see Eldrad standing by, watching us. Taunting us. 

	These two guards were better prepared than the first. That, and I was beginning to feel the fatigue of battle set in. Their attacks were coming too swiftly, my parries not swiftly enough. Chass and I were switching back and forth between them, forcing them to keep their guard up in all directions, not knowing where the next attack was coming from. They caught on soon enough, and tried to draw us apart from each other. 

	All around, I could see the battle raging in the corners of my vision. This contest wouldn’t be won by the strength of either army. It all came down to Arianna. But even if she miraculously defeated both the King and Cypress, it would be a moot point so long as Eldrad held the power of the Thunder Spirit. 

	It didn’t take long for the guard I was engaged with to disarm me. I had let myself become distracted. Worried about things beyond my control instead of focusing on the fight in front of me. 

	As the guard pulled back to thrust his sword toward my gut, I dug my hooves into the dirt and summoned all of the strength I could muster. I let out the most vicious, guttural howl I had ever unleashed, and launched myself at my assailant. I deflected his sword with my horns and pounced on his chest. An instant later he was flat on his back, my claws piercing through his breastplate and into his chest.

	I jumped to my feet and squared off toward Eldrad, who seemed visibly shaken by my display of raw ferocity. Chass stepped up to my side, having finished off his own attacker. Eldrad extended his hand toward us, and we jumped in either direction to avoid his blast. I rose to my feet and rushed toward Eldrad, knowing that without my sword there wouldn’t be much I could do against his cursed armor. With his attention fully trained on me, I saw that Chass had a window to assault him from behind. 

	I maintained my charge and took the full brunt of one of Eldrad’s blasts, giving Chass just enough time to make his attack. Eldrad barely reacted in time, and pulled out his sword as Chass’ blade came down toward him. With their blades locked Eldrad tried to send a thunder blast into Chass’ stomach, but at such close range Chass had no trouble dodging it. 

	As I recovered my breath from the impact, I noticed my sword lying on the ground nearby. I swooped it up and rushed toward the dueling Chass and Eldrad. “Keep close!” I yelled as I advanced. “Don’t let him use his power!”

	Unlike his father, the King, Eldrad didn’t have the wherewithal to master his newfound ability so quickly. As our swords clashed it almost felt like we were dancing. I stepped off to the right, Chass moved in from the left. Without his new powers to protect him, Eldrad was no match for the two of us. When we thought we had the upper hand, Chass swung down toward a dent in Eldrad's armor just as I knocked his sword from his hand. It wasn’t enough. 

	A blast of thunder that shook even the ruins burst forth from Eldrad. We were both knocked to our backs. The blast was so powerful it ripped Eldrad’s armor to shreds, leaving several gaping holes. Eldrad turned toward me with his hand held high. As I braced for the impact, Miev interceded. 

	Clutching Eldrad's arm, she tackled him to the ground. Eldrad blasted her off of him and retrieved his sword. Miev launched another attack, ignoring Eldrad’s blade as it glanced off her broken horns, her blood-soaked arms. She was using the deep magic. Magic passed down through her family. Forbidden to use in battle unless necessary. 

	Miev caught Eldrad's sword in her hand and pressed forward, the blade tearing into the muscles inside her fingers. She didn't back down. She clenched her fingers around the blade and pushed forward until she was neck and neck with Eldrad. With her free hand she formed a fist and punched through a gap in Eldrad's armor. She pulled back a bloody fist as the jagged edges of Eldrad’s shredded armor tore through her skin.

	“That was for Arctis!” She yelled as she let go of his sword and readied herself for another attack.

	The thug stumbled back as he tried to catch his breath. Even with the power of the Thunder Relic he was no match for Miev's rage. There was a price. Using the deep magic like that was only temporary. Unnatural. Miev’s body began to give way. She launched herself toward Eldrad, but he was ready this time. He regained his composure just in time to swing upward and take Miev’s arm off. 

	He allowed himself a quick smile in his victory, when an arrow caught him in the back of the neck. Miev made her retreat toward one of the Faun priests waiting for her. Eldrad, surprised by the attack, turned toward Chrysalis and ripped the arrow from his neck. He held out his hand. A wave of energy formed from the compressed sound of thunder. 

	Chass moved in front of Eldrad.

	"No!" he shouted. The blast hit him in the chest, knocking him back. 

	Chrysalis quickly mounted on Emery’s back and the pair bounded toward Chass. 

	Eldrad was laughing in his temporary victory. He had fended off every attack we had thrown at him, but I knew his luck was running out.

	I glanced over to where Arianna had engaged with the King and Cypress, but nothing prepared me for what I saw. Rather than Arianna, the avatar of the Spirit of Lightning was locked in combat with Cypress, who was clearly being pushed to the edge of his ability as a mage.

	I couldn’t see Arianna, but after a moment I spotted the King staring up at a tower at the far end of the temple. I looked up just in time to see Arianna rush out onto the top of the tower and turn back toward the top of the stairwell. Only the King didn’t follow her up the stairs. Instead, he shot a jet of water at the ground beneath him, and propelled himself up over the edge of the tower.

	“Arianna!” I shouted as loud as I could, but I doubted my voice would carry over the cacophony of the battle.
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	I spun around just as I heard my name ringing out from somewhere in the battle below. I turned just in time to see the King being propelled over the edge of the tower and launching a fresh round of ice arrows at me. I threw up my shield just in time to catch the projectiles, but the impact sent me stumbling back against the parapet.

	I grabbed onto the edge to keep myself from toppling over the side. From my vantage point just above the trees, I could see for miles in every direction. Distant mountains glowed red in the light of the setting sun. The temple rested atop a slight hill, though I hadn’t noticed the uphill climb as we had approached.

	“You’ll never win,” King Drevon taunted as his quiet footsteps crept up behind me. 

	I surveyed the chaos below. Swords clashed. Arrows flew. Bodies were strewn throughout the ruins. So many people had sacrificed so much for me. 

	No, not for me. It was for their families. For their children. For a better world. I just happened to be the only one who could make that better world a reality. “Return to me, sister,” I whispered to the Lightning Spirit. “I need your strength.”

	My gaze found Chass cradled in Chrysalis’ arms as Eldrad dueled with Egris nearby. Chass’ eyes met mine, and he gave a slight nod. He rose, took up his sword, and hobbled toward the unsuspecting Eldrad.

	“I have to win,” I muttered as I could feel the King’s shadow looming over me. “I have no other choice.”

	As I felt the full power of the Lightning Spirit flow through me once again, I channeled it all into my fist, spun around, and launched a massive bolt of lightning through the King’s chest just as his own blade of ice pierced my heart. King Drevon looked down to the smoking hole in his armor in shock.

	A boom rang out from below, and we both turned to see Eldrad on his knees in a cloud of dust, sitting at the bottom of a small crater. Anyone near him had been blown clear across the ruins, and the rest of the battlefield had fallen silent. Chass’ sword was protruding from his back, and Egris’ sword was lodged in his stomach.

	I felt my mother's voice whispering into my ear, echoed by my father's. Another voice, the Lightning Spirit, telling me to repeat what I heard, "apsene pice húta lya marta," As I recited the last part of the ancient spell I coughed up blood, "mettanyë húro." 

	A low rumble shook the ground, and the King's blade of ice, still stuck in my chest, dissolved. A wind blew up from between us and we both fell onto our backs. From the ground I gazed up to the sky to see a bolt of lightning travel across the clouds. It was followed by a loud crash of rolling thunder. I pulled myself up over the edge of the parapet. In the distance, over a golden plain of withered grass, a black cloud was moving toward us. The cloud seemed to stretch from the sky all the way down to the earth. As it moved closer I began to hear a low rumble; not like thunder, more like a pattering sound.

	Below I could see everyone looking up as droplets of water were falling all around. Could this be rain?

	My question was answered a moment later as the black cloud overtook us, and a torrent of water gushed from the heavens, soaking into my clothes and turning the hard ground below into a slick mud. I could see the King’s guards struggling to keep their traction as they scattered into the ruins around the temple. The Fauns, as if remembering how much they loved traveling in these conditions, wasted no time chasing after them. I collapsed and slid down the edge of the parapet. 

	Nice going, sis. 

	Cypress rushed out onto the roof of the tower and saw the King lying motionless at my feet. He ran to the King’s side, and in an instant they both vanished into thin air.

	 I smiled as the rain flowed to my wound and sealed it up. I closed my eyes and let myself be lulled to sleep by the comforting sounds of the first storm I had ever experienced.  
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	I didn't choose to be born into this world cursed; the vessel for a spirit of lightning. I didn't choose to be a hero. I didn't choose my own fate. 

	Rain fell down on the grave where I buried my father's ashes. A small tombstone sat with an ancient rune. Rebirth. For the first time since my mission began I finally had a chance to mourn him. Not just cry but actually mourn the loss of the life I once had. The life I once resented having. 

	As the embers burned out they swallowed the last pages of my father's journals, and I was left wondering. Feeling a sense of hope. Everything had not yet been made right with the world, but it was a start. 

	King Drevon still ruled from his throne in Fennox Castle. It must have taken Cypress every ounce of dark magic he could muster to keep the king alive. King Drevon had proclaimed to the citizens of Idril that he was the one who had broken the curse, and that it was, as he had always suspected, Fauns who had started the drought for their own nefarious purposes. He said we would no longer tolerate their hatred, their wickedness, their feral appetites. He had effectively declared war on the entire species. 

	And so my father's legacy would live on in secret. 

	His mission was complete, but my own journey was only just beginning. 

	I looked out over the lush green fields that stretched beyond the graveyard. In just a matter of weeks the crops had shot up faster than I ever imagined they could. Emery hadn't left my side since the ruins. 

	I was wearing a dress for a party at what used to be the Mayor's mansion. No one lived there now. It had become a center for trade and council. That night, it was to be the venue for a wedding. Chass and Chrysalis. Their union would signify a new friendship between elves and Fauns. The celebrations were sure to last all through the night.

	My leather armor had been locked away in a box in my home. Maria insisted she could fix it but I didn't want her to.

	I felt strange without the Spirit of Lightning inside me. Alone. I could sometimes hear a voice calling out to me in my dreams. It was far away from here. Sometimes I woke up in the middle of the night. My bags were packed. I was ready to run away again. 

	Maria was more than happy to have me back. She said the mine workers rebelled against the foreman and Talze hadn't been back to the village since the first storm. A part of me hoped I would never see him again. 

	In his absence, Chass and I helped establish a small ruling council, though neither of us wanted to be a part of it. It was only a matter of time before an all-out civil war broke out, and we had to be prepared to do what was necessary.

	In the meantime, Manse village had become a refuge for the oppressed, a shelter for troubled times. 

	Chass approached me from behind. 

	Since being freed of the spirit I had refused to touch a weapon. I couldn’t stomach the thought of violence, much less inflicting it myself.

	"We may have broken the curse, but this is far from over. The King is going to come down on us with the full force of his wrath," Chass said, standing beside me. I took a deep breath and stared into the distance. My flowing dress flapped in the wind. 

	"My part in this war is over, Chass. The next battle is going to be yours."

	I turned and walked away, leaving him alone with his thoughts. 

	My own destiny lay on a different path. I had to answer the call of the spirits. To return to the temple. And maybe, just maybe, I would find out who I truly was.
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	This was not at all how I had imagined my wedding day would be.

	As a young faun, I always pictured a small gathering of friends and family in ceremonial garb on my father’s farm. A quiet ceremony officiated by Brau-Na, the village elder, and a handsome, muscular faun with sturdy, dark horns twisting down the side of his head professing his eternal devotion to me, his bride. 

	I never once thought I would fall in love with an elf. I could never have predicted that my wedding would represent more than just a union between two lovers, but also a bond between two species joining together under a common cause. Uniting together for war.

	Brau-Na would, in fact, be officiating the ceremony; that much at least hadn’t changed. But the venue, far from the familiar setting of my childhood home, was a great hall in the elven village of Manse. It would be filled with elves and faun alike. Some of whom I had grown up with, some of whom I had fought alongside in the battle at the Temple of the Storm, and some of whom I had never met before that day.

	The great hall was a part of the mayor’s mansion, a massive compound at the center of the village that should have been a part of Chass’ inheritance as the son of the ousted Mayor Talze. Chass and I both agreed that we would never be happy living there. Instead, it would be used as a shelter for refugees, the seat of the newly-formed council that would govern in Mayor Talze’s place, and as the headquarters for our resistance against King Drevon. 

	It had been several months since Arianna had broken the curse and ended the drought, foiling King Drevon’s plans to extend his power beyond the borders of Idril. There had not yet been any signs of the King’s promised retaliation, but we all knew it was only a matter of time before all-out war broke out between the elves of the capital and the fauns scattered throughout the kingdom. We all just wanted to enjoy the temporary peace, however long it might last.

	I entered the great hall to see Miev balancing on a rickety ladder, trying to hang a string of lanterns from the ceiling with her one arm. I rushed over, took hold of the ladder to sturdy it, and held up a hand to help Miev down. She looked like she could have toppled over any second.

	“I haven’t fallen yet,” she said as she finished tying off the strand and descended the ladder, ignoring my hand. She had always been headstrong and independent. Now she seemed determined to prove that she wasn’t any less capable than she had been before losing her dominant hand in the battle at the Temple of the Storm. It was a very real reminder of what we had all sacrificed. Of how much our species had changed since the quiet, harmonious days I remembered from my childhood.

	“You shouldn’t be doing this alone,” I said. “Where is Arianna? She is supposed to be helping you.”

	“She went to gather flowers from the forest.” I could hear the irritation in her voice. It must have been Arianna’s idea to gather flowers, not Miev’s. 

	“Do you know when she’ll be back?” I asked.

	“She should have been back hours ago,” she replied. Although it was true that Arianna had gone through far more than any of us could have possibly imagined, it was growing more and more difficult to continue extending her grace as the months went by. No matter where she was or what she was doing, she was never fully there. I couldn’t count the number of times I’d walked into a room to find her staring blankly into space, her hands frozen in the middle of whatever task she had been performing. So lost in thought, she didn’t even remember that she had been chopping vegetables, or sewing a garment, or doing anything at all. She was going to get herself hurt if she wasn’t careful.

	“Let me find someone to lend you a hand,” I told Miev. She shot me a sideways glance, and I knew I should have been more careful with my choice of words. I pushed on before she could say anything, “And I’ll ask around if anyone has seen Arianna.”

	Miev muttered a quick, “Thank you,” under her breath and shifted her focus back to untangling the next strand of lanterns. I wanted to say something, but no words would form, so I simply turned and left the great hall. I was appreciative of the work everyone was doing to make this day special for me, but also mindful of the fact that we were all a little on edge.

	These past several months had been uneasy, to say the least, filled with speculations about what the future might hold. Chass and I hoped our wedding would give everyone a break from the constant waiting and wondering. That we would be able to forget, even if just for a few hours, the problems of the wider world and the terrors awaiting us just over the horizon. There was still happiness and joy to be found in the midst of uncertainty and chaos, and I was determined to find it. 

	A scent drifted through the back halls of the compound, and as I inhaled deeply, I felt every muscle in my body instantly relax. The smell was coming from the kitchen. My mother, Lavendra, and Arianna’s caretaker, Maria, were busy preparing the evening meal for after the ceremony. We had planned a great feast filled with traditional elvish and faunic dishes, followed by drinking and dancing late into the night.

	It reminded me of the night Chass and I first met. The night he and Arianna first came into our village and filled us with a hope we hadn’t felt since I was only five years old. Even then, Arianna didn’t fully understand her role as savior to the fauns. Nor did we realize the heavy price she would be forced to pay on our behalf. We only knew what her father, Carine, had told us: that she alone could break the curse.

	The memory of Carine filled my heart with a heavy sadness, and I paused just outside the kitchen doors. I dearly wished he could have been there, at my wedding. He had spent so much time in the village planning expeditions with my father that I had come to think of him as an uncle. He had trained me to fight and use a bow and arrow as soon as I was old enough to hold one. He had brought me Emery as a gift from Arianna. He told me that as long as I took care of her, she would always protect me. 

	As a child, I used to sit at his feet as he told me stories of his adventures and of his own precious daughter, Arianna. It wasn’t until she came to our village that I learned he had never told her stories of me. She didn’t even know that he had brought Emery to me, only that he had taken the cuima away from her. 

	I could feel a knot forming in my stomach. I had always thought I knew him so well, and through his stories, Arianna as well. To find out that she didn’t even know I existed, that he had hidden that entire part of his life from her, filled me with an incredible uneasiness. I had to remind myself that however uncomfortable that made me feel, it could only be ten times worse for Arianna. 

	With how suddenly everything had changed, it was easy to forget that he was actually dead. Even now, I half-expected him to come around the corner with that goofy ponytail of his. It was so strange to think that all of this had started because he had been murdered. Otherwise, it might have been years before he decided Arianna was ready to know the truth, to make the ultimate sacrifice and end the drought. To be honest, he may never have been able to make that decision. To know that your own child must die to save others must be an incredibly heavy weight to bear. It was understandable that he would want to protect her from that for as long as possible.

	I could hear muffled voices rising on the other side of the kitchen doors and knew that if I didn’t intervene soon, I would have yet another fire to put out. I let out a sigh and pushed through the double doors.

	As soon as I entered the room, I could feel the atmosphere change. Maria and my mother instantly stopped their bickering and put on their best smiles. I knew it was all a show for my sake. They wanted everything to be perfect for my big day.

	“Chrysalis, dear,” my mother said, “What are you doing here?” She was rolling out dough while Maria was chopping vegetables for a stew. The other fauns and elves in the kitchen were intently focused on their jobs, trying very hard to act like nothing was wrong. 

	“Just doing the rounds to make sure everything is on schedule,” I replied as I casually glanced around the room.

	“Oh, you don’t have to worry about us,” Maria piped in. “We’ve got everything well handled.” She tried to sound as reassuring as possible, but I couldn’t help but think she was chopping a little more vigorously than was necessary. 

	“Good,” I replied. “Then you won’t mind sparing someone to help out elsewhere.”

	They both paused briefly and exchanged a quick sideways glance, probably hoping I wouldn’t notice.

	“No, I suppose that would be fine,” my mother said, not entirely convincingly. 

	I spotted a young faun who seemed to be acting busy more so than actually working and pointed at him. “You, go to the great hall and help Miev hang the decorations.”

	“Yes, ma’am,” he said as he gave me an awkward nod and shuffled out of the room. I wasn’t usually that authoritative, but it was my wedding day, and I wasn’t going to let that power go to waste.

	Maria glanced back over her shoulder at me as she poured her vegetables into a simmering pot. “Isn’t Arianna helping her?” She asked.

	“Arianna is…” I let out a heavy sigh, “…a little preoccupied.” Truthfully I didn’t know what was going on with her. “I was actually going to ask if you had seen her recently.”

	“We’ve not seen her all day,” Maria answered as she pulled a large paper-wrapped lump of something from a cabinet and plopped it down on the counter.

	My mother was filling pockets of dough with a mixture of herbs and spices. It was a favorite dish of mine that I was sure would be a staple for Chass and me once we were living together. It was one of the few recipes I had actually taken the time to learn from my mother. I had spent so much time over the years learning to fight with my father and Carine I hadn’t had much time for anything else.

	“Now we all appreciate what that girl did for us,” my mother was saying, “But she needs to get her head out of the clouds sooner rather than later if she knows what’s good for her.”

	Maria picked up a meat cleaver, and I suddenly realized what was inside the paper. The thought of it made me queasy, and I knew it was a likely source of the conflict that had been brewing before I had entered.

	“Don’t you forget she spent most of her life with the clouds in her head,” Maria said, pulling back the paper to reveal a slab of raw, red meat. I could sense every faun in the room shudder. “If she needs to take some time to herself every once in a while, she has every right to do so.” Maria brought her cleaver down with a whack and cleanly severed a section of the meat.

	My mother looked down at it in disgust. “Do you really have to do that here?” The good news was that they were temporarily distracted from bickering about Arianna. The bad news was this argument would likely be even worse.

	Maria quickly shot back, “Where would you like me to do it? On a dining table where you lot have to eat?” It seemed as though she had anticipated my mother’s objections and been ready with her reply.

	“You would make sure to do it on a faun table, wouldn’t you?”

	“There aren’t separate tables, mother,” I tried to cut in, but neither woman seemed to take much notice. I knew that wasn’t the point of their disagreement, but it was important to me they remembered this meal was about unity. It was supposed to bring us together, not tear us apart.

	“You know full well we fauns don’t eat meat,” my mother continued.

	“And you know full well we elves do, so what’s your point?” Maria countered. 

	I tried to speak up again, “Listen, can we just --” but it was no use. My mother was growing angrier than I had ever seen her, and I knew if I had any hope of keeping the peace, I needed to intervene fast. 

	“This is my daughter’s wedding, and I won’t have some --”

	“STOP!” I yelled. They both fell silent. Finally. They lowered their heads and turned to me with remorseful expressions.

	“I’m sorry, dear,” my mother said. “It’s just that I wanted everything to be perfect for your special day.”

	“I know, mom,” I replied. “But this is Chass’ wedding just as much as it is mine. And yes, the thought of him eating the flesh of a living creature makes me sick, but we can’t just hide in the woods and pretend like the outside world doesn’t exist anymore. We have to find a way to look past our differences and cherish the things that bring us together; otherwise, King Drevon will have already won.”

	My mother and Maria exchanged an uncomfortable but understanding glance. The other elves and fauns in the room were frozen at their workstations. I didn’t want to stay in the awkwardness any longer.

	“Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to find Arianna,” I said as I turned and pushed back through the double doors into the hall. As the doors closed behind me, I stopped and let out a deep sigh. This day was not going at all how I had planned it.

	I wound my way through the compound toward the guest quarters, where Chass and his groomsmen were preparing for the ceremony. This idea of having a wedding party was strange to me, but we wanted to include both elvish and faunic traditions to symbolize our two cultures coming together. 

	While all of my bridesmaids were busy putting up decorations or preparing the music, Chass and his buddies were probably already dressed and wasting time doing who knows what. I just hoped they weren’t talking about the war. I knew that Chass had a lot on his mind and felt personally responsible for protecting both my people and his, but today was supposed to be about us, not them.

	I knocked on the door to their room. “I need to speak to Chass.”

	I expected the door to crack open and reveal Chass’ goofy grin, but instead, my father’s voice responded, “Who is it?”

	“It’s me, Dad,” I said, making sure my impatience came across clearly in my voice.

	The door came open just enough for my father, Egris, to slip out and close it behind him before I could see into the room.

	“What’s going on in there?” I asked.

	“You know it’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding,” my father replied unconvincingly. 

	“I just need to ask if he’s seen Arianna,” I said.

	“Isn’t she --”

	“No,” I cut him off, “She’s not with Miev. She went out to gather flowers and hasn’t been back in several hours.” I really didn’t have time for this.

	“Stay right here, and I’ll ask him for you,” my father said as he quickly slipped back into the room. If this was how our entire conversation would be, it would grow real tedious, real fast. 

	A moment later and he re-emerged. “No, Chass hasn’t seen her all day,” he said.

	I waited for a moment as if he was going to say more. I should have known better. “Well, does he have any idea where she might be?”

	My father’s eyes quickly darted to the side as if realizing he should have gathered that information in the first place. “Let me check,” he said as he slid back into the room.

	I thought about grabbing hold of the handle and throwing the door open, but I knew I wouldn’t like what I saw on the other side, and now wasn’t the time for a fight. 

	When my father finally came back out, he said, “Chass says she’s been spending a lot of time at her father’s grave recently, so she might be there.”

	“Does he mind checking for me?” I asked as pointedly as I could.

	“I don’t know,” my father replied, oblivious, “He’s very busy planning for --”

	I stomped my foot down with a huff, “Planning for what?”

	My father’s mouth fell slack. It seemed as though he finally got my message. “Actually, you know what? You still have a lot to do. I’m sure he can find time to check if she’s there.”

	“Thank you,” I said through gritted teeth as I turned and walked away. I needed some fresh air. I found the nearest exit to the outside world I could and emerged into an inner courtyard. I had to pause a moment and catch my breath.

	At the center of the courtyard was a short, sprawling tree with an ornate bench hung from one of its branches. A small creek ran past the tree, entering and exiting between the various buildings that encircled the courtyard. I was surprised I had never seen this part of the compound before. The mayor’s mansion must have been much larger than I thought.

	I crossed a small bridge over the creek and headed toward the bench. As I approached the tree, a faint jingling sound caught my attention. I looked up and noticed several wind chimes hanging from the branches of the tree. It was a calm, quiet day, but at that moment a gentle breeze was rustling the leaves and filling the courtyard with an almost mystical music from the chimes.

	I sat down on the bench, and it swayed slowly back and forth. I closed my eyes and let the relaxation wash over me. This was exactly what I had needed. I couldn’t remember the last time I had felt so calm, so disconnected from the stresses piling up around me. It reminded me of the calming tea my mother had taught me to make many years earlier. Only that tea smelled repulsive, while this courtyard was filled with the fragrance of flowers.

	I opened my eyes and took in the scenery. Through a narrow alleyway between two buildings, I could see distant crop fields and the edge of the village cemetery. I had forgotten it was so close to the compound. Arianna must have had to pass right by her father’s grave on her way back from the forest. It was understandable that she would want to stop and pay her respects. At least with as close as it was, it wouldn’t take her long to get back to the great hall.

	My reverie was interrupted by the sound of a slamming door. I turned to see Scyenna storming out of one of the buildings. It must have been the music hall where the band was rehearsing. Arianna had told me of Scyenna’s musical abilities and insisted I put her in charge of the music for the ceremony. Combining the instruments and styles of traditional elvish and faunic music was no easy task, but Arianna seemed confident Scyenna could handle it.

	Based on Scyenna’s clear frustration at the moment, I couldn’t help but worry Arianna’s faith had been misplaced. Scyenna, more than any of the other elves, was struggling with the idea of our two cultures coming together. I had made her part of my bridal party at Arianna’s insistence -- after all, I wanted more than anyone to build bridges and mend the distrust King Drevon had deliberately sown between our two peoples -- but I was quickly growing tired of her snide comments and sarcastic remarks. 

	I rose from the bench and tried to get her attention without startling her. “Is everything alright?” I asked.

	She shot me an icy glare. “No, everything is not alright!” she snapped. She began marching toward me, and I was almost afraid she might attack. “Violins and flutes do not go well at all with drums and whatever those big pipe things you call instruments are. And guttural howls do not count as singing.”

	I stood my ground as she approached and squared off, inches away from me. I knew she didn’t intend to insult my people and our culture, but it was hard not to take her complaints personally. I stared her down and forced her to maintain eye contact for as long as possible in uncomfortable silence. Once her breathing had visibly slowed to a steady pace, I said, “I know this hasn’t been easy for you.”

	She huffed. “Thanks for noticing,” she said as she broke off our stalemate and stepped away from me.

	“This hasn’t been easy for any of us,” I continued. “But we grow stronger by confronting our obstacles, not by shying away from them.”

	“What’s that got to do with music?” she asked. 

	“Sometimes it’s the tension that makes a thing beautiful,” I answered. “Use our differences, don’t try to cover them up.”

	A breeze picked up and once again filled the courtyard with the echoing music of the chimes. We both looked up at the tree to the source of the sound.

	“After all,” I said, “What good’s a single wind chime hanging quiet, all alone? It’s the music our collisions make.” I punched her softly on the shoulder, and she let out a slight chuckle.

	“Alright,” she said. “I can work with that.”

	A harsh squeaking sound cut through the ringing of the chimes, and I turned to see Arianna entering the courtyard, hauling a cart behind her. The cart was full of the most beautiful and exotic flowers I had ever seen. Some of them even seemed to be glowing.

	“There you are, Arianna,” I said. “I’ve been looking all over for you!”

	“I told Miev I was going to gather flowers,” she said as if nothing in the world was wrong. “Is it almost lunch time?”

	“Lunch?” I asked, incredulous. “Arianna, it’s almost time for the ceremony!”

	“Oh,” she replied. “I guess I got a little… Distracted.”


[image: 2 Chass]

	 

	 

	“Alright, let’s start with the village of Wath,” I said to Egris and the few elves and fauns I had selected to be my groomsmen. It wasn’t the full resistance council, but they would have to do. I couldn’t afford to lose a minute of preparation, or the King would catch us all off-guard. “What do we need to do to get them on board?”

	“I have a cousin who lives there,” said Brinn, an elf my own age who I had trained alongside under Argentis’ strict tutelage. Nothing builds a brotherly bond like suffering together under a common enemy. “Before the drought, their primary commodity was textiles, but without a cotton crop and barely any wool, they almost completely shut down. Most of their machinery was melted down for the metal.”

	“Well we’ve got more than enough of that to get them up and running again,” I said. It was nice to have an easy victory. With Wath being the closest village to us, it was important to get them on our side as soon as possible. It would be difficult for the capital to cut off trade and communication between us, but if they fell for the King’s propaganda before we got to them, he would be within easy striking distance of our headquarters. 

	“Do you think they’ll be persuaded to side with the fauns?” Egris asked. It was the question on everyone’s mind. All this strategizing how to build an economic alliance wouldn’t do any good if they chose to believe the King’s lies over the truth. We all pondered in silence for several moments.

	“Brinn, do you think you could arrange a meeting with the village leaders?” I asked. We needed to get our foot in the door as soon as possible. There could be no doubt the King had already sent his own agents to Wath to sway them to his side.

	“It’s a much larger village than Manse,” Brinn replied. “My cousin has no connection to the Mayor’s household that I know of.”

	It was a long shot, I knew, but we had to take advantage of any opportunity we could find. The King had moved quickly to convince the populace at large that he had been the one to break the curse. That meant it would be more than an uphill battle for a couple of nobodies from one of the kingdom’s smallest villages to convince anyone that we had been the ones to break the curse and needed them to join us in a war against the capital. 

	“It will be best if you visit him in person and try to set something up,” I said. “If at all possible, I’d like to meet with the Mayor as soon as I return from my honeymoon.”

	“I’ll leave first thing in the morning,” he said. I knew I could count on him to do whatever it took. It wouldn’t be easy, but I trusted him to get it done.

	“Would it be wise for a faun to accompany him?” Asked Isoka, a faun from Egris’ village. I didn’t know him well, but he was well-liked by many fauns, so I knew it was important to make him part of the wedding. “It would certainly get their attention.”

	“No,” Egris cut in. “It’s too risky. They would have you carted off to the capital and not listen to a word we had to say.”

	“I agree, Egris,” I said. “We must persuade them first, then introduce a faun once we’re sure it will be safe.”

	A knock came at the door, and Egris stepped away to answer it. I looked at the map laid out in front of me and placed a marker over the village of Wath, to the west of us. I then scanned for a nearby village to the east.

	“It looks like the next closest village will be Lindar,” I said. “Perhaps Chrysalis and I can stop by on our way to Talos’ tavern.”

	“Or perhaps on your way back home,” Egris said as he approached from the entryway to the room. “You must give yourself a break from all this, to focus on your new family.”

	“Unfortunately, I can’t afford that luxury,” I responded. “Chrysalis will understand.”

	“Speaking of Chrysalis, that was her at the door just now. She wanted to know if you’ve seen Arianna.”

	Why would she be asking me that? Wasn’t Arianna supposed to be helping Miev with the decorations? “No, of course not. I’ve been here all day.”

	“I’ll let her know,” Egris said as he turned and moved back to the doorway.

	I shifted my attention back to the map.

	“So do we go with an economic strategy, like with Wath?” Brinn asked.

	“That depends on whether we can provide them an economic benefit,” I replied. “As far as I know, they survived the drought rather well, using runoff from the mountains to irrigate their fields.”

	“Their defenses are rather weak,” Isoka cut in. “Their storehouses were always easy targets for our raids.”

	Brinn shot him a sideways glance. There was still a lot of distrust between our peoples, and reminders of old wounds didn’t help the issue.

	“The problem is,” I said, “they will only need our protection if we convince them to side against the capital in the first place.”

	Brinn added, “Which is made more complicated by the fact that fauns have been a proven enemy for so many years.”

	Isoka turned to face him and said, “We were only doing what was necessary to survive.”

	“That may be true,” I said as I rose from my chair. “But the fact is your actions only served to reinforce the King’s propaganda. Convincing them of the truth will be that much more difficult.”

	I noticed Egris once again approaching from the hall and turned to him to ask, “Egris, what do you think of all this?”

	“I think it’s a very complicated situation,” he replied. “But in the meantime, Chrysalis would like to know if you have any idea where Arianna might be.”

	“Has anyone checked her father’s gravestone? They should have looked there first.”

	Egris sighed and turned back to the door. I was sure he was annoyed to have to deal with this for me, but I couldn’t let myself be distracted by such a trivial issue. 

	“What if we offered to pay reparations for the damage we caused?” Isoka asked. “I’m sure many fauns would be willing to labor in their fields to rebuild their crops.”

	I sat back down in my chair and rubbed my chin. “It’s certainly an option worth considering. I’m just worried it will put the fauns at risk of individual elves deciding to take retribution in their own way.”

	“We will all have to make sacrifices to end this conflict,” Brinn said. I couldn’t help but notice how quick he was to defend the idea of fauns being put at risk.

	“We are ready to do our part,” Isoka added.

	I sighed and rubbed my eyes. My brain was starting to hurt. All of this planning, all of this strategy… There were so many options to consider, so many potential dangers to be avoided.

	“Things are going to get much worse before they can get better,” I said. “There’s nothing that can be done about that. I just want to make sure we’re not putting anyone in harm’s way before it’s absolutely necessary.”

	I could sense Egris in the corner of my vision, waiting his turn to speak. “What is it now, Egris?” I asked.

	“It’s just that, well, Chrysalis is very busy preparing for the ceremony, and perhaps it would be best if you went to check on Arianna.”

	“Tell her I don’t have --”

	“She’s already gone, Chass,” Egris interrupted me. “I think it’s time you stopped looking to the future and started giving today the attention that it deserves.”

	“The future is coming faster than any of us knows,” I replied. “And it’s up to me to prepare us for it.”

	“Not you alone,” Isoka interjected. “We all have a part to play.”

	“Go to Arianna,” Brinn added. “No one can pull her out of a daze like you can. And hey, maybe we can brainstorm some ideas for winning over Lindar while you’re gone.”

	I took a deep breath and looked around at the three men standing around me, supporting me through everything.

	“Thank you.”

	 

	Arianna turned out to be exactly where I had expected to find her. She was standing over her father’s grave, her simple dress flowing in the breeze. There was a cart full of flowers from the forest behind her. I couldn’t help but be reminded of her as a little girl, before her days of wearing rough, leather armor and traveling across the kingdom, battling powerful mages and dueling knights from the capital. Despite everything she had gone through, she still seemed so innocent. So naive. She was once again the little sister I had sworn to protect.

	It looked like she had been burning more of her father’s journals. She was so desperate to cleanse herself of the curse, it almost seemed like she wanted to pretend it had never happened. Like she wanted to force herself to believe she lived in a world where her parents had never been taken from her, where her father hadn’t been forced to go to such extreme measures to break the curse, where she hadn’t been possessed by the Spirit of Lightning her entire life.

	She had been forced to sacrifice so much already, but I knew that still more would be demanded of her before this was all over. I quietly stepped up behind her.

	“We may have broken the curse,” I said, “But this is far from over. The King is going to come down on us with the full force of his wrath.”

	She stood still, staring into the distance for several moments, and I began to wonder if she had even heard me. Finally, she spoke, so quietly I almost couldn’t hear, “My part in this war is over, Chass. The next battle is going to be yours.”

	Before I could reply, she turned, grabbed her cart, and left.

	I wished it could be true. I wished she could be spared from the coming conflict and allowed to live in peace. She had been the one to break the curse, and until King Drevon was defeated for good, Arianna would never be safe. I may have been the leader of the resistance, but she was our symbol. She was the reason we were all fighting. As much as I wanted to protect her like the little girl who made crowns of glowing flowers, I knew those days were gone.

	Brinn had been right; we would all be forced to make sacrifices before this was over. I couldn’t help but think that if we failed, if all those sacrifices proved to be in vain, that it would be my fault. Arianna had already lost so much, I couldn’t afford to let her down now.
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	This was not at all how I had imagined my wedding day would be.

	As a kid I used to imagine myself getting married in Fennox Castle, surrounded by the richest and most glamorous elves from the capital, and clad in shiny new armor as a freshly-minted Knight of the Kingdom of Idril.

	Over the years I had many chances to go to the capital and train to become a squire, but there was always something holding me back. Sometimes it was that I wanted to learn the art of governance from my father, so that I would be prepared to take over as mayor one day. Sometimes it was that I wanted to keep training with Argentis, so I would be ready to prove myself and rise through the ranks quickly. As the drought got worse I felt more and more compelled to stay and help out around the village, especially after my mother died and left my father alone with the weight of responsibility.

	Of course, the more time Arianna’s father spent away, the more I felt obligated to look out for her. I knew what it was like to lose a mother and have a distant father, and I didn’t want her to go through the same pain and loneliness that I had suffered for so many years. She was too young, too innocent. 

	Carine had tried to make me feel better about not going to the capital to train by telling me to forge my own path in life, rather than do what was expected of me. At the time I thought becoming a knight was what I really wanted, and it was my sense of obligation to everyone else that was holding me back.

	The truth was, those were all excuses. I was scared. I was scared I wouldn’t be good enough, that I would humiliate myself and come back home a failure.

	The few times I had ventured to the capital city of Fennox-Calil with my father -- in the days before travel through the woods became too treacherous on account of attacks from the fauns -- I remember being filled with a sense of awe. It was beautiful, but at the same time, terrifying. It was so different from the tiny world I had grown up in, I was afraid I would never fit in.

	Now that we had uncovered the truth, that it was King Drevon who had enacted the curse and pitted the fauns against the elves, I knew that the next time I entered the capital city it would be in full armor, my sword drawn. 

	I had wanted to wear my armor for the wedding, but Chrysalis wouldn’t have it. She said this ceremony was supposed to represent the peace between our peoples. I tried to remind her that we were coming together for war, as much as anything else. That there would be no peace until King Drevon was overthrown.

	“Even now,” she had said, “There is peace to be found.”

	I wanted to believe her, but I couldn’t let myself. I stood at the front of the great hall and looked out at the rows of smiling faces of elves and fauns alike, and I couldn’t help but feel a cloud hanging over the place. How many of these people would die at King Drevon’s hand? How many would die in battles I sent them into; because of mistakes I would make?

	The council insisted we wait and let the King make the first move. We needed the time to build our resources, to train our rag-tag army, and to convince the other villages to join our side. But I knew that the King was taking the time to prepare, as well. We needed to act fast, to end this war as quickly as possible. 

	A shift in the music caught my attention. The smooth, flowing melody was interrupted by harsh drums and blasts from the faun’s earthy wind instruments. I turned to look at the small ensemble of elves and fauns as the two sides seemed to struggle against each other. It was as if there were two separate songs being played, each one fighting for dominance. Two separate rhythms, two separate emotions, but somehow it all made perfect sense. 

	It reminded me of the first night Egris brought Arianna and me into his village, not knowing if we would survive the night. So much fear, so much unknown, and yet so much beauty. Everything we thought we knew about the fauns changed in that one night, and it was a disorienting change, to say the least. It was there, as I drunkenly danced around the bonfire, that I had bumped into Chrysalis for the first time, and my world had changed forever.

	I noticed a gesture from Brau-Na in the corner of my eye, and the entire audience rose and turned to the back of the great hall. The music swelled to a crescendo as the double doors swung open, and I nearly lost my breath. 

	There in the doorway stood Chrysalis, more beautiful than I had ever seen her. Time seemed to stand still as she moved slowly, gracefully, toward me. A young elvish girl marched down the aisle in front of her, spreading glowing flowers in the walkway, and two faun girls trailed behind, carrying the train of her dress.

	It was not a solid white dress, as was the tradition among elvish weddings. Instead, it was alive with pastel pinks, blues, and yellows, contrasted with deep greens and browns. She was truly a goddess of the forest.

	She was carrying a bowl of the same kava that Egris had given Arianna and me the night we first met. Then, it had been used to make us a part of his village. Now, it would make me a part of his family.

	The rest of the ceremony went by in a blur. The drinking of the kava, the exchanging of rings, the reciting of vows. Through all of it, I remained completely and totally lost in her piercing hazel eyes. I couldn’t bear to look away from them, even for a second. 

	For the first time in months, I didn’t care about the war. I didn’t care about King Drevon and his threats of retaliation. I didn’t care about the people looking to me for guidance, for strength. All I wanted was to tell Chrysalis that I loved her and would do absolutely anything to keep her near me, and to hear her say the same to me. 

	The rest of the world could wait, I was ready for my honeymoon. Unfortunately I still had to endure at least a few hours of our reception, first.
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	After a stressful day of preparation and an emotionally exhausting ceremony, the reception feast was a much-needed reprieve. The food had been absolutely perfect. Elves and fauns alike had tasted new dishes they had previously never even heard of, and it was like I could see our cultures intertwining right before my eyes. 

	A small competition of sorts had arisen amongst the musicians, as different groups took turns seeing who could elicit the most fervent and joyous dancing. While the elves’ polished and refined instruments certainly had a beautiful quality to them, when it came to getting people moving, we fauns had been preparing for this contest for thousands of years. As the night went on, it became difficult to tell how much of the dancing was inspired by the music, and how much came from the wine.

	For my own part, I had eaten far more than I needed to, drank far more than I should have, and danced far past what my body could handle. I plopped down on the ground a short distance away from the bonfire we had built on the outskirts of town. It was nice to finally just sit and watch the revelers continue, though I was afraid if I sat too still I might have fallen asleep.

	I couldn’t help but be reminded of the first night Chass and I met. It was the first time my village had lit a bonfire in years, and also one of the first times I had ever seen an elf in person, other than Arianna’s father, Carine, and the occasional traveling companion of his who was brave enough to join him on a visit to our village. Those had mostly been much older; I had never met an elf my own age before Chass came along.

	He always told people it was his fault we had accidentally bumped into each other while dancing that night, but of course I had done it on purpose. From the moment he and Arianna had entered our village, I couldn’t take my eyes off of him. With as much as I had clung to Carine’s every word as he told stories about his travels, my imagination ran wild with thoughts of what adventures Chass and I could have together. And now, only a few short months later, we were beginning the biggest adventure of all.

	Chass sat down next to me, laughing as he took a swig from a glass of wine. I grabbed it from his hand, causing it to spill down the front of his shirt. “I think that’s enough for you, mister,” I teased.

	“Hey! I’m just getting started!” he said, reaching across me for the glass as I held it just out of his reach.

	“Don’t forget you're taking the first shift driving the carriage tonight,” I reminded him. Talos had offered to let us spend our honeymoon at his tavern completely free of charge, and since we hadn’t yet found a place to stay in Manse village, we had decided to leave immediately after the reception and take turns driving through the night.

	“Bah,” Chass spat, “you just gotta get on the right path and the horses’ll basically guide themselves.”

	“It’s the finding the right path part I’m worried about,” I laughed. One of the first things we had done after breaking the curse was to begin construction of a road from Manse village to Talos’ tavern. Since the refugees from the various faun and elvish villages that had been displaced by the avalanches from the Cyndarin Mountains had taken up residence in the abandoned village by the tavern, we knew it was vital to establish a direct route for trade and communication as soon as possible. Chass and I using it for our honeymoon trip would be a perfect way to christen the new road.

	I heard a boisterous laugh and turned to see Talos approaching. The dwarf was barely taller than Chass and I sitting down.

	“Do I need to light the path with lanterns so you can find your way?” he asked. 

	“Do you mind?” Chass replied, and I wasn’t entirely sure if he was joking or not.

	“No,” I interjected before Talos could agree, “we wouldn’t want to keep you from getting back to the tavern and preparing for our arrival.”

	“I hear you there,” Talos said in his thick, Casar accent. “I was actually just getting ready to leave, and thought I’d come say my goodbyes. I suppose I’ll be seeing you again in a few days, won’t I?”

	“Yes,” Chass said in a mischievous tone that told me he was about to say something he thought would be incredibly funny, “And then you won’t be seeing us for a few days!” I rolled my eyes as the two men shared a hearty laugh. 

	“When the smell of my breakfast wafts up the stairs every morning, you’ll be down to visit me in a heartbeat, I can promise you that!”

	I could tell Chass was getting ready for another crude remark, so I decided to beat him to the punch. “True,” I said, “not even I can override a decision made by Chass’ stomach.”

	Talos doubled over with laughter, and I turned and gave Chass a wink as he stared at me with his mouth agape. He may have looked like an idiot, but at least he was my idiot. 

	I turned back to Talos and said, “Thank you, truly. If we can do anything to pay you back --”

	“Nonsense!” Talos interrupted me, “Business is booming since you lot broke the curse! It’s the least I can do for the saviors of the world.”

	“Oh, I wouldn’t go that far…” I started to say. I knew Chass didn’t need another boost to his ego.

	“I don’t know,” Chass said, “Savior of the world sounds pretty good to me.”

	I punched him in the arm and said, “Oh, you barely did anything but keep Arianna alive long enough to do the hard part.”

	“Hey,” he responded, pointing a drunk finger in approximately my direction, “you’d be surprised how hard keeping that kid alive can be, sometimes.”

	“Actually,” Arianna’s voice came from behind us, causing Chass to sit bolt upright, “I believe I saved your life way more often than you saved mine.” I turned as Arianna and Scyenna walked up together and sat down beside us. I had spotted Scyenna a few times throughout the night, playing with the other musicians. She hadn’t fully come out of her shell and let herself dance freely like the others, but I knew she was processing this all in her own way.

	“That’s the truth!” Talos said between full-belly laughs -- he was certainly enjoying himself. “You’d have been toast ten times over without that little lady by your side.”

	“Oh, come on,” Chass said. His cheeks were flushed red, though from the wine or from embarrassment was anybody’s guess. “I had my moments, didn’t I? Just ask Egris.” He poked his head up like a baby bird and searched the area. “Where is Egris?” He cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled, “Egris!”

	Arianna and Scyenna were giggling at him, and I noticed I was starting to feel embarrassed. “Stop it!” I said as I slapped his arm.

	“Ow!” he yelped, clutching the spot where I hit him. I knew he was exaggerating the pain.

	“You’ll get over it,” I said. “My dad told me all about your adventures. He said you fought much better than he expected you would.”

	“There, see?” Chass said with a smug grin, before his brow suddenly furrowed. “Wait, what did he expect?”

	“Well,” I replied, “it’s just that he spent so much time traveling with ‘The Great Carine’, and you know, that’s a high standard to live up to.” I noticed Arianna briefly glance at the ground, and I knew I needed to tread carefully. That was a whole part of her father’s life that she didn’t even know about until after he was dead.

	I wanted to say something about how great a man Carine had been, but before I could Scyenna cut in, “You’d have all been dead from the beginning if Arianna wasn’t lucky enough to have that lightning spirit living inside her.”

	The mood quickly dampened. Even Talos’ laughter boiled down to a simmer.

	“Not so lucky, if you ask me,” Arianna said as she picked at the grass by her feet.

	“If I’d’ve had those kinds of powers,” Scyenna continued, “this whole war would have been over a long time ago.”

	We all sat in silence for a moment. No one really knew what to say to that.

	“Well,” Talos finally spoke up, “I suppose I’d best be going.”

	“Thank you again, Talos,” I said, grateful for a diversion from the tension. “We’ll see you in a few days.”

	“I’ll be sure to have everything ready for you,” Talos said, before waving goodbye and turning to leave.

	I looked back to Arianna and Scyenna, desperate to rekindle a more friendly conversation. “Honestly I’m just glad we get to take a break from the fighting for a while, that leather armor was starting to chafe my fur.” The girls both giggled, and the sound of laughter filled me with an immediate sense of relief.

	“Your dress is way prettier, anyway,” said Arianna.

	I hopped up and gave it a twirl. “Isn’t it just perfect? It’s so soft I feel like I’m floating on a cloud!” 

	“I know what you mean,” Arianna laughed. “That armor was so tight I could barely breathe.”

	“Well I don’t like it,” Scyenna said. “I’ve gotten so used to wearing armor I feel too vulnerable without it. Too exposed.”

	“There’s nothing wrong with being vulnerable every once in a while,” Arianna said.

	“There is if you want to stay alive,” Scyenna shot back.

	“Maybe in the world we grew up in,” Arianna said, “but things have changed. I didn’t break the curse for nothing.”

	“Doesn’t seem that much different to me,” Scyenna replied.

	“Don’t worry,” I cut in before the girls could get too worked up at each other, “you’ll get a chance to wear your armor again soon enough. It’s only a matter of time before King Drevon begins his attacks.”

	“I’ll be putting it back on a lot sooner than that.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“I’m going to find out who killed my father,” Scyenna said. “And then I’m going to kill him.” There was an iciness in her voice that sent chills down my spine. Scyenna had suffered more from the curse than most, and certainly had her own ways of coping.

	Arianna glanced over at her with a look I can only describe as a gentle sadness, and said, “Revenge never works out like you expect.”

	“That’s easy for you to say,” Scyenna replied. “Your father’s killers have already met their fate.”

	“Yes, and I saw both of them die,” Arianna said with a sternness that caught me off guard. “But it didn’t fill the void they left when they killed him. It didn’t make me happy to see more pain and suffering added to the world. And it certainly didn’t bring my father back.”

	Scyenna simply huffed and turned away. I had spent my entire morning putting out fires, and now it seemed like I had one last conflict to try and resolve. “Scyenna, you’re an amazing fighter,” I said. “We could really use your help preparing for the resistance against the King.”

	“Nah, let her go,” Chass said with a casual flip of his wrist.

	“What?” Arianna, Scyenna, and I all said in unison as all eyes shot toward him.

	“The best soldier in the world wouldn’t do us any good if she’s too distracted,” Chass said. “And the same goes for you, too, Arianna. Do whatever you need to do to get this gunk out of your system, then come back to us with your head screwed on straight.”

	“I was actually thinking,” Arianna started slowly, “I might travel north, to visit some of the places my father talked about in his journals.”

	“If that’s what you gotta do, then do it. Just don’t take too long about it, okay?” I was surprised at how blunt Chass was being. After spending so much effort to keep her focused here and now, it seemed odd that he would just give up like that. Perhaps the wine was making him more honest than he wanted to be.

	“And be safe out there,” I added. “You know how dangerous the Firya can be. Maybe you could find someone to travel with you?”

	I tentatively glanced at Scyenna, but she spat on the ground and said, “Don’t even think about it,” before getting up and walking away.

	“Actually, I was thinking --” I started.

	“No,” Chass interrupted, “I think it’s best if she and Arianna went their separate ways.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“Don’t push it,” was all he said in response. “Trust me.”

	Did Chass know something I didn’t know? I decided to ask him about it later, but I knew from the look in Arianna’s eyes this wasn’t the right time.

	“Listen,” Arianna said, “I think I’m gonna go get some sleep. I’m all partied out for tonight.”

	She rose to her feet and I hopped up to give her a hug. “You take care of yourself, okay?” I said as I pulled her into a tight embrace. “We’ll see you when we get back.”

	Chass rolled his eyes and got up to his feet, too, then had to grab onto my arm to keep his balance. When he finally got his bearings, he said, “Yeah, see you when we get back, if you’re still here.”

	“We’ll see,” was all she said as she hung her head, folded her arms, and disappeared into the night.

	Once she was out of earshot I turned to Chass and said, “I worry about that girl sometimes.”

	“She’ll pull through in the end,” he replied. “We just need to give her some space.”

	“I hope you’re right,” I said, staring into the darkness after Arianna. 

	A woman with a thick, dark braid hanging over her shoulder approached, waving hesitantly. “Hi, I hope I’m not interrupting,” she said.

	“Not at all,” Chass replied. “Milla, right?”

	“That’s right,” Milla said. She seemed surprised that Chass knew her name. I remembered spotting her in the battle at the ruins of Kakara -- Her arrows had saved my life more than once. 

	Chass had told me that she was part of a group of surveyors who had traveled with Carine early on in his journeys, but that he didn’t know what they had been up to since, as Carine never wrote about them again in his journals. Chass didn’t even know if they were still alive until they showed up at the battle. One of the other fauns must have tracked them down to bring them into the fight.

	Chass told me he had wanted to talk to them after the battle, but they had disappeared pretty quickly once the fighting was over.

	“I read about you in Carine’s journal,” Chass told her. “I recognized you immediately at Kakara, but couldn’t find you afterward. What happened?”

	“We had some unfinished business in the Southern Wilds,” she replied. “We just got back a few days ago. That’s actually what I was hoping to talk to you about.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“There are people there who I think would be willing to join the war effort, if we play our cards right. Not to mention, working as a surveyor for the capital we’ve picked up some valuable tidbits of information over the years.”

	“I’ll be interested to hear all about it,” Chass said, looking at me, almost as if asking permission. “But I’m sure it can wait until --”

	“No,” I cut in, “go. Talk to them.”

	“Are you sure?” he asked.

	“Like you said, get it out of your system. I don’t want you thinking about it all week.”

	“Alright then,” he said looking back to Milla, “lead the way.”

	I watched him go just long enough to see him motion for Brinn and Isoka, who were standing nearby, to join him.

	I stared into the fire, willing the flames to burn away all of the stresses of the day, the uncertainties of the future. I wanted nothing more than to just live in that moment, with the music drowning out my fears and the dancers celebrating my marriage. I wanted to be no-one but Chass’ wife, to have no obligations but to get to my honeymoon on time.

	I felt a presence looming heavily beside me, and turned to see Brau-Na standing there, silently. I hadn’t even heard him approach.

	“Our people are changing,” he said darkly. I wasn’t entirely sure what he was trying to say. As one of the oldest fauns in the village, he had always been opposed to intertwining ourselves with the elves too deeply. He had seen too much of their ugly side over the years. 

	“The world changed first,” I reminded him. I wished as much as anyone that we could go back to our days of peace and solitude, to the way things were when I was a child. But the reality was, that world would never exist again.

	“The world is always changing,” he replied. “We’ve always found a way to adapt without compromising our beliefs.” 

	I couldn’t help but think he had a point. Many fauns had been driven to extreme measures in an effort to stay alive that would have been considered unconscionable only a few years earlier. But did we really have a choice?

	“In more than one hundred years of life,” Brau-Na continued, “I have never seen a faun raise a weapon against another living creature except in self-defense, until now.”

	“But we are all acting in self-defense, aren’t we? King Drevon forced us into this war. We have no choice but to fight to survive, to protect the innocent among us.”

	“That may be true,” he said, “but do the needs of the group always guide the motivations of the individuals?”

	He very deliberately shifted his gaze toward where Chass and the others were gathered. In the dim, flickering fire-light I could see Isoka acting out a particular moment from the Battle of Kakara. He mimed thrusting his sword into someone’s stomach as the group all laughed. I felt my own stomach twisting in knots.

	I realized then why Chass had chosen Isoka for his wedding party. It wasn’t just that Isoka was well-liked among the fauns, but that he represented exactly the kind of faun Chass needed for his war. What he wanted all of us to become. I couldn’t help but think that was exactly who I had become.

	I turned back to say something to Brau-Na, but he had already disappeared. I went back to staring in the fire for I don’t know how long. I just let the warmth of the flames and the sounds of the celebration wash over me and drown out the resounding thoughts that were eating away at the corners of my mind.

	After a while, Chass came back and stood quietly beside me. His presence was comforting. He slipped his hand into mine, and I squeezed it tightly. I knew there would be dark times ahead, that we would be called upon to do things we would never have dreamed of in our worst nightmares. But I also knew that after it was all over, Chass would still be there by my side. We would finally be able to settle down and live a peaceful, quiet life, free from the threats of curses and kings. I wanted nothing more than to just be with my husband.

	“There are several nomadic tribes in the Southern Wilds who still hold to their Alaharan heritage,” he said. The silence must have been too much for him. “They’ve never forgiven Idril for driving them out. Isoka is going with Milla and the others to persuade them to join our side.”

	“I hope that goes well for them,” I said quietly. I hadn’t expected my voice to be so weak, to betray the emotion I was trying to suppress.

	Chass turned and looked at me. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

	I turned and stared deeply into his eyes. I knew that no matter what else happened, he truly cared about me and would do anything to protect me, and I knew I would do the same for him.

	“I’m ready to leave now,” I said.
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	A bump jolted me awake. I reached for my belt to grab my sword, but it wasn’t there. Another bump sent me tumbling to the ground and I took hold of the carriage wall to steady myself. Wait, I’m in a carriage? I thought. Was I kidnapped? I needed to get my bearings. I looked around, trying to shake the sleep from my eyes. I was so drowsy I wondered if I had been drugged.

	I realized I didn’t have my armor and looked down to see that I was still wearing my wedding dress.

	Oh, right. In an instant, reality flooded back in. I hadn’t been kidnapped, I was on my way to my honeymoon with my new husband, Chass. I hadn’t been drugged, but maybe I did have a little bit too much to drink. Okay, more than just a little bit.

	The night before was all a fuzzy blur of memories. The ceremony, the dancing, the climbing into the back of the carriage and falling asleep before we even started moving. I was glad my mother had made my dress versatile enough that I didn’t have to do a full wardrobe change for each phase of the evening. Take off the train and it was maneuverable enough for dancing, tie a sash around the waist and it was comfortable enough to travel in.

	I climbed up to the front of the carriage and saw Chass gently guiding the horses along the path. He had changed into a simple tunic and trousers, undoubtedly much more comfortable than his formal suit from the ceremony. 

	I was glad he hadn’t seen me scrambling out of bed just then, he would have been laughing about that for a long time. I must have looked like a trapped dog.

	“Good morning,” I said with a yawn. 

	“Morning?” he said, pointing up at what little bit of sky was visible through the trees. “Does that look like a morning sun to you?”

	I looked up. He was right, the sun was high in the sky. It had to be midday, at least. “Why didn’t you wake me?” I asked, surprised that he had let me sleep that long. Sometimes he could be too selfless for his own good. He must have been on the brink of collapsing from exhaustion.

	“Oh, I tried,” he replied. “And nearly lost an arm for it, too.”

	“Really?” I asked. I must have really been out of it, I didn’t remember that at all.

	“Certainly woke me back up, though. Better than any cup of coffee I’ve ever tasted.”

	“I am so sorry!” I said. 

	“Eh, don’t worry about it. You needed the sleep. You partied way harder than I did last night.” That much was true. Chass certainly had let loose in his own way, but no elf could possibly hope to out-dance a faun.

	“You go get some sleep,” I said. “I can take over now.”

	“You should eat something first,” he said. “I can hang on for a bit longer.”

	“Are you sure?” I asked.

	“At this point I think I’m too tired to fall asleep,” he answered.

	I looked at him like he had just started speaking a different language and said, “That makes absolutely no sense.”

	He glanced over at me with a sleepy half-smile and said, “When have I ever made sense?”

	“Fair enough,” I shrugged. 

	He reached down and grabbed a blanket-covered basket from the floor-board. “Maria put together some leftovers for us.”

	I pulled off the blanket and sifted through the assortment of snacks. “That was nice of her,” I said.

	“And don’t worry,” Chass added, “there’s no meat in there anywhere.” I gave Chass a confused glance. It was certainly a nice gesture from Maria, but it did seem a little odd for Chass to bring it up like that.

	“Oh really?” I asked, probing for more.

	“Trust me,” he said. “I checked everything twice.” So that’s what it was. He wanted meat, and couldn’t find any.

	“Oh, is it really so terrible to eat fruits and veggies every once in a while?” I asked, gently slapping his arm.

	“I just don’t feel full when that’s all I eat,” he replied. I found a plate that Maria had prepared with an assortment of fruits, breads, and cheeses, and pulled it out of the basket.

	“Well there’s your problem,” I said. “You aren’t supposed to eat until you’re full. Maybe if you didn’t gorge yourself at every meal you’d find yourself feeling a lot better.”

	I popped a grape into my mouth and felt a spray of liquid against my face as I bit into it. For a half-second I thought it was juice from the grape, until I realized what else had happened in that exact moment…

	One of our horses tumbled to the ground, causing the other one to buck away from it. Our carriage jolted forward and I was nearly thrown from my seat. As I regained my balance I noticed an arrow protruding from the downed horse’s neck -- the spray I felt had been blood!

	I looked over to Chass, and he was already pulling two swords from a hidden compartment beside him. He tossed one to me and I deftly grabbed it in one swift motion as I leapt from the carriage and took up a defensive stance facing the forest where the arrow had come from.

	We were under attack, and instinct had taken over. I frantically scanned the edge of the forest, waiting for our attackers to emerge. I knew that if an arrow came through first I would have only a fraction of a second to dodge it or knock it away.

	I wanted to check on Chass, but I knew I couldn’t afford to take my eyes off the treeline. He must have been beyond exhausted. Even with the kick of adrenaline from the surprise attack, there was no way his instincts could be as sharp as they needed to be. 

	In the corner of my eye I could see the second horse galloping away, and I knew Chass must have cut him loose. Good -- If he reached the tavern alone, Talos would know to send someone looking for us. 

	“Up top!” I heard Chass’ voice shout behind me. I turned around to see him perched on top of the carriage, extending a hand to pull me up with him. I grabbed his hand and he hoisted me onto the roof of the carriage just as the ‘thud’ of arrows piercing wood came from the side wall where I had just been. I looked down and saw not one arrow, but four, with a net spread between them. So they weren’t trying to kill us, but capture us.

	“Slavers?” I asked Chass as we stood back-to-back, ready to fight.

	“Bounty hunters, more likely,” he replied. “I wouldn’t be surprised if the King has already put a price on my head.”

	“Your head? I’m pretty sure they’re trying to get me, too!”

	“We can argue about whose head is worth more later! For now let’s just figure out how to get out of here.”

	“I don’t suppose running is an option?” I asked, though I already knew the answer. Every second that we spent staring at the forest edge waiting for someone to jump out at us put me even more on edge. My jaw was clenched so tight I could feel my teeth grinding against each other.

	“They’ve got us surrounded, no doubt,” Chass answered. “We’ll have to split up.”

	“What? No way that’s happening!” I shouted.

	“You can run faster than I can,” Chass said, ignoring my protest. “It should only take you two days to reach the tavern on foot.”

	“I’m not going to just leave you here to --”

	“Go!” Chass shouted before I could finish. Next thing I knew, he had jumped down from the top of the carriage and bolted into the woods. A handful of mercenaries immediately emerged and took off after him.

	“NO!” I shouted, to Chass just as much as to our would-be-kidnappers. I hurled myself toward one of the mercenaries and tackled him to the ground. We both sprang to our feet and squared-off, our swords crossed.

	A voice from behind me shouted, “Leave the girl! She’s not the one we’re after!”

	The elf tried to move around me, but I sidestepped to block him from joining the others. We were at a stalemate. 

	“What do you want with my husband?” I demanded.

	“To get paid!” was all he said in reply. He thrust his sword toward my stomach, no doubt hoping I would dodge and give him a clear path into the woods. Instead, I swiped his sword to the side and kicked him square in the chest. He managed to keep his balance, but slammed full-force into the carriage. 

	“Who is paying you?” I asked as I marched toward him, ready to go on the offensive.

	“You think I know?” he responded as he raised his sword to prepare for my attack. I could see the fear in his eyes. “I do the job, I get paid. It’s nothing personal.”

	“It feels pretty personal to me!” I shouted as I laid into him with slash after slash. He parried each of my attacks, still backed up against the carriage.

	“I don’t want to hurt you!” he managed to shout in the midst of my barrage. “Just let me go!”

	I finally managed to knock his sword from his hand and I grabbed him by the neck. “Not until you tell me who hired you!”

	His eyes shifted just slightly to something behind me, and I realized I had been so focused on attacking him I hadn’t paid attention to my surroundings.

	“It’s nothing personal,” he said again as I dropped him and spun around just in time to see a club heading straight for me. A splitting pain shot through my skull, and my world went immediately black.
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	“Go!” I shouted as I jumped down from the top of the carriage and bolted into the woods. I kept my eyes locked straight ahead, running as fast as I could while dodging trees, rocks, and underbrush. Already I could hear the footsteps and shouts of the bounty hunters chasing after me.

	I wanted to look back to see if Chrysalis had managed to get away, but I knew I couldn’t afford a second’s hesitation. She may not have liked my plan, but I knew there was no other option. The last thing I wanted was to be separated on the way to our honeymoon, but there was no way we could have escaped this together. One of us had to get free to find help, and the other had to sacrifice themself as a distraction. It was the only way.

	I had to trust that she would do the right thing, that she would see things clearly and not let her emotions cloud her judgment. She had to understand that if she tried to come after me, she would only end up getting both of us captured. I had to trust that she would do her part, just as I was doing mine.

	As for my part, I had to lead these scoundrels as far away from her as possible. I didn’t have a hope of outrunning them, but I would give them an epic chase nonetheless. 

	I came to a large clearing and broke into a full-on sprint. I could already feel the exhaustion taking over. A web of darkness was creeping into the edges of my vision, and I had a splitting headache that had been slowly setting in for the past several hours. I tried to focus on my breathing, keeping it as slow and steady as possible even as each breath burned in my chest.

	My foot came down on a hole in the ground and I launched forward, tumbling and rolling for several feet. No! Not yet! I thought. I haven’t gone far enough…

	As I came back to my feet I could see several of the bounty hunters entering the clearing. One of them seemed to be raising a long tube to his mouth, perhaps a blowgun of some kind?

	The answer came a moment later as I turned to run and a dart pierced my back, right between my shoulder blades. My muscles seized up and I fell flat on my face in the grass. I tried to push myself up, but a searing pain shot through my arms and they refused to move. I had heard of people having this reaction to snake bites; there must have been just enough venom on the dart to keep me down.

	It wasn’t long before the bounty hunters were all standing around me. I couldn’t turn my head to count all of them, but it seemed like there couldn’t have been more than five or six. One of them knelt down and pulled the dart from my back. I winced as the needle seemed to rip some of my flesh away with it.

	“Don’t worry, we ain’t gonna kill you yet,” a rough, gravelly voice said. “Courtesy of The Count.”

	“Who is… The Count?” I managed to ask through clenched teeth. Even my jaw seemed to be paralyzed from the venom.

	“He’s rich and he wants you alive, that’s all I care to know,” the voice replied. He stood and said to the others, “Let’s get him loaded up.”

	I had no doubt ‘The Count’ was just an alias King Drevon used when he hired the bounty hunters. Then again, it probably wasn’t the King himself they had spoken to, but an agent of his. 

	A pair of the mercenaries rolled me onto a wooden stretcher, tied me down, and hoisted me onto their shoulders. I tried to keep track of what direction we were heading as we moved through the forest, but between the throbbing pain in my entire body and the far too many hours without sleep, it didn’t take long before I slipped into unconsciousness. 

	 

	When I finally came to, I found myself bound to a tree, looking out at several tents surrounding a small campfire. The two moons shone high in the sky, and the fire had all but died out. It was the middle of the night -- I had to have been asleep for half a day, at least.

	I noticed one of the bounty hunters slouched against a log nearby, asleep. This was my chance! I tried to wriggle my arms free, but the ropes wouldn’t budge. I noticed there wasn’t any residual pain or stiffness in my muscles from the venom. Either it hadn’t taken long to work its way out of my system, or I had been unconscious a lot longer than I thought.

	I gathered my feet under me and thrust upward as hard as I could. I managed to slide a few inches along the trunk, but immediately felt a splinter pierce into my back! 

	“Ah!” I reflexively cried out in pain before clamping my jaw shut to bite back the scream. The sleeping guard stirred, but didn’t wake. If I was careful, I still had a chance to work myself free.

	Just as I started formulating a plan for how to free myself, I felt the muscles in my back seize up again, and I realized it hadn’t been a splinter at all, but a dart. I had been injected with another dose of the venom. The bounty hunters must have rigged it just right to keep me from struggling against my ropes. They were smarter than they looked.

	At least this time I was well-rested; I couldn’t afford to let myself fall unconscious again.

	A stirring in one of the tents caught my attention, and I watched as a bounty emerged into the night. As his silhouette grew closer against the dim light of the fire, I could see a confidence in his bearing that told me he must have been the leader of this group. He stood over the sleeping guard and looked down at him with what I assume was disdain, though I couldn’t see his face in the darkness.

	“I had a feeling he wouldn’t last the night,” the bounty hunter said, and I recognized his gruff voice as the one who had spoken to me before. He stepped over to me, pried my shoulder as far away from the tree as he could against the ropes, and removed the needle from my back.

	“Always have a contingency, and never trust anyone. Those are the rules in this line of work,” he said as he examined the needle and then flicked it into the woods behind me.

	“You’ve been doing this a while, haven’t you?” I asked, doing my best to disguise the pain in my voice.

	“Longer than you’ve been alive, kid,” he replied as he walked back over to the sleeping guard. “Castor the Cunning, at your service.” He kicked the log out from under the guard, causing him to fall back and startle awake.

	“Huh? Wha…” the guard mumbled as he scrambled to his feet and pulled out his sword. Even in the darkness I could see him vigorously blinking the sleep out of his eyes. 

	“Put that tin sword away before you hurt yourself,” Castor said in a dismissive tone, as if he were talking to a child. So there was already distrust among the ranks, I just had to figure out how to use that to my advantage. 

	“I know how to use a sword!” The guard said in a childish whine that made me realize Castor’s patronizing tone was more than justified. “I fought off that satyr, didn’t I?”

	Was he talking about Chrysalis? I needed to find out what happened to her, but I knew I needed to be careful how I asked. A good bounty hunter would know better than to give information to a captive, but I might just be able to trick this one into talking.

	Castor growled, “You killed a wild beast, how impressive.” Killed? No, it couldn’t be…

	“Well,” the guard started hesitantly, and I immediately felt a rush of relief. She was still alive.

	“Well what?” Castor demanded.

	“I didn’t actually kill her,” the guard winced, as if expecting immediate retribution.

	“You didn’t actually kill her,” Castor repeated. He almost seemed to be mulling the words over. “You let a satyr, a naturally skilled tracker, escape.”

	“We did knock her unconscious,” the guard was scrambling for a way out at this point. “I just thought --”

	“Ha!” I burst out laughing. I knew this was my chance to get under his skin. “Outsmarted by a faun! You must be truly embarrassed.”

	The guard was taken aback at my sudden taunt, clearly my plan was working. Castor glanced at me with a suspicious eye. I was sure he saw right through my ruse, but at least for now it seemed he was curious enough to let me continue.

	The guard did his best to regain his composure, then shot back, “That’s rich coming from a freak like you. The creature called you her husband!” He puffed his chest out like he had just delivered a fatal blow.

	“Married to a satyr?” Castor asked. I almost thought I heard something like a tinge of admiration in his voice. “How’s that working out for you?”

	“I haven’t had a chance to find out,” I said. “You interrupted our honeymoon.”

	Castor shook his head and clicked his tongue. “It’s always a shame to see young love torn apart too soon.”

	The guard was glancing back and forth between us, as if he couldn’t quite wrap his head around our conversation. “You call that love?” he asked. “Sounds like an abomination to me.”

	“You’d understand if you’d ever felt love,” I replied. “If only you weren’t too stupid for your own mother to love you.”

	“You take that back!” he yelled as he leapt toward me and shoved his sword against my throat. My plan was working perfectly. 

	Before I could blink, Castor had pulled out his own sword, ripped the guard off of me, disarmed him, and pinned him against a nearby tree with the tip of his blade resting under the guard’s chin.

	“You leave a satyr free to hunt us down, you fall asleep on guard duty, and now you let your anger get the better of you under the slightest provocation. I’m beginning to wonder why I hired you in the first place.”

	“Puh…Puh…Please… Don’t kill me! I’ll do better! I promise!” the guard begged. Castor lowered his sword and the guard fell to his knees as he took in a deep breath of relief.

	“I’m a bounty hunter, not a murderer,” Castor said. “But I’m certainly not keeping you around, either.”

	The guard looked up, desperation in his eyes, “Wh… Where will I go?”

	“There’s a tavern not ten miles due east. You can start there.”

	A tavern? Could it be Talos’ tavern? Castor hadn’t said anything about a village by the tavern, but he may have just left that out. Depending on which direction they had carried me, and how far they’d managed to travel before nightfall, it seemed likely that it was. With any luck, Chrysalis would already be there putting a team together for a rescue mission, and she would recognize the guard the second he showed up.

	“But how will I --” the guard started.

	Castor pointed his sword right between the guard’s eyes. “Get lost! Before my patience runs out!”

	The guard jumped to his feet and bolted into the woods. I waited until he had a good head start, then decided to do a little probing.

	“Hmm,” I muttered. “I wonder if that’s the same tavern where we were going to spend our honeymoon.”

	Castor shot me a sly smile. “Not likely,” he said. “We’ve been traveling for three days in the opposite direction.” My eyes went wide before I could stop them. Had I really been out for three days? As if in answer to my unspoken question, Castor said, “You’ve been an easy haul, until now.”

	I huffed. “I wouldn’t mind sleeping off the rest of the journey, if I could.” So we weren’t anywhere close to home, and I had no idea even what direction we had been traveling. Still, I knew it was true what Castor had said, fauns were naturally skilled trackers. If anyone could find us, it would be Chrysalis. I just hoped she was smart and got help instead of trying to come after me alone. Even with both of us fighting together, we would have a tough time getting free from these bandits.

	At least I knew I had left her a clue in the fired guard, if only she managed to find him.

	Castor sauntered back toward his tent, and for the first time I noticed the rest of the crew had come out from their tents and had been watching everything from around the fire.

	“You know,” Castor said as he turned back toward me, “under different circumstances, I think we might have been friends.”
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	My head hurts, was the first thought I had as soon as I was awake enough to start having thoughts again. I pried my eyes open, and a second thought occurred to me: It’s almost night!

	I could already see several stars twinkling in the sky as the sun was making its final descent behind the trees. If the bounty hunters had gotten Chass, they would have had several hours’ head start. Since Chass hadn’t come back for me, I had to assume he had been taken. 

	I grabbed hold of the carriage and forced myself to my feet. No sooner had I turned to rush into the woods in the direction Chass had gone, then a wave of dizziness swept over me and I fell to my knees. I managed to catch myself on the ground and took slow, deep breaths to steady the spinning in my head.

	I pushed myself back up to my feet and moved toward the forest edge, slowly this time. I could still see faint footprints in the damp ground, and followed them deeper into the woods. In the months since the curse had broken, it had barely stopped raining. I supposed the spirits must have had some catching up to do.

	Chass’ path wasn’t difficult to follow. I could see an almost perfectly straight line of footprints, smashed plants, and broken branches. He should have known better than to run in a straight line. He should have zig-zagged to throw them off the trail. In my heart I knew he had just been drawing them as far away from me as he could, but still, he should have been more careful. 

	The trail led to an open field, where the tall grass was parted almost straight down the middle. The idiot. He had made himself an easy target. I followed the line of trampled grass to a large imprint where Chass must have been knocked flat, followed by an almost single-file line where they must have carried him back into the woods.

	A peculiar smell drifted through the air, and I sifted through the grass until a slight glint of metal caught my eye in the dim twilight. I picked it up and recognized it immediately as a blow dart. I held it up to my nose and sniffed -- just as I thought: Snake venom.

	So they had paralyzed Chass and carried him off into the forest. I rose and looked at the edge of the woods at the point where the bounty hunters must have entered. I knew I could travel faster than a bunch of bandits with an immobile captive in tow; and I could travel all night, too. But I wasn’t ready to take off after them just yet. 

	I couldn’t just rush after them blindly. I had to give myself every chance of success, account for every contingency. I had to make sure I was mentally and physically prepared. 

	I made my way back to the carriage, and along the way found a torn piece of fabric on a broken branch. I took a long, hard whiff of it, and it was absolutely repugnant. Good -- even if I couldn’t see their footprints in the dead of the night, I would be able to follow their scent. 

	I reached the carriage and dug through my luggage until I found it: my armor. So much for my comfortable, versatile dress. I quickly changed and packed a few days worth of food into a small satchel. I left a note for Talos to inform the resistance council that Chass had been taken, and I had gone after him. I knew it would still be a full day or more before he would realize we were missing and come looking for us. 

	With my sword at my side and my armor secured as tightly as I could manage without help, I marched into the forest to track down Chass’ captors and return him to safety. I knew they could only have traveled eight, maybe ten hours at most before needing to stop for the night. If I kept up a good pace, I hoped I might reach them before first light, while they were still asleep. Sneaking Chass past one or two guards would be a lot easier than fighting off the whole company.

	I had no trouble keeping up a good pace for most of the night. That is, until I let myself get caught in a trapper’s net.

	I heard the click as my foot snapped the trigger, and tried to jump out of the way as the net shot up from the ground around me, but it was too late. I cursed myself for not seeing it sooner. I had let myself get over-confident. The trail had been so easy to follow, and I hadn’t stopped to think about what other dangers the deep forest might present.

	I tried to reach for my sword to cut myself free, but my arms were too deeply entangled, and the more I twisted and turned the tighter the ropes got until I couldn’t budge another inch.

	I cried out for help. Hour after hour, I cried out for help, but no one came until the early hours of the morning when the hunters came to check their trap.

	“Well, what have we here?” asked one of the hunters. He was a tall elf with long, dark hair and a rugged, green tunic. 

	“A satyr, by the looks of it,” said the other, a short, stocky elf. He made an exaggerated gagging noise and covered his nose. “And by the smell of it, too!”

	“Let me down!” I yelled. “I don’t have time for this!”

	“I’m afraid you’ve got as much time as we say you’ve got,” the taller elf said. “What do you think, Jamon?” he asked his companion. “They aren’t much for food, are they?”

	“No, but they are an expensive trophy for collectors in the capital.”

	“Let me down now,” I growled, “and maybe I won’t kill you where you stand.”

	“Doesn’t sound like much of a deal to me,” said Jamon. “Terrick, take her sword, will you?”

	The tall elf obliged and pulled my sword out from its sheath. “Just so you don’t get any ideas,” he said.

	“You think I can’t do just as much damage with my claws?” I asked.

	“You really aren’t giving us much reason to set you free,” Jamon quipped.

	“My husband was captured by bounty hunters, and I need to get back on their trail before it goes cold. Is that good enough of a reason for you?”

	“That, I think we can work with,” Terrick said as he stroked the blade of my sword thoughtfully.

	“Just run her through,” Jamon scowled.

	“No, really,” Terrick insisted, “I think we can make this work to our advantage.” He stepped up so that his face was inches from mine as he pressed my sword against my neck through a gap in the net. “You see, we’ve been tracking a xaxylin for a few days now, and…”

	“What?” I interrupted him, “You can’t...”

	“...and if you can help us bring her down,” he continued, “we might be persuaded to let you live.”

	“You can’t kill a xaxylin,” I insisted. “There are so few left.” Xaxylin were an ancient species of winged reptiles whose claws were extremely lightweight, but more durable than any metal. Because of this, they had been hunted to the brink of extinction. If poachers like these two had their way, there would soon be none of them left.

	“Oh, we won’t be killing it,” Jamon said. “You see, not many people realize this, but it turns out their claws grow back.”

	“Yes,” Terrick added, “we’ll be keeping that little bird alive for as long as we possibly can.”

	I couldn’t decide which was worse: death, or a life of captivity at the hands of heartless criminals. Maybe there was another way. Maybe if I agreed to help them, I could find a way to set the xaxylin free, and make sure these two never harmed another living creature.

	“Fine, I’ll do it,” I said. They glanced at each other, as if trying to decide if they believed me or not. “Let’s get it over with so I can get back to finding my husband.”

	“Alright, let her down,” Jamon said. As Terrick moved to cut the rope, Jamon pulled out the crossbow he had slung across his back, loaded a bolt, and pointed it right at me. “And don’t even think about trying to run, or you’ll be dead before you take two steps.”

	I stared down the arrow that would surely pass right through me without slowing down from such a short distance. “Understood.”

	Terrick slashed through the rope that was holding me up, and I immediately felt the tension around me release. In the short drop I managed to get my feet under me and land upright as the net fell harmlessly around me. The two elves stared in surprise; apparently they hadn’t expected me to be so agile. 

	“Let’s go.”

	 

	Tracking the xaxylin turned out to be a lot easier than I had anticipated. Within a few hours, we were perched near its nest, waiting to ambush it as soon as it returned. The nest was built into a large crater that must have been formed from an asteroid many thousands of years earlier, in the days when the goblins fell from the moons. 

	There were no eggs in the nest; whether because it wasn’t mating season or there simply weren’t any mates to be found I couldn’t be sure.

	It wasn’t long before we could hear the creature approaching. The wind from its massive wings shook the forest, and its loud cries echoed through the trees. I couldn’t help but wonder how these two elves with meager equipment hoped to ensnare such a beast. As soon as the xaxylin landed, I found my answer.

	Jamon set down his crossbow -- which had been trained on me this entire time -- and they both stepped out from their hiding spots and raised their hands toward the creature. They started chanting in an ancient language, and red beams of light emerged from their hands. They were using magic!

	I rushed out behind them and shouted in the language of the xaxylin, “Run!”

	All fauns had the ability to speak and understand the tongues of all living creatures. At that moment I was glad I could communicate with the creature without the elves understanding.

	The xaxylin tried to take off, but the elves’ magic bonds had already started weaving together to form a glowing red net over her wings, and pinned her down to the ground. 

	“She’s trying to speak to it!” Terrick cried.

	“Quiet, you!” Jamon shouted. They were both straining to keep control of their spell, but I knew it would only be a matter of time before the incantation would be complete and they would be free to attack.

	“Free me!” the xaxylin cried in her native tongue. 

	“I can’t break their magic,” I replied.

	The massive beast bent her head down and looked me square in the eye, “Daughter of Fennig, that is not the release I seek.”

	I glanced down at the crossbow sitting open on the ground. No, I couldn’t. “I would kill these elves rather than bring harm to you!”

	“And betray the faun’s ancient creed to protect life?”

	“Are their lives more valuable than yours?” I asked.

	“My time has come, young one,” she replied. “I am the last of my kind, there is nothing left for me here.”

	“Why should I destroy your life, and let these monsters remain?”

	“The world belongs to such as them now. There is no room for my kind.”

	I could feel tears streaming down my face. I wasn’t sure I had the strength to do what she was asking me to do. “The world once made room for beauty,” I said.

	“That world is dead,” she replied. “It is time for me to join my people beyond.”

	The trappers’ net was almost enclosed around her, and I knew I had no choice but to act. I dove for the crossbow, swooped it up, and landed on one knee, ready to shoot.

	Jamon broke off his part of the spell and turned toward me. “Hey! What are you --”

	The net was weakened just enough for the xaxylin to throw her head in the air for one final howl, as I shot the arrow straight into her exposed heart.

	Terrick released the spell and fell backward as the red beams dissipated into thin air. The xaxylin dropped her head to the ground, kicking up a cloud of dust that made both her trappers cover their eyes.

	I rushed through the debris, dropped the crossbow, and wrapped myself in an embrace around her neck. “I’m so sorry!” I said through an onslaught of tears.

	Her voice was thin and quiet as she replied, “You have paid a heavy price for the sins of others. You must be strong, for the sake of all who still see beauty in the darkness.” Her eyes closed, and her last breath was released. 

	I could hear footsteps approaching as the cloud of dust began to clear. “Why’d you have to go and do a stupid thing like that?” Jamon asked.

	I quickly picked up the crossbow and loaded another bolt. I pointed it at Jamon and yelled, “Stay back!” He paused and raised his hands in the air.

	I swung the crossbow toward Terrick who was still brandishing my sword. “Drop it!” I yelled. “Drop the sword!” He dropped it and slowly backed away. “You have your prize!” I yelled. “Now let me be free to pursue mine!”

	“Whatever you want,” Jamon said as they both continued backing toward the treeline. “There’s no need to be rash.”

	Once they were safely out of distance, I dropped to my knees, set the crossbow beside me, and laid my hands on the xaxylin’s head. I said a prayer for her; a prayer for peace, for safe passage beyond the veil. As I looked at her still, quiet face, I almost felt jealous of her. I had been striving for such peace for so long, and I thought I had almost found it with Chass. Now I was beginning to wonder if I would ever find it on this side of the veil. 
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	I had gone from nearly catching up with Chass and his captors to being almost a full day behind. I left the two trappers behind with their prey, though I kept my sword and their crossbow, just for good measure. 

	It hadn’t taken me long to find where the bandits had camped the night before. They had done an almost perfect job of covering their tracks, but I knew what signs to look for. 

	So far they had been traveling in a more or less straight line, which I knew would work to my advantage. If they had no idea I was following them, it would be that much easier to stay on their trail. All I had to do was keep on the same bearing, and I was bound to run into them eventually. Traveling alone I could make far better time than a group that large ever could.

	The following two days passed virtually without incident. I did have a few run-ins with hungry animals, but those were much less frequent and less ferocious than when the drought was in full force. I could find no indication that I was still on the right path, but I had to have faith that I would find a clue eventually. 

	It was early on the morning of the fourth day since Chass was taken that I came upon a small tavern, hidden away on a sparsely traveled trade-route. I guessed that I was getting near the border to the dwarven kingdom of Vaeger, and knew this probably wouldn’t be a faun-friendly establishment. Nevertheless, my rations had run out, and much of the vegetation in this part of the country was unfamiliar to me. I didn’t want to take the risk of eating something poisonous. 

	I had money, they had food. That was good enough for me, hopefully it would be good enough for them, too.

	I entered the tavern and discovered it was far busier than I had anticipated. Nearly every table was occupied. I found an open spot at the bar and made my way toward it. From the moment I had set foot in the tavern, it felt like every eye was on me. 

	I sat down at the bar, and the barkeep ambled over cautiously. “What brings a creature like you crawling out of your hole into my fine establishment?” he asked in an accent that almost sounded dwarven. I must have been closer to the border than I thought.

	“Vengeance,” I replied, in the coldest voice I could manage. Hopefully that was a language these brutes could understand.

	“Out for the elf what murdered your mommy and daddy, is that it?” the barkeep asked, mockingly.

	“My husband was captured by bounty hunters. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

	“Love, half the blokes in here are bounty hunters. I make a point to not know anything about their business.”

	A rough-looking elf with an eyepatch turned to me and asked, “What idiot would put a bounty out on a satyr?”

	“He’s not a faun,” I replied. “He’s an elf.” Everyone within earshot burst out laughing.

	“An elf married to a beast!” the barkeep guffawed. “That’ll be the day!”

	“Look, all I want is a warm meal and a drink, then I’ll be on my way. I’ve got more than enough coin to cover it.”

	“More than enough may not be enough for you, love. It seems you’re making my loyal patrons a trifle nervous.”

	A glint of movement caught the corner of my eye. It seemed someone was trying to surreptitiously make their way to the exit. Did I really scare these people that much just by being there? I glanced over and immediately recognized the would-be escapee’s armor; it was the bounty hunter who had attacked me!

	“You!” I yelled as I leapt from my seat in his direction. He bolted toward the door, but I was easily able to cut him off. Everyone in my path ducked out of the way, though I was sure they would have tried to stop me if they hadn’t been so drunk. 

	I took hold of the bandit’s collar and slammed him down on a nearby table.

	“Where are they taking him?” I demanded.

	“I… I don’t know anything!” he scampered. “I don’t know where we were going!”

	I pulled my fist back to strike him, and suddenly noticed the deafening silence hanging over the whole tavern. I looked up to see nearly every weapon in the place pointed directly at me.

	“I think,” the barkeep said, “it’s time for you to leave.”

	I scanned the stoic faces across the room. There wasn’t any use arguing the point. 

	“Fine,” I said. “But I’m taking him with me.” I hoisted him up by the front of his shirt, threw him over my shoulder, and made my exit.

	He went kicking and screaming the whole way, but no one tried to stop me from taking him. Either these lowlifes made a point of not interfering with other people’s business, or they just didn’t care for this particular lowlife enough to intervene. 

	Once outside I threw him up against the side of a parked carriage, making sure his head impacted nice and hard.

	“OW!” he cried out.

	“Doesn’t feel amazing, does it?” I asked. “Now tell me where they’re taking Chass or I’ll knock your head so hard you’ll shoot straight past the veil before you even know you’re dead.” Of course, I had no intention of actually killing him, but he didn’t need to know that.

	“I’ll talk!” he yelled, throwing his hands up reflexively. “I’ll tell you everything!” I took a step back to let him know I was listening. “Castor threw me out like a stray dog. I have no loyalty to him.”

	“Castor?” I asked.

	“Castor the Cunning, they call him. Or at least that’s what he calls himself. He’s the one who hired me. He already had the job when he found me.”

	“Where exactly did he find you?” I pressed.

	“Vaeger, a small tavern on the south side of Morave. All he told me was the job came from some rich looking elf who called himself ‘The Count’.”

	“It’s not much, but it’s a start. Where did you see them last?”

	“Our camp was ten miles west of here. They’ve probably just left.”

	“You wouldn’t happen to have a map of Vaeger, would you?”

	He produced a rolled-up map from his pack, and I snatched it from him and opened it against the wall of the carriage. He took advantage of my momentary distraction to make a run for it. I let him go. He could be of no more use to me.

	I quickly found the city of Morave on the map. It wasn’t far past the border, and directly on the path that Castor and the others had been taking. That must have been where they were planning to deliver Chass to this ‘Count’ person.

	If their camp was only ten miles west, I could reach it within a few hours and be caught up with them by midday. If I skipped the camp and went straight for them, I might even have been able to cut them off before they passed into Vaeger. 

	No, I needed to visit the camp first. There was always a possibility that Chass might have managed to leave behind some kind of clue. I needed to proceed cautiously, to gather as much information as possible before making my move.

	I tucked the map into my empty satchel -- a stark reminder that I still hadn’t found anything to eat -- and took off in the direction of the camp.
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	I tried to let myself sleep for the remainder of the night, but between the burning pain from the snake venom in my back, and having just woken up from a three-day-long nap, sleep refused to come. I watched the guards rotate through the long, dark hours, until the first light of morning peeked through the tops of the trees.

	I watched as Castor woke the others and distributed their rations for the day. One of the bandits fed me just enough to give me the energy to walk, but not so much that I could make a run for it without passing out from exhaustion. I hadn’t realized until I could smell the bread they were giving me how hungry I had become.

	I watched as the bounty hunters packed up their tents and covered over any traces that they had set up camp here at all. Just as Castor was about to release the ropes binding me to the tree, he paused to listen.

	“What is it?” one of his crew asked.

	Castor held up a hand to silence him. “Shh!”

	Everyone stared uneasily into the forest around us, on high alert.

	If I focused intently, I could just make out the faint rustling of leaves; the occasional snapping of a twig.

	“I hear it, too,” I whispered. “Fifteen, maybe twenty elves.”

	“Dwarves,” Castor corrected. “Their footsteps are fare too heavy to be elves.”

	“Your men won’t stand a chance against that much brute strength,” I said. “Let me fight!”

	“So you can slip away in the chaos?” Castor asked sardonically. 

	“And miss the chance to find out who put a bounty on my head?” I replied. “It’s always nice to meet a fan.”

	“Then I’ll make sure you meet him,” Castor said as he moved away from me and made a series of rehearsed gestures to his crew. They followed his silent instructions and set up a defensive perimeter around me. 

	After several moments of tense silence, a single net shot out from the forest, ensnared one of the bounty hunters, and dragged him screaming into the darkness before anyone had time to react.

	“Slavers!” Castor yelled. Several of the bandits unleashed arrows blindly into the trees, and at that same moment a swarm of dwarves emerged with a battle cry.

	The bandits engaged, but they were hopelessly outnumbered. A dwarf quickly broke through their ranks and cut my ropes with his ax. 

	“You’re coming with me!” he shouted.

	As soon as I was free from my binds, I grabbed hold of a low branch over my head, swung both my feet in the air, and kicked the dwarf squarely in the chest. He stumbled backward, but quickly regained his composure and came at me swinging.

	I stepped aside and took hold of his arm, using his momentum against him so that he slammed face-first into the tree. He dropped his ax and I took and slammed the dull side against the side of his head, knocking him out.

	I looked toward Castor, who was dealing with one dwarf in front of him as a second was about to bind his legs from behind. I hurled the ax and it lodged itself in the second dwarf’s chest. Castor dispatched the first dwarf, and turned to see who had saved him. He scowled when he realized it was me. I gave him a reassuring nod and rushed off after a bounty hunter who was being dragged away by a hook in his leg.

	I took up his dropped sword, leaped over him, and cut the rope. The dwarf who was dragging him lost his balance, and when he turned to see what had happened I cut him down with one swipe. 

	I ran back to the downed bounty hunter and pulled the hook from his leg. I ripped a sleeve from my shirt and wrapped it as tightly as I could around the wound to stop the bleeding. We were a good distance from the battle, and none of the other dwarves seemed to notice us. If I hid the bandit from view, the dwarves might leave him behind. Then again, this might have been my chance to sneak away unnoticed.

	I watched as Castor and his men fought for their lives. They weren’t my enemies, they were just doing their job. They didn’t deserve to be taken as slaves. And besides, my curiosity was getting the better of me. I really wanted to find out who ‘The Count’ actually was. Surely that information would be valuable to the resistance, right?

	I pulled a large cluster of vines out from the nearby underbrush, and laid them on top of the bounty hunter. “Stay down,” I whispered. “And stay alive.” I could still hear him grunting in pain as I rushed back into the thick of the attack.

	We put up as much of a fight as we could, but we never truly had a hope of escaping the slavers. It was only a matter of time before we were all subdued and thrown in cages hauled by massive beasts. I took stock of the captives: not an injured leg to be seen. Good -- the dwarves hadn’t found him.

	So long as he survived long enough for Chrysalis and whoever she brought with her to find him, they would be hot on our trail in no time. I just hoped she wasn’t more than a day or two behind us.
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	It had only taken me a few hours to reach the camp. Along the way I had spotted a small cavern, and even from a distance I recognized the faint orange glow of hortorum. Finally, a plant I recognized! Not only were the flowers edible, but the bio-luminescent leaves had almost miraculous healing properties. I quickly ate my fill of the flowers, and filled my satchel with the leaves, careful not to prick myself on the long thorns. I hoped that Chass wouldn’t be severely injured when I found him, but I had to be prepared for anything.

	The bounty hunter’s camp had been packed up and covered over properly, but there were signs of a battle everywhere. No bodies or dropped weapons, but the prints in the muddy ground made it clear there had been a struggle. 

	There was a length of rope draped around a tree; that must have been where they were holding Chass. Had he tried to escape and fight them all off himself? Or had the group been attacked? Surely Chass wouldn’t have tried something so foolish, he had to know I would be tracking them.

	As I tried to make sense of the scattered footprints, I heard a faint voice call out, “Help!”

	I rushed over the source of the sound, and almost stepped on a bandit hidden in the underbrush. I pulled the vines off of him, and immediately recognized the fabric tied around his leg. “Chass!” I shouted. “What happened?” I asked the bandit.

	“Slavers…” he said weakly, “dwarves… they ambushed us.”

	“How long ago did they leave?”

	“Just… a few hours.” I could tell he was struggling to hang on to consciousness.

	The makeshift bandage was almost completely soaked with blood. I knew if I didn’t do something soon, he wouldn’t last much longer. I pulled several of the hortorum leaves from my satchel and shoved them under the bandage.

	“Ahh!” he winced in pain.

	“This will help,” I said. “You should be able to walk within a few hours. Head to the tavern to the east of here.”

	I got up to leave, but stopped when I heard him struggling to speak again, “I… I don’t have any coin.”

	I paused and looked down at him. I only had a little myself, and I didn’t know what I might end up needing it for.

	“Castor holds our portions while we’re on the job,” he said.

	I sighed. Clearly, he needed the money more than I did. I pulled the small pouch from my belt and handed it to him. “This should get you food and lodging for the night,” I said. “After that, you’re on your own.”

	“Thank… you,” he said.

	I turned away from him and marched into the forest. I had no idea what to do next, but I knew I had to keep moving. The odds had already been against us getting Chass free from the bounty hunters, now we also had to deal with an even more formidable group of slavers. Fighting our way out just wasn’t going to be an option. I had to find another way.

	One potential advantage was that the slavers had no idea I even existed, much less that I was tracking them. I just had to figure out how to make that fact work in my favor. 

	Perhaps the easiest thing to do would be to just buy Chass from the slavers, but I had just given up my last coin. Not that it would have been enough to buy a slave. How much would such a thing cost, anyway? Slavery had long been outlawed in the Kingdom of Idril, and the Fauns had certainly never practiced it. 

	The more I thought about it the more it seemed that was my only option. It may not have been a good option, but I had to find a way to make it work. First things first, I needed money, which meant finding work. As a faun, I knew I would never have any trouble getting hired on at a farm or ranch, but it would take me years to save up enough from that kind of work. I didn’t have years. I barely even had days. Chass was strong, young, and healthy. He would be one of the first ones sold at any auction. 

	I couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Chass being such a desirable slave, even though it only made the prospect of me buying him for myself that much more difficult. I needed a lot of money, and I needed it fast. There was always bounty hunting, I supposed. I certainly had the skill-set for it, but I didn’t know if I could stomach that kind of work. 

	By nightfall I had come upon a small tavern. If there was work to be found, this would be the place to find it. I could tell from the architecture of the building that it was dwarven; I was no longer in Idril.

	I entered the tavern and found it to be a much more welcoming environment than the last one I had visited. The place was such a hodge-podge of different species already that a faun walking in was hardly worth noticing. 

	I stood and scanned the room. I needed food, and I needed work. As for the food, I had no money. As for the work, I didn’t have the slightest clue where to even begin looking.

	“You lost, dear?” I turned to see a young woman sitting at a table by herself, staring me up and down. The first thing I noticed about her was that she wasn’t wearing any kind of armor, just well-worn traveling clothes; her dark hair pulled up in a tight ponytail. I thought she was an elf at first, but there was something slightly off…

	Her ears! They were short and round, not pointy like an elf’s. “You’re a Firya, aren’t you?” I asked.

	She cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t get out much, do you?”

	I couldn’t help but blush. Here I was thinking I could get hired as a bounty hunter, and I had already embarrassed myself in less than two minutes. “No, I’ve never left Idril, actually.”

	She motioned to the seat across from her. “Sit down, let me buy you a drink.”

	“Oh, no, I don’t want to --”

	“You look like you need a drink,” she insisted. I locked eyes with her. As much as I didn’t want to trust anybody, I also didn’t want to pass up a possible opportunity to find work. 

	“Alright,” I said, “maybe one.” I sat down across from her, and she motioned to a passing barmaid. 

	“Nara, a drink for my friend here.”

	“Sure thing,” the dwarf, whose name was apparently Nara, replied.

	“So,” the Firya girl said as she went back to staring me down, “what brings you to these lawless lands?”

	I wasn’t sure how honest I needed to be. I didn’t know if she genuinely wanted to help me, or if she was trying to play me for her own purposes. I decided I needed to make myself look as tough as possible, but I had to be careful not to overdo it. “Oh, you know, I just woke up one day and decided I wanted to buy a slave. Turns out it’s legal in Vaeger, so,” I shrugged, “figured it would be a good place to start.”

	She chuckled. I wasn’t sure if that was a good reaction or not. “Smart,” she said. “If you’d’ve told me why you were really here, I’d have worried there was no hope for you, after all.”

	“No hope for me to do what, exactly?” I asked. She cocked a sly, half-smile. So she did have plans for me, didn’t she?

	“That’s a nice crossbow you got there,” she nodded toward the weapon, still slung over my shoulder. “Put it to good use lately?”

	“I did have a bit of a run-in with some bounty hunters not too long ago.”

	She leaned forward, her elbows on the table. “Must have been easy work with a weapon like that. You could take down a dragon with that thing.”

	The image of the arrow piercing the xaxylin’s heart flashed through my mind. I was careful not to let the memory show on my face. “I suppose so,” was all I said. 

	“Well it turns out me and my friends have been having some trouble with a dragon lately…” she paused as Nara returned with our drinks. “Thank you, Nara,” she said.

	Nara turned to leave, but I held up a hand to stop her. “Wait, Nara, before you go…”

	“Yes?” she asked.

	I looked at the Firya and said suggestively, “If you’re going to be offering me a job, perhaps we should discuss the details over dinner?”

	She narrowed her eyes, and seemed to chew the inside of her cheek thoughtfully for a moment. “Fair enough,” she said. “Nara, you know what I like.”

	“Of course,” Nara said, then looked at me. “And for your friend?”

	“That depends,” I said. “What’s good here?”

	“You fauns don’t eat meat, isn’t that right?” the Firya asked.

	“That’s right,” I said. 

	She looked up at Nara and said, “I don’t suppose you have any Faun-friendly plates, do you?”

	“I don’t think a dwarf has ever eaten a meal without some kind of meat, but I’m sure the chef can throw something together,” Nara replied.

	Nara left to take care of our order and I pulled the crossbow from my back and rested it under the table. I was finally able to let myself sit back comfortably in my chair.

	“I’m Chrysalis, by the way,” I said.

	“Kren,” she replied.

	“So, tell me more about this dragon.”
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	Within a few hours of being taken captive, we had passed the border into Vaeger and met up with the rest of the slavers’ caravan. I counted nearly fifteen cages in all. The prisoners seemed to be primarily elves and Firya, with a few other various races mixed in. In a nearby cage I spotted a handful of fauns, but didn't recognize them as any I knew personally. 

	There were centaurs, orcs, and even kobolds, similar to the Linwir people we had freed in the Cyndarin Mountains. For all I knew they might have been Linwir, but it seemed unlikely to me that the dwarves would have traveled so far into the Kingdom of Idril. 

	Many of the beings around me I had only ever read about in books, though a few I had seen in the capital city of Fennox-Calil as a child. During the drought, Idril had become isolated from the rest of the world, and most outsiders had stopped visiting entirely. Given the level of barbarism I had experienced from these dwarves -- willing to trade in sentient lives as property -- I couldn’t help but wonder if that isolation was entirely a bad thing. 

	I was surprised to see there were even some Casar among the prisoners. Apparently they were not above enslaving their own kind. I could only hope that the entire race was not as depraved as these, but given that their line of work was still considered legal -- not to mention profitable -- I couldn’t shake the feeling that every citizen of Vaeger was complicit in their actions.

	I glanced over at Castor, who sat silently against the bars of the cage, surrounded by his men who all looked like they wanted to ask what would happen next, but were too scared to open their mouths. 

	“I suppose this will slow down your plans,” I said. 

	“Just a temporary delay,” he replied. 

	One of the other bounty hunters perked up. “Do you have a plan to get us out?” he asked. 

	“There will be no hope of escaping the caravan,” Castor said. “We’ll have to wait until we get to the city at least.”

	“How long do you think that will take?” I asked.

	“Assuming we're heading to Morave, and with as fast as these dumb beasts are going, could be three or four days at least.” 

	The ‘dumb beasts’ he was referring to were some kind of quadrupedal reptiles I hadn’t seen before. They were slightly larger than horses, and had three horns on the front of their heads with something like a large plate fanning out from the backs of their skulls. I assumed they were descendants of the ancient dinosaurs, similar to the praeg so common in Idril. 

	I couldn't help but wonder at the logistics of moving such a large caravan of slaves. For each beast tied to a cage, there were at least two more carrying food and supplies. I imagined that in an effort to preserve rations, they would only be feeding us just enough to keep us alive, and not a morsel more. 

	“I suppose we’ll be fast friends by then, won’t we?” I asked Castor, who raised his eyebrows and shot me a weary look. 

	“You don't seem too worried about our little predicament,” he said. 

	“That wife of mine that your friend failed to kill is likely on our trail with half the re--” I paused. I needed to be careful not to say too much about the resistance against King Drevon. Very few people even knew that we existed, since they believed the propaganda that the King had broken the curse himself. Besides, I couldn’t be sure where any of these bounty hunters’ loyalties might lie. “Well, with her own army of mercenaries, at least.” 

	“What makes you so sure she'll find us?” one of the other bounty hunters asked. 

	“Fauns are excellent trackers,” I replied, “and I think I've left more than enough clues for her to follow.”

	Castor couldn't suppress a sly grin. “I knew you were up to something,” he said. Our circumstances might have made us adversaries, but it was good to know he could still respect my clever move. Perhaps I could leverage that respect to get more information about our predicament.

	“So you think we're heading to Morave?” I asked. “That’s the capital of Vaeger, isn’t it?” 

	“Yes, it is,” he replied. “This road leads straight there, though it does branch off to a few other cities along the way. Morave is by far the wealthiest city in the Kingdom, and certainly the most friendly to the slave trade.”

	“Kind of ironic, if you think about it,” another of the bounty hunters started, “since that was where we --” 

	Castor shot him a sharp look, and the bounty hunter immediately realized his mistake. It was too late. I already knew what he was going to say. 

	“It's where you were going to meet the Count, isn't it?” I asked.

	“Where we are going to meet the Count,” Castor corrected.

	“True, true,” I said. “I really can't wait to meet him

	“The feeling is mutual, I’d say, considering how much he is paying to have you brought to him.”

	“We've already established that he’s rich,” I said. “What else can you tell me about him?”

	“He’s an elf,” Castor replied. “Beyond that, you know as much as I do.”

	“From one of the royal families, perhaps?” I asked. “A close confidant of the king’s?”

	“Not likely,” Castor replied. “I did my time serving in the capital. He would stick out like a sore thumb among their kind. He doesn't have the manners for it.” 

	“You served in the capital?” I asked. “As a knight?” 

	Castor shot me a disgruntled look. “That's more than you need to know about me.”

	“We're friends, aren't we?” I said, goading him. “No need to keep secrets.” 

	“Then what about your secrets?” he replied. “Scrawny kid from a backwater village, why would someone with that much money want to spend it on someone like you?”

	“That’s something I would very much like to find out,” I replied. 

	As night fell the dwarves pulled the caravan off the road, untethered the beasts, and, as I suspected, fed them far better than they fed their captives. They threw in only a few slices of bread for the six of us in the cage.

	I lay on my back and watched the stars fade into view while the dwarves set up their camp, and I noticed that the sky seemed much larger out here than in Idril, as the landscape stretched in every direction without a tree in sight. 

	Once they had finished setting up the camp, they pulled us each out of the cages, one group at a time, and shuffled us over to a trench they had dug to be used as a latrine. There was a plank perched over the top of it with holes for each of us to sit over. The smell of excrement was overwhelming, but I was grateful for the chance to relieve myself. 

	Once we had finished there, they ran us through a series of exercises, I assumed to keep us looking fit and strong for the market. They completed the routine by letting us each take a sip of water from a large vat, and shoving us back in our cages.

	They arranged the camp with the cages at the center, their tents in a circle around us, and the three-horned reptiles on the outskirts. “Looks like they're getting ready for a fight,” I said. “Afraid someone might steal us?” 

	“Not other slavers, no,” Castor said. “They have too much respect for their competitor’s hard-earned property.” I could hear the disdain dripping from his voice. “But the beasts out here are far more dangerous than even the worst monsters hiding in the forests of Idril. They have to be to survive these wastelands.”
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	Kren and I spent the next several hours discussing the details of the job. She and her team of adventurers had been hired by a collector to retrieve an ancient relic. All fairly standard fare for adventurers like them, aside from the dragon part. It turned out most of their expeditions didn’t involve any kind of combat at all; the only dangers came from whatever defense mechanisms had been installed in the various archaeological sites they visited. This was very different from life in Idril, at least over the past fifteen years, where you could hardly leave your home without fear of being attacked by somebody, or something.

	The particular artifact they had been hired to find held a certain personal significance to the collector who had hired them, and the payout from this job promised to be much higher than they were used to. Enough so that she was certain her companions wouldn’t mind splitting it with a fourth person.

	“Enough to buy a slave?” I asked.

	“You aren’t really serious about that, are you?” To her credit, she seemed genuinely concerned about my motivations. It was unlikely that she would have had many interactions with fauns before, if any at all, and I likely wasn’t lining up with whatever expectations she might have had based on what she’d heard about us.

	“I’m not saying I would,” I replied, “it’s just nice to know that I could.”

	Her team, who I was introduced to first thing the next morning, consisted of Eldrick, a dwarf who taught Vaegerian history at a university in Morave, and Gorrif, a centaur who was fluent in more than twenty-five different languages, half of which were no longer spoken anywhere in the world.

	The artifact itself was located in a temple clear on the other side of Vaeger, but thanks to a clever steam-powered carriage -- a ‘train’, Eldrick had called it -- it would only take us two days to reach it. As he had explained it to me, the train consisted of several different types of cars being pulled by a massive engine along two metal tracks. Some cars were for transporting food or ore from the mines, while others carried passengers. We had our own private car, courtesy of the collector. I knew right away this would be far more comfortable than any ‘adventure’ I had ever heard of.

	I was amazed to see the vast differences in the dwarves’ technology and culture compared to the elves’. Idril had isolated itself from the rest of the world on account of the curse, and we fauns -- who lived within the borders of Idril, though we were not actually under their rule -- had been even more isolated on top of that. 

	Although the curse had affected the Kingdom of Vaeger as well, the dwarves’ simple, utilitarian lifestyle made it much easier for them to weather the drought, and it had ultimately spurred a rapid advance of new technologies that made them virtually immune to the curse’s effects. I could hardly believe some of the things Eldrick described to me, but then I would never have believed such a massive thing could pull itself, had I not seen it for myself.

	“It's all coal and metal,” Eldrick explained as our train pulled out of the station. The majority of dwarven society was built around mining, so it was only natural that their technology would flow from that. The ‘engine’, as Eldrick had called it, used burning coals to create pressurized steam, which in turn propelled the entire train. The precise details of how the whole process worked were entirely lost on me.

	“In Manse village, where my husband is from, there are several mines,” I said. “They certainly aren’t as common in Idril as they are here in Vaeger, though.”

	“What were they mining for, if you don’t mind me asking?” Eldrick asked. He began stroking his gray, braided beard, and I could tell he was genuinely interested. It was nice to find something we had in common.

	“Some sort of blue metal, I think. Ch --” I stopped myself before I actually said his name, “my husband told me it was useless in its raw form, and had to be shipped off to be processed.”

	“Yes, cobalt,” the dwarf said knowingly. “You’ve got to be careful with that stuff. Drive you to madness if you don’t treat it right.”

	“I had no idea,” I said.

	Kren sat up from the far corner where she had been taking a nap -- or perhaps only pretending to. “And I had no idea you were married,” she said.

	“There’s a lot you don’t know about me,” I replied. I hadn’t meant to give her that bit of information, either. It had just slipped out before I’d even realized it. I had no reason not to trust these people, but I was so far away from the world I was used to I couldn’t help but put my guard up.

	“Where is your husband now?” Gorrif asked, looking up from a book that I guessed must have been older than the Kingdom of Idril itself. He was standing at a table that was a perfect fit for his unique body shape. I couldn’t help but think it wasn’t normal for a train designed to carry dwarves to have a place for a centaur to stand. The collector must have spared no expense. 

	“Waiting for me,” was all I said. I still felt it was safest to withhold as much information as possible. 

	“So you just got the urge to go on an adventure, and left your poor lovey behind?” Kren asked, suspiciously.

	“Something like that,” I said. The truth was it was not very much like that at all. In fact, I was not at all in the mood for adventure, and wanted nothing more than to be back with him. 

	I watched the vast, open landscape zoom past outside of our train-car window. The further away we moved from Idril, the more barren the land became. Rather than tall trees hanging over the roads and obscuring everything from view, there were small shrubs dotting the rolling hills for as far as the eye could see. Before long it seemed even the grass had stopped growing, exposing the dry, dusty ground. I thought it looked even worse than Idril at the height of the drought, but Eldrick insisted the land was always like this, even before the curse.

	I was curious to learn as much as I could about the culture of the dwarves; it was so vastly different from anything I had experienced before. 

	“Most dwarves live together in massive cities,” Eldrick explained. “Not like you Idrilians, scattered in tiny villages throughout the forest.”

	 That was another thing that struck me as odd. Outsiders considered us fauns to be just as much a part of Idril as the elves. Our scope of influence in the world was so narrow that we always thought of it just as us versus the elves, and hadn't considered how we related to the rest of the world. 

	“There’s really only one city in Idril,” I said. “Though I’ve never seen it for myself.”

	“I say it's no wonder that Idril fell into poverty during the drought,” said Eldrick, “with how poorly King Drevon was handling things to begin with.”

	“How much of what he says about the curse is true?” asked Gorrif. “That the fauns started it and he broke it?”

	“Absolutely none of it,” I answered. 

	“That's not surprising,” said Eldrick. “No one outside of Idril has believed a word that crook has said for decades.”

	“Really?” I asked. “The elves seem to have no trouble believing him.”

	“That's because they have no choice but to,” said Eldrick. “Think about it, all that wealth hoarded in the capital while the rest of the country is dependent on the king's good favor. That's no way to run an economy if you ask me.”

	“How are things different in Vaeger?” I asked. 

	“We have democracy, for one thing,” Eldrick replied indignantly. I hadn’t meant to offend him, I was genuinely curious. “The right to govern is something that should be earned, not born into.” 

	“Now isn't the time to talk politics,” Kren interjected as she stood and joined the rest of us. “We need to prepare ourselves for the temple.” 

	“Well of course the Firya would say that,” Eldrick shot back. “Your lots’ idea of government is a bunch of bloodthirsty tribal leaders who kill anything that gets in their way.” 

	“Why do you think I left?” Kren said pointedly. 

	“We Centaurs have no formal government,” Gorrif reminded him, “and yet we seem to get along just fine. We follow the ancient wisdom of our ancestors; it has never guided us astray. 

	“I suppose that's how we fauns think about things, too,” I said. “Each person does what they think is right by their fellow creature, and we all live in peace. At least we did before the spirits were taken from us.” 

	“Now there's no need to get religious,” Eldrick interjected. 

	“Interesting that you associate doing good with being religious,” Gorrif said. 

	“Ah, we dwarves gave up on religion a long time ago,” Eldrick said. “The spirits never did much for us, so why should we do anything for them?”

	“That's enough!” Kren said. “Right now we are a single team with one, unified purpose: to retrieve the relic. You can all go back to being different species after the job is over. Now, Eldrick, tell us what you know about the temple.” 

	“The temple was once inhabited by worshipers of the Mountain God, Inza. Our client claims to be descended from this cult, and believes that this particular artifact will prove his familial heritage. The ancient cultists raised a dragon to protect the temple, and he has remained there for over a thousand years, though the temple itself has long been empty.” 

	“That's where our new friend comes in,” Kren said, looking at me. “So how exactly do you plan on dealing with the dragon?” she asked.

	“It would be a shame to kill such an ancient creature,” Gorrif said. 

	“Trust me,” I said, “I have no intention of killing it.”

	“Then what are you going to do?” Eldrick asked. “Talk to it?” 

	“Perhaps,” I said.

	“Need I remind you,” Kren said in an annoyed tone, “that if we don't get past the dragon, we don't get the artifact, and if we don't get the artifact, we don't get paid.”

	“Don't worry,” I said, “There's more than one way to get past a dragon.”

	“I hope you're right,” Kren said before turning back to Eldrick. “So what happens once we're inside?”

	“Oh, then we will be on much more familiar territory,” Eldrick answered. “Deciphering ancient runes, solving ancient puzzles, avoiding ancient traps, that sort of thing.”

	“I've studied the runes of this particular cult before,” Gorrif said. “There shouldn't be any unexpected surprises inside.” 

	“There are always unexpected surprises,” Kren said.
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	I did my best to rest as much as I could through the night, but sleep refused to come. Between the rough wood-plank floor of the cage and the unknown threat hovering over the vast wilderness around us, I simply couldn't get my mind to still. Every distant roar was a pack of ferocious praeg waiting to attack, every shadow that passed over the stars was a dragon preparing to swoop down and carry us off. 

	Our captors got an early start readying the caravan for travel, but even so it seemed to take several hours before we were pulling back onto the road. They ran us through another set of exercises, then tossed us back in our cages with another helping of bread, only slightly more generous than the last. I had a feeling it was the last food we would see until we set up camp again that night. 

	Just as we were finally starting to make progress, a small envoy of elves caught up to our caravan. There were a handful of small, pompous looking carriages being escorted by knights on horseback. It must have been a group of diplomats headed to Morave. 

	They were moving much faster than we were, and came around beside us to drive past. A few of the more rambunctious knights banged their swords on the sides of the cages as they galloped by. Several of the dwarves brandished axes and spears at the knights to shoo them away from the cages, but I knew they weren’t likely to attack. The knights were clearly only being patronizing, nothing worth starting a war over. 

	One of the knights galloped past our cage, holding his sword out so that it clanked against each bar as he rode by, and one of the bounty hunters had to duck out of the way so as to not be cut. Just before the knight reached the next cage he looped back around and pulled up his visor to get a closer look. I could tell he was staring right at me. 

	“I remember you,” he said. “You’re that brat from Manse, the mayor's son, aren't you?” 

	“It's always nice to meet a fan,” I replied. 

	Castor curled his lips thoughtfully. “The mayor’s son, eh? Not quite the nobody I took you for.” 

	“That Talze was worse than a nobody,” the knight replied. “I saw him running from the Battle of Kakara like a coward. Some lucky forest critter probably fed on his fat body for a week.” 

	Castor seemed as though he had more to say, but wisely kept silent.

	“Good riddance, I say,” I spat. “Dead or alive, I hope I never see my father again.” 

	“No need to worry about that,” the knight snarled, “I'm sure King Drevon will make sure you never see another living soul again!” He pointed his sword at a nearby guard. “You!” he yelled. “This man has a traitor to the throne of Idril. I demand you release him to my custody at once!” 

	The dwarf raised his spear into the knight's face and yelled something in the Casar tongue.

	“Of course you barbarians wouldn't be able to understand civilized language,” the knight said, exasperated. 

	“He says if you want him, you'll have to pay for him,” Castor translated, “thirty-thousand denocks. I believe that would be about twelve-thousand coin, to you.” 

	The knight snarled as he wrestled to keep his horse under control as it restlessly pranced around. 

	“I suppose you'll be heading to Morave to meet with members of Parliament?” Castor asked. “Perhaps your friends in the fancy carts over there can negotiate his release. Politicians are so good at bartering over sentient lives, aren’t they?” 

	The knight thrust his sword between the bars, but couldn't quite reach Castor, who sat on the far side, unflinching. Several dwarves jumped into defensive positions around him. 

	“We are nothing like these savages,” the knight said in a fierce whisper. “Don't you dare compare us to them.” 

	“No,” Castor said, calmly staring past the sword that hung inches from his throat. “Our kind are much worse.” 

	The knight pulled his arm out from the cage and reared his horse away from us. Dwarves followed after him until he had rejoined the envoy, and then I turned to Castor and asked, “Am I really that valuable?” 

	He looked back at me with a chuckle. “Some lucky dwarf is going to get fifty years worth of hard labor out of you. You’ll go for much more than that at auction, and it’s certainly much less than the Count was willing to pay for the pleasure of your company.”

	“Wow,” I said, “I'm really starting to feel like I might be someone special.” 

	“Someone special, indeed,” he replied. “I had heard rumors that there was a battle at Kakara the day the drought ended. Story goes that King Drevon killed the fauns who had enacted the curse and ended the drought himself. I'm sure your version of events is a little different.” 

	“More than a little,” I replied. “It was King Drevon who started the curse, not the fauns. In fact, they fought alongside us to break it.” The other bounty hunters reacted with shock and disbelief, but Castor's face remained still as a stone. “You know it's true, don't you?” I asked.

	“I've known for a long time what King Drevon was capable of,” he replied.

	“Then you know what happens next,” I said. “He won't stop until every faun and any elf who dares to help them are dead.”

	“Of that I have no doubt,” he said. “He is certainly capable of accomplishing it, too. “But what you are capable of accomplishing, there I'm not so certain.”

	“By myself, maybe not much,” I replied. “But there are more of us. And we could use all the help we can get.” 

	“I left the war game a long time ago,” he replied. “What reason do I have to get involved now?”

	“Because you know he won't stop with the fauns. Do you really think you'd be safe hiding out here Vaeger?”

	“The Casar have weapons you elves can only dream of,” he replied. “If King Drevon tried to invade he’d be signing a death sentence for every elf in Idril.” 

	“Why do you think he enslaved the spirits?” I asked. “He has plans. I don't know what they are, but he knows what he wants, and he knows what it’s going to take to get it.”
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	I awoke the next morning to find we were traveling alongside a vast ocean. The sight of water stretching to the horizon nearly took my breath away. Even more amazing, scattered across the tumultuous surface of the water, were several active volcanoes!

	“The Chasm of Fire, it’s called,” Eldrick whispered in a reverent tone. 

	I stood up from my cot and walked to a window to get a better view.

	“Have you ever heard the story of Vel the Forger?” Gorrif asked.

	Vel… I couldn’t help but think the name sounded familiar, like something from my childhood…

	“The relics that trapped the spirits,” I said as I remembered. Carine had told me the story as a little girl. He had told me he was going to find the relics and free the spirits. “There was an adventurer who took shelter in my village when I was a child. He told me the story.”

	“There, just on the horizon,” Eldrick said, pointing. “Mt. Vel, where the relics were forged. They say the mold is still inside the mountain to this day.”

	“I thought molds were used for forming metal?” I said in an inquisitive tone.

	“That’s right,” Eldrick answered, as if the answer should be obvious and he couldn’t understand why I was asking.

	“But the relics are made from gemstones…”

	The others all eyed me suspiciously, and I began to think I’d made a terrible mistake.

	“Not according to any history I’ve read,” Gorrif said. 

	“You’ve seen the relics, haven’t you?” Kren asked. I almost felt like she was accusing more so than asking.

	“Only one,” I admitted. “The Thunder Relic. An orange spider on an orange leaf.” Eldrick and Gorrif both looked at me with child-like wonder in their eyes. I had been so caught up in the ferocity of the battle, I had taken for granted how momentous the relic itself actually was. It had been left behind after the Battle of Kakara, and the resistance council had decided to hide it away in Manse Village. The other two were still in King Drevon’s possession, but we didn’t think he could do anything without the full set.

	“It seems your resume as an adventurer is more extensive than you’ve led me to believe,” Kren said.

	I had to be careful not to sound defensive. Perhaps I could play this to my advantage, instead? “If I told you everything, you would know you could never afford my fee.” Eldrick and Gorrif were clearly impressed. They tried to hide their subtle, non-verbal exchange, but I caught their raised eyebrows as clear as day. As long as I kept them thinking I was ready to face a dragon, I didn’t have to worry about being kicked off the train as penniless as when I got on.

	“If you’re so rich,” Kren pressed, “why’d you take the job?”

	“Let’s just say I have been temporarily separated from my… assets. Just need a little petty cash to get back home.”

	Eldrick scoffed. “This job is paying for my retirement, and she calls it petty cash.”

	“This is the biggest job we’ve ever had,” Kren said. “Enough to buy a slave.” The others were confused by her remark, but I knew exactly what she meant.

	“You hired me to do a job, and I’m going to do it,” I replied. “What I do with the payout is none of your concern.”

	Of course, I knew the truth of the matter was nowhere near as nefarious as I was making it out to seem. These were experienced adventurers I was dealing with, and I needed them to think of me as one of their own. I needed them to respect me. With the way things were going, it almost seemed like they were starting to fear me. I wasn’t sure if that was necessarily a good thing, but I couldn’t help but admit I kind of liked it.

	 

	Within a few hours, we had reached our departure station and switched over to a much smaller train with open-topped cars that ran along the edge of a mountain overlooking the temple. Apparently it had become somewhat of a tourist attraction, though no one dared get too close on account of the dragon. 

	This next part, Kren had promised, was going to be the fun part. She had supplied each of us except Gorrif a special suit equipped with leather wings under each arm and between the legs. We were actually going to jump out of the train-car and fly to the temple!

	Gorrif, being not particularly suited for this kind of stunt, had separated from us at the station. Being a centaur, he could run -- or gallop, rather -- fast enough to catch up with us at the temple.

	“Are you sure I don’t need to do a practice jump first?” I asked as we approached our launching point. We turned a corner and a massive valley opened up beneath us. There, across the valley, was the colossal temple, carved into the side of a nearby mountain. 

	My stomach lurched and I instinctively gripped the side of the cart. I had never seen such a vast expanse in my life, certainly not one so completely open, rather than enshrouded by trees. I couldn’t tell if the temple was a few hundred feet away, or several miles.

	“Just keep your arms and legs spread as far apart as you can, and let the wind do the rest,” Kren said as she stood and perched herself on the edge of the cart. Several other passengers turned our way and began shouting for Kren to get down as their transfixed gazes were interrupted by her sudden and unexpected move.

	We had gotten a few uncomfortable glances at the station when we boarded the cart, but Kren had assured me the suits were her own unique invention, and no one would have a clue that we intended to jump. They were starting to get a clue, now.

	She shot me a quick wink and then leapt from the side of the train. The other passengers all jumped to their feet, screamed, or covered their eyes, then gasped as the wind picked her up and carried her above the surface of the mountain. A few even started applauding.

	“Your turn,” Eldrick said with a nudge.

	“Oh I don’t know, maybe you --”

	“Your turn,” he said, more forcefully this time. “Your job is to jump, my job is to make sure you don’t get cold feet.” Of course. I must have been a fool to not realize Kren had taken measures to ensure I would follow through. To be honest, if Eldrick had gone first, I don’t know that I would have found the courage to follow him.

	I made a point of stamping the ground in front of him. “I have hooves, not feet,” I said as I took hold of the side of the cart and thrust myself over the edge before I had time to give it a second thought.

	I spread my arms and legs like I was told, but couldn’t help but clench my eyes shut as I felt certain I would splat against the rocky ground at any moment. I wanted to scream, but my jaw refused to move, and the breath seemed trapped in my lungs.

	A gust of wind caught me from below and I had to struggle to keep my limbs locked in place as the fabric wings pulled against them, and I felt myself wobbling from the turbulence. My eyes shot open, and the first thing I saw was a blur of gray and brown as the desolate mountain zoomed past beneath me.

	I was flying!

	As I slowly regained control of my breathing, I forced myself to lift my head and take in the vast view. I could see Kren, now little more than a small black dot moving against the backdrop of the colossal mountain. To my right, Eldrick wasn’t far behind.

	“Woohoo!” I yelled as a rush of adrenaline washed over me and I actually started enjoying myself. I couldn’t believe I was actually flying!

	The hoots and hollers from the other passengers on the train faded into the distance, until one final, clear word cut through the air: “Dragon!”

	I frantically scanned the sky ahead for any sign of the beast, and no sooner had I caught sight of the massive, winged shadow passing over the far mountain than it let out a burst of flames, scorching the ground beneath it as it flew.

	“Kren!” I shouted. I couldn’t tell from this distance if the dragon had hit her or not, but I couldn’t help but assume the worst. With a great effort, the dragon spun itself around and started flapping its way toward Eldrick and me. I caught sight of Eldrick gently leaning himself to the right, putting more distance between us and careening out of the dragon’s path.

	I tried to mimic the maneuver myself, but quickly spun out of control and scrambled for several helpless seconds until I finally leveled out and caught the wind once again. The dragon was heading straight for me, and there was nothing I could do to avoid it. It once again ignited its flames, and I could feel a wave of heat as it grew closer and closer. I couldn’t help but think that even if I survived the blast, my winged suit wouldn’t. It would be burned to a crisp, and my ability to fly with it.

	I had to think of a way to get the dragon’s attention; to let it know I only wanted to talk. I could speak the dragon’s language, yes, but that wouldn’t do much good if it couldn’t hear me over the rushing wind and roaring flames.

	It was quickly diving to cut me off. If only I could find a way to slow my descent…

	I did everything I could to pull myself upright, and to my surprise a sudden gust of wind shot me at least a dozen feet higher -- putting me directly on a collision course with the dragon’s neck!

	The beast reared its head back as I slammed into its throat. I gripped it as tightly as I could, and as I swung around the creature’s back I could feel my claws sliding under its scales and piercing the thick muscle below. The dragon cried out in pain and tried to shake me off, but I held on as tightly as I could.

	“Dragon!” I yelled. It spun its head back toward me when it realized I was speaking in its own tongue. “We need to talk!” I continued.

	The dragon wheeled around and let out one last shriek as it flew within feet of the ducking passengers on the train. A few seconds later and we had passed around the far side of the temple mountain and the dragon deftly landed in a dark cave. It gently shook its neck and I took my cue to dismount, though in the near-total darkness I wasn’t sure what I would find when I hit the ground. Thankfully I landed on nothing but level, compact dirt, but when the dragon let out a huff of flame to briefly illuminate the cavern, I noticed I was inches away from the bones of what must have been an ill-fated adventurer. 

	The dragon was clearly trying to intimidate me by letting me see its trophies. If I was going to avoid a similar fate, I needed to diffuse the situation quickly. “I guess you’ve never seen a flying faun before, have you?” I asked, trying to come off as friendly as possible. 

	“Indeed, daughter of Fennig,” she replied (I hadn’t been certain before, but I could tell by her voice she was definitely a female), “you are a long way from home.”

	That was the second time on my journey I had been referred to as a daughter of Fennig, the first faun, who had been gifted by the Great Mother with the ability to speak in the tongues of all living things. I hadn’t ever really thought of it that way before, but the connection actually made me feel kind of important.

	“I am Chrysalis, daughter of Egris, of the tribe of Brau-Na in the land of Idril.” I could hear her heavy footsteps as she paced back and forth. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light I could just make out the silhouette of her neck craning toward me.

	“And what brings you to this far corner of the world?” she asked.

	“A relic hidden within the temple,” I answered as her warm breath rustled through my fur.

	“Are there not relics in the Kingdom of Idril?”

	“Not this one.” I stood my ground, in spite of the ominous shadow of her head hanging inches from mine.

	“It is my duty to protect the worshipers of Inza and the instruments of their worship. I cannot allow you to enter.” She abruptly turned away from me and moved deeper into the cave.

	“The worshipers are gone!” I yelled, desperate to keep her attention, clinging to whatever slim hope I had of changing her mind. “The relics are collecting dust. What is left for you to protect?”

	She paused, her footfalls falling silent. “Their legacy,” she whispered.

	“Then their legacy will die with you,” I replied.

	“I shall live for a long time yet.”

	“But not forever. And when you are gone, the temple will be looted, the relics traded for gold or for power, and the memory of the Worshipers of Inza will be lost.”

	She spun back around and marched toward me. A spark of fire ignited in her nostrils and in the brief light I could see the anger on her face. “Are you not merely the first of the looters?”

	“My companions and I are here on behalf of a descendant of the Worshipers of Inza,” I answered. “He seeks to preserve their legacy, not profit from it.”

	“Then why does he not make the journey himself? A true descendant would not be afraid of such a pilgrimage.”

	“I’m afraid the world doesn’t work like that anymore. There are those with enough money to protect themselves from danger, and those who must put themselves in danger to make enough money to live.”

	“And how do you measure your life, young one?” she asked as she made her way to a dark corner and plopped down, kicking up a cloud of dust. “In adventures taken? Relics stolen? Bounties collected?”

	As I coughed away the dust I realized she was growing bored with me. She had clearly made up her mind, and was determined to not let me change it. I had to come at it from a different angle.

	“I was there when the curse was broken,” I said. “The day the spirits of Rain, Thunder, and Lightning were set free.” Even in the darkness I could sense the dragon’s interest being piqued. “I, a faun, bound by my very nature to protect all living things, fought and killed those who sought to use the spirits for their own selfish ends.” She rose from her resting place and began moving toward me. Clearly I had her attention again, and if I was careful I might have my way into the temple, as well. “So you can let me take the relic and ensure that the legacy of the Worshipers of Inza is properly honored, or you can let it die with your dusty bones, and live out the rest of your years knowing that your lifetime of loyal service will have been wasted.”

	Another spark revealed that she was so close I could see my own reflection in her eye. “You have seen much, child, and yet found very little.” She turned away from me and made her way toward the entrance to the cave. 

	Her cryptic words left me feeling somehow vulnerable; exposed. Like she had uncovered some deep truth that I had refused to let even myself see. Even with it laid bare before me, I still couldn’t decipher what it all meant.

	She paused beside me and knelt down just enough for me to climb on her back. “I will allow you and your friends to enter the temple,” she said as I hoisted myself up. “But to retrieve the relic, you must prove yourselves worthy. There I cannot help you.”

	She took off toward the front of the cavern, and I quickly wrapped my arms around her neck as tightly as I could -- careful not to dig my claws under her scales this time. We emerged into the blinding sunlight, and I had to tuck my head into the fold of my arm to shield my eyes without losing my grip.

	We rounded the mountain and quickly spotted the others gathered in front of the temple. There was no entrance on the ground level; as we flew past I noticed the only way in was from the roof. 

	Gorrif had already reunited with the others. As we approached I could see he was still struggling to catch his breath. We landed in front of them and the dragon knelt down to let the others on. As we stared down at them expectantly, they stared up at us in astonishment.

	“Well, are you coming or not?” I asked.
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	My second morning in captivity started out much like the first. My group was running through our morning exercises when one of the bounty hunters collapsed from exhaustion. A dwarf guard jabbed at him with the blunt end of his spear, and when the bounty hunter didn't get up, the dwarf began beating him even harder. 

	At that particular moment, I was glad our captors hadn't chained and bound us. I suppose they figured it wasn’t worth the extra hassle, since they could so easily overpower us, anyway. I lowered my shoulder and charged into the guard, knocking him to the ground. He dropped his spear and I picked it up and pointed it at him. 

	“Leave him alone!” I yelled.  

	The dwarf scrambled to his feet and pulled an ax from his belt. A handful of guards grabbed the remaining bounty hunters and pulled them away from the scuffle while others formed a circle and cheered on their companion. I was surprised they hadn't killed me on the spot. Another dwarf threw his spear at the one I had attacked, and he grabbed it out of the air and charged at me. My instincts kicked in and my mind jumped back to my staff training with Argentis. 

	I went on the offensive, sparring back and forth with the dwarf for several minutes as the growing crowd of slavers jeered us on. I had no idea what the end result of this altercation would be. Would the dwarves kill me as an example to the others? Would they grant me my freedom if I actually won? 

	The dwarf was surprisingly agile, and his short stature made it difficult for me to keep up with him. In the end, my exhaustion got the better of me and I collapsed to my knees, dropping the spear by my side. The other dwarves all laughed and I noticed a good amount of money changing hands. At least I had proved myself useful for something, even if it was just cheap entertainment. 

	They splashed water on the fallen bounty hunter’s face, which startled him awake just enough to satisfy them that he was still alive. They gave the rest of us our sip of water and threw us back in the cage with our morning’s supply of bread. We ate our meager meal in silence, and all sat in thoughtful reflection, feeling even more defeated after the morning’s events. 

	Finally, Castor turned to me and said, “You fight like a south-dog.” 

	“I trained under one for most of my life,” I replied. 

	“Not many knights from the Southern Wild,” he said. 

	“No, I suppose there wouldn't be, would there?” I asked. 

	“A knight I once served under as a squire married a woman from the Southern Wild. I always thought their son had what it took to become a knight, if he had a mind to.” 

	“We may have known the same south-dog, then,” I said. “He was a relentless teacher, never gave me a moment's break. And he had the worst temper I’ve ever seen.”

	“You speak as though he’s no longer with us,” Castor said, a strange melancholy hanging over his words. 

	“It was at the Battle of Kakara,” I said. “He stood up to King Drevon in the end, and they killed him for it.”

	“That doesn’t sound like the Argentis I knew at all.”

	“It wasn’t the Argentis I knew either, but it’s who he was in the end. Perhaps who he’d always been, underneath it all.”

	Castor rolled his last morsel of bread in his fingers until it dissolved into crumbs. “Perhaps,” he said.
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	Kren, Eldrick, and I rode on the dragon's back while she carried Gorrif -- who protested the entire time -- in her talons. She flew us to the roof of the temple and we quickly dismounted. Just before she took off she looked at me and asked, “How does one measure the life of a worshiper?” 

	“I don't know,” I answered. “How?” 

	“If you can't find the answer to that yourself,” she replied, “then you will never find what you seek.”

	The others looked at us, clearly confused. “What was that all about?” Eldrick asked. 

	“She asked me how I would measure the life of a worshiper,” I answered. “Honestly, I’m not sure what she meant.”

	“Wait wait wait,” Gorrif said, inadvertently stamping his feet. For a moment it almost looked like he was trotting in place. “You're telling me you can actually speak to dragons?”

	“That's right,” I realized, “I suppose that wasn’t even recognizable as speech to you. It is the gift of Fauns to speak the languages of all living creatures.”

	Gorrif threw his hands up in exasperation. “Well then why am I even here?” I felt sorry for him, for all that he had to go through to get to this point. It must have been frustrating to feel like it had all been wasted. After all, he had come along as a translator, not knowing I could speak far more languages than he even knew existed. Still, I couldn’t help but be amused at his melodramatic reaction.

	“Don't worry,” I laughed, “I'll let you take the next one.”

	Near where the dragon had set us down there was a large, round platform with a small crank at the center of it. We all stepped up onto the platform, and Kren started turning the crank. As it turned, the platform lowered itself down into the temple. Apparently the Casar had long been experts at building complex machinery.

	As the elevator slowly lowered to the ground, the light coming in from the hole above us revealed that we were descending into a massive circular room with arched entryways all around. “Where do you suppose they all lead?” I asked, looking around at the ornate doorways. 

	“Most of the worshipers spent their entire lives in the temple,” Eldrick said. “There will be dining halls, residence halls, and just about any other kind of hall a lonely cultist could ever want.”

	“The only one we need is the one that leads to the shrine,” Kren said.

	“That shouldn't be too difficult to find,” Gorrif said, looking toward a massive door with a large rune set in stone over the top of it. “Inza,” he said, answering the silent question on all of our minds.

	When the elevator reached the floor, Eldrick pulled out of his pack a small torch, which seemed to be coated with some sort of coarse tar on the tip. He struck it against the floor and it immediately burst into flames! He handed it to Kren, then prepared another one for Gorrif and a third one for myself. 

	“Explosive powder,” he said with a proud grin when he saw the look of astonishment on my face. He apparently got a great sense of amusement at the fact that I was so amazed at what to him must have been a relatively insignificant technology.

	Torches in hand we all moved through the large wooden door into the first room leading to the shrine. What we found was another round room, significantly smaller than the first but still massive in scale. Directly across from us we could just make out another door frame in the dim light. At the very center of the room was a pedestal with a single key. Surrounding the pedestal in every direction was a network of tiles, each bearing a separate rune. Just on this side of the circle was a statue of a dwarf, one of the worshipers I presumed. “Giffidak,” Eldrick said. “The father of the worshipers of Inza, who first received the fifteen grounding principles from the spirit.”

	“Grounding principles?” I asked. “From a Mountain spirit? Isn't that ironic.”

	“Strength, justice, focus --” Gorrif started.

	“We don’t have time for a whole recitation,” Kren said. “We need to figure out what to do next.”

	I stared at the key, a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach telling me the runes were more than just decoration. “I suppose we’ll be needing that, won’t we?” I asked.

	“Undoubtedly,” Eldrick replied, taking on a scholarly tone that I imagined he must have used with his students back at the university. “I expect we will find a final door to the shine which requires four keys to be opened, each one locked behind a puzzle much like this one.”

	“What makes you so sure? I asked.

	“Oh, this kind of temple was quite popular during the Fifth Dynasty, he replied. “In fact, if I’m not mistaken, this particular temple was built by the architect Cumorn, a personal favorite of mine.”

	“Wait,” I said. Something about that tidbit of information struck me as odd -- almost absurd, even -- I just couldn’t figure out why. “You're telling me that there was an ancient architect that just went around building temples?” 

	“Several dozen of them, yes,” he replied. “And a few hundred similar temples scattered throughout Vaeger. It was quite the lucrative trade, at the time.”

	Perhaps what seemed so unsettling about it was the idea that the whole place was designed and built by someone who cared more about the building than the spirit it was dedicated to. Everything about this place was too perfect, too planned. I imagined the architect showing different designs to the worshipers; bartering for a better price. How does one measure the life of a worshiper? The dragon’s words echoed in my mind. Apparently there were some who saw their lifelong devotion as a commodity to be profited from.

	“Where I come from the temples were built by the worshipers themselves, as a sign of their commitment.”

	Eldrick snorted. “Then let me be the first to say, ‘Welcome to civilization’.”

	“It doesn’t matter who built it,” Kren interjected, “what matters is that we get the key and get a move on.”

	“Agreed,” I said. “The sooner we can get this job over with, the better.”

	“Get yourself in a hurry,'' Eldrick said, “and you'll get yourself killed. This puzzle, for instance, requires us to step on a particular pattern of tiles to reach the center. One false step, and…” his voice trailed off into ominous silence.

	“And what?” I asked. Perhaps the answer should have been obvious, but this was all so new to me. “What happens if we make a wrong step?” I asked.

	“Maybe an arrow shoots out from the wall, maybe the floor caves in and you drop into a pit of snakes. I’ve been through a dozen of these temples and never found out, personally I'd prefer to keep it that way as long as possible.” His nonchalant tone as he spoke of the possibility of gruesome death was almost unnerving. I had only been in a handful of situations where my life was legitimately at risk, and it had been utterly terrifying.

	“No,” said Kren, “I think it's more than that.” More than a violent, painful death? What could possibly be worse than the horrors Eldrick had described?”

	“What do you mean?” I asked

	“Think about it,” she answered, “the worshipers would have assumed that if any outsider were raiding the shrine, that would mean they had defeated the dragon first.”

	I quickly caught on to her line of reasoning, though Eldrick and Gorrif still seemed confused. “Leaving the temple vulnerable to more looters,” I said, clarifying Kren’s true meaning.

	“Right,” she said. “They wouldn't have wanted to just protect the artifacts and relics from the first looter, but from all of them.”

	Gorrif stroked his chin, “So you're saying if we make one wrong step we could destroy the key?”

	“No,” Kren answered. “I'm saying if we make one wrong step we could destroy the entire temple.”

	We all stared at the key in reverent silence for several moments, letting the gravity of the situation weigh down on us. Finally, Kren broke the silence. “The sequence must be something the worshipers would have known by heart, something they couldn't possibly get wrong.”

	“Isn’t it obvious?” I said. “The fifteen grounding principles. That's why they put the statue here, as a reminder.”

	“Yes,” Eldrick said. “They would have recited them every morning at least, likely several times a day. Gorrif, you didn't happen to memorize all of them, did you?”

	“Of course,” he replied, offended that Eldrick even had to ask. “Strength, justice, focus --”

	“We believe you,” Kren said. “No need to prove it. Just go get the key.”

	Gorrif stamped his feet and shook his head in what I could only assume was a centaur’s version of a whinny. “I don't know if you are aware,” he said, “but centaur bodies are not exactly suited for balancing on one leg at a time.”

	“True enough,” she said. “Eldrick?”

	“You know I'm too old for this sort of thing,” he replied. “I'd lose my balance and hit every tile but the right one.”

	“Fine,” she said, stepping up to the edge of the circle. “I'll do it myself. Gorrif, where do I start?”

	“No, let me,” I said, stepping up beside her.

	She shot an icy glare over her shoulder that stopped me in my tracks. “Why should I?”

	My first instinct was to step back and let her have her way, but I couldn’t let myself. There was simply too much at stake for me to trust someone I barely knew with such a delicate task. “Those tiles are designed for Casar feet, not Firya. You might hit more than one by accident.”

	“And you wouldn't?” she asked.

	“My hooves are much smaller than your feet,” I said. “And I'm clearly the most agile person here.” 

	“No,” she insisted. “You've already done your part of the job. I don't want to owe you anymore.” Was that what this was all about? Money?

	Gorrif folded his arms and looked away indignantly. “I say let her,” he said. “If she can read the runes herself she won’t need me to translate.”

	I couldn’t help but sigh and roll my eyes. “I can speak in the tongues of living creatures, not read the words of dead ones.”

	“Which one was first? Justice?” Kren asked, clearly at the edge of her patience. “Which one is justice?”

	“No, ‘strength’ was first,” Gorrif said with a tone of admonishment. “If you’d been paying attention --”

	“Okay, fine, ‘strength’,” Kren shot back. “So which one is strength?”

	Gorrif pointed at a rune a few tiles out from the edge. “That one,” he said.

	“You’re going to have to be more specific,” Kren said through gritted teeth. I half expected her to step out onto a wrong tile on purpose and put an end to the whole thing.

	“The one with the squiggly line in the middle!” Gorrif said, as if it couldn’t have been more obvious. I scanned all of the runes in the general direction he had been pointing, but I still couldn’t be sure which one he was talking about.

	Kren’s head spun around as she shot Gorrif an icy glare. “I see a lot of squiggly lines!” she said.

	“That’s why I said ‘the squiggly line in the middle’,” he said, rubbing his brow in exasperation. “There is only one rune with a squiggly line exactly in the middle.”

	“Hang on, you two,” Eldrick said, carefully positioning himself between them. 

	They both turned on him with a unison, “What?” -- perhaps a bit harsher than they’d intended -- and he held up his hands defensively. 

	“We’ve forgotten the first rule of adventuring, now, haven’t we?” This seemed to deflate the other two, which was a significant relief. For a moment, I’d been worried they were going to attack the old dwarf.

	“What rule is that?” I asked. No one answered. They seemed too deep in their own thoughts to notice my question.

	Gorrif sighed. “Yes, I suppose we did get a bit carried away there, didn’t we?”

	“What’s the rule?” I repeated. Eldrick looked at Kren, as if prompting her to answer. She seemed hesitant, as if saying it out loud would be like admitting she was wrong. That she had somehow failed as a leader.

	Eldrick raised his eyebrows with a goading, “Hmmm?” 

	Kren removed her pack, dropped it on the floor, and finally answered, “Never go questing on an empty stomach.”
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	We spent a majority of the remainder of the day in a sort of morose stupor. Between the lack of food, limited space, and the unforgiving Vaeger sun, exhaustion was setting in. In the moments that Castor and I were both cognizant enough to speak, we shared our memories of Argentis. 

	“I'll never forget the first time I met him,” Castor said with a chuckle. “He was barely more than a toddler. The first thing he did was march up to me and try to punch me, but he missed and spun himself around and landed flat on his bottom. 

	“His father, Garris, told me that in the Southern Wild he was raised to see everything as a threat. Garris wanted to bring him up in Idril, but on account of his wife's heritage they were never truly welcome. It was her choice, in the end, to spend most of her time in the Southern Wild, with her own tribe.” 

	“How did Argentis end up as a knight?” I asked.

	“Garris was killed by raiders on a trip to visit his family. The Southern Wilds are truly an unforgiving place. It was just shortly after I had become a full knight myself, otherwise I would have been with him.” I could almost detect a sense of remorse in Castor’s voice. “I went down to see them, after I heard. To see if there was anything I could do for the family. His mother, she wanted a life for Argentis that he couldn’t find in the Southern Wilds. 

	“I brought them back to the capital with me, helped them leverage Garris’ position to build some kind of life for themselves. It seemed no matter how hard they worked, no one was willing to look more than skin-deep.” Castor spat out the side of the cage. Even after all this time, the memory filled him with disgust. 

	“I suppose that was the beginning of the end for you, wasn’t it?” I asked.

	He stared out at the passing landscape, and didn’t speak again for a long while.

	At some point later in the day, I remembered my own first encounter with Argentis. 

	“I was only a teenager at the time,” I said. “He was sent by King Drevon himself to help my father keep the workers in the mines under control. Not that there was a risk of any trouble. It was work in the mines or let their families starve. 

	“My father insisted that he train me there in the village, since I had not been able to go to the capital to train as a squire. Argentis hated his assignment, he hated our village, my father, all of it; and he took it all out on me. If nothing else, he taught me how to take a hit.”

	That evening as an orange sun hung low in the sky behind us, we came over the top of a hill to see a massive, sprawling city that seemed to weave in and out of several mountains. Most of the city was covered in a layer of black soot that seemed to come from the many smokestacks peppered throughout the city. The black smoke reminded me of the coal fires of a blacksmith’s forge, but these were far more massive. 

	The buildings stood taller than any I'd ever seen, stretching higher into the sky even than Fennox Castle, which rested on a hill overlooking the city of Fennox-Calil. 

	“Morave,” Castor said. “More dwarves live in this one city than there are elves in the entire Kingdom of Idril.” 

	I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen the city with my own eyes. 

	“They have to clean the House of Parliament twice a week,” Castor continued, “to keep it looking like that.” I followed his finger to see where he was pointing and noticed a shimmering white building at the center of the city which seemed to have been carved from a giant block of marble. I had seen a few marble statues in Fennox Castle when I was a child, and knew that the machinery required to move them had to be massive. To have constructed an entire building out of the stuff seemed almost incomprehensible to me. 

	Our caravan pulled off to the side of the road and I knew that we would be waiting until morning to make the final stretch to the city. 

	“Tomorrow we will make our move,” Castor said. “I don't suppose you’ll be joining us, will you?” 

	“I have to trust that Chrysalis has a plan,” I replied. “I need to be here when she finds me.” 

	“It's not too late to reconsider,” Castor said.

	“It's not too late for you to reconsider joining the resistance,” I retorted. He didn't reply and remained silent for the rest of the night.
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	An hour later we stepped back up to the edge of the circle, our bellies full and our moods greatly improved. Gorrif had taken time during the break to draw out all of the runes on a scrap piece of paper, so Kren wouldn’t have to rely on his verbal descriptions and risk a minor miscommunication bringing our entire mission to an abrupt end.

	We all watched with bated breath as she deftly stepped from one tile to the next, checking her paper while balancing on one foot each time. The fact that her human legs were longer than the dwarf legs the maze had been designed for certainly worked in her favor. She wibbled and wobbled and nearly lost her balance a few times, but always managed to catch herself just in time.

	The path carried her around the circle, so that she ended up on the opposite side of the key as the rest of us. 

	“There’s one tile left,” she called out, “but if I jump I think I can reach the platform.”

	“The last rune is ‘patience’,” Gorrif replied. “Do you really think it would be wise to, you know, rush past that one?”

	“Fair point,” she called back.

	She found the last tile, hopped to it, then quickly made her way onto the center platform. She stepped up to the key and reached her hand out for it, but hesitated before grabbing it. “Are we sure there isn’t one last booby-trap rigged to go off as soon as I touch this thing?”

	“We really aren’t sure of anything,” Eldrick replied, “but in theory, there shouldn’t be anything to worry about.”

	“In theory,” Kren repeated sardonically. I felt my fists instinctively clench a little tighter as she plucked the key from its resting place. We all held our breaths and looked around nervously for several moments. There was no sound but the quiet crackling of our lit torches.

	“Good theory,” was all Kren said as she slid the key into a special pocket on her pack and stepped back up the edge of the tiles. Coming back across the tiles went much faster than the first time, though she did make sure to double-check each rune on her paper before stepping on it.

	As soon as she was back we moved on to the next room, where we were greeted by four tunnels and another statue. I looked over the statue and couldn't help but feel there was something slightly off about it. Every inch of it was carved with exquisite details. His robe almost looked like soft fabric. The wrinkles on his face were indistinguishable from any living dwarf I'd ever seen. Then I noticed it: the eyes. 

	There was no detail in the eyes, they were polished smooth. I tried to remember the previous statue. Had its eyes been the same, or had they been carved to include irises and pupils? I couldn't be sure. 

	“Who do we have here?” Kren asked. 

	“Inguar the Guide,” Eldrick answered. “He was known for sending worshipers to explore the mountain tunnels with no equipment whatsoever, not even a torch. He believed this forced them to rely on Inza for guidance.” 

	As he spoke I approached the first tunnel, searching the entrance for some kind of clue as to whether or not it might be the one we were supposed to take. As I got closer a foul stench filled my nostrils and I stepped back and gagged. 

	“What was that all about?” Kren asked. 

	“Can't you smell that?” I shot back, gesticulating wildly at the tunnel with one hand as I covered my nose with the other. 

	They all crinkled their noses, then shook their heads slowly. I supposed there was a reason fauns were considered such good trackers compared to others.

	I moved to the second tunnel and its smell was just as stale as the first. I couldn’t help but wonder if centuries of abandonment and decay had resulted in the awful stench. I pressed on to the third tunnel, determined to find some clue, though there wasn’t a visible marking in sight. As I passed by I immediately noticed the air smelled fresh, almost sweet. I hoped it was the correct tunnel, but I couldn’t find any indication that it might be. There was nothing that separated the tunnels from each other aside from the smell. I stopped and closed my eyes, letting the cool air blow over me. I said a quick prayer that it wouldn’t be the last I got to smell of it.

	“So which way do we go?” Gorrif asked. “If this is supposed to be a puzzle, it would have been nice if they’d left us some clues.” 

	“Oh, but you've forgotten something very important about Inguar,” Eldrick said. 

	Kren shot him an exasperated look. “If by ‘forgotten’ you mean, ‘never could have possibly known’, then yes, I have completely forgotten.” 

	As I approached the fourth tunnel I began to think I might have an idea what Eldrick was talking about. One whiff confirmed my suspicion. This tunnel smelled just as awful as the first two. 

	I turned back to the group and said, “He was blind, wasn't he?” 

	“Indeed, he was,” Eldrick replied, impressed by my discernment. “They say no matter how deep into the mountains he ventured, he could always find his way back by the smell alone.” 

	“I know which way we need to go,” I said as I stepped back in front of the third tunnel. “The air here smells fresh, the others are stagnant, repugnant even.” 

	“Good thing we have a master tracker with us,” Eldrick said. “Looks like you're more than earning your keep.” 

	“Much more, indeed,” Kren said bitterly as the others followed my lead into the tunnel. We came to several more junctions along the way and I was always able to easily discern which path was correct. We eventually came upon a small cavern where the second key rested on a pedestal. 

	“No need to booby-trap this one,” Eldrick said as he took it from the pedestal and put it into a pouch on his pack. “Anyone who's made it this far has clearly proven themselves worthy.”

	We spent another several hours winding our way through the maze of tunnels. Some seemed to go uphill, others downhill. Some twisted around such that I half expected them to intersect with the tunnel we had just been in, though I knew there hadn’t been any other passageways. 

	Just when I was beginning to think the tunnels would never end, we came into a massive cavern filled with pools of water and flowing streams. There were layers upon layers of waterfalls, cascading into pools which in turn overflowed into more waterfalls. The web of streams and pools extended far higher than our torches could reach. 

	I looked for the expected statue and quickly found it in front of a large pool. I approached it to get a closer look, and noticed a series of levers on either side of it. I turned back to the others and said, “This is interesting.” They paused what they were doing and stared awkwardly at me. I stared back for a moment. “What’s going on?” I asked.

	It took me a moment to process what it was they were doing. They had all taken off their packs and were starting to unload them.

	“We’re setting up camp,” Kren said, as if it should have been obvious.

	“What?” I said, stunned. “We can’t stop now! We’re too close!”

	“We still have to find two more keys,” Eldrick said in a pleading voice. Apparently he was desperate for a break. “Not to mention actually finding the right relic once we make it into the shrine.”

	“Fine, we can stop to eat,” I said. I didn’t want to waste even that much time, but it seemed they weren’t going to give me much of a choice. Maybe we could at least make good use of the time. “Let’s look at the clues first, so we can try to work the puzzle while --”

	“No,” Kren interrupted me. “We’re stopping for the night.”

	There wasn’t any way I was going to let that happen. This deep in the mountain there wasn’t even any indication that it was nighttime. “We haven’t been at it that long,” I said. “We can sleep when we’re done.”

	“We’ve been walking for hours,” Kren retorted. “We need to rest.”

	That was a pathetic excuse. After everything I had gone through the past few days, I couldn’t believe they were acting so exhausted after such an easy hike. “And I ran halfway across the Kingdom of Idril chasing after --” I stopped myself. I still didn’t want to reveal my true reason for being there. I didn’t fully know why I didn’t want to trust them, but it wasn’t any of their business, anyway. “It’s just that I’ve come too far to stop now. I can’t afford to waste any more time.”

	Kren clenched her fists and took a half-step toward me. If this was going to come to blows, I was more than ready. 

	Gorrif stepped up beside us cautiously, vainly trying to diffuse the situation. “We’re making excellent time as it is,” he said, as if that would be a reason to slow down. If anything, that meant we should push through and finish this thing.

	“Yes,” Eldrick added, “we’re getting through this temple much faster than we ever have before.”

	I eyed Kren suspiciously. “Is that what this is all about?” I asked. “You’re jealous because I’m so much better at this than you are?”

	“You don’t know the first thing about his job,” she replied.

	“Apparently I know enough,” I shot back.

	She started to raise a fist, but Eldrick stepped in to defend her. “There’s a lot more to relic hunting than just solving puzzles,” he said. “Kren knows better than anyone how to get us all through to the end in one piece. If she says we need to take a break, I’ve learned it’s best to trust her judgment.”

	“Maybe I see things differently because I care about more than just money,” I said.

	Kren stepped around Eldrick and shoved a finger in my face. “You really don’t know what it’s like to be Firya, do you? To have your family’s only goat stolen by another tribe just because they can. To see the one person in the world you truly care about murdered for sport right in front of you. I do this because I have no other choice. It’s the only way I know how to pay them back after…” she paused, deflating and staring into the distance as if reliving a painful memory. “…after I wasn’t strong enough to save her.”

	“I’m sorry, I didn’t know,” was all I could think to say.

	She turned and walked back to her pack to finish setting up camp. She paused with her hand on her bag, turned back and said so quietly that I almost couldn’t hear her, “How could you have known? You’ve only cared about your own secret cause since the beginning. I’m sorry if mine isn’t noble enough for you.”
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	Like most nights, I never fully fell asleep. It didn’t help that we were so close to the city. So close to the possibility of freedom, or to losing any hope of escape. If I was sold before Chrysalis caught up to the caravan, I could end up deep in some mine laboring away for the rest of my life with no hope of being found. 

	I began to think escaping with Castor and the others wasn’t such a bad idea after all. Maybe I could stay in the city and keep an ear out for news of Chrysalis’ arrival. That was assuming she ever arrived at all. Even if she did, my chances of staying hidden as an escaped elvish slave in a city of Casar couldn’t have been good. No, I had put my faith in her this far, I needed to trust her until the end. 

	At some point during the night I overheard Castor and his men discussing their plans for escape. Apparently he still didn’t trust me enough to plot while I was awake. 

	Larkis, the bounty hunter who had collapsed the day before (or had it been two days?), was still too weak to go with them. Instead, they would tell the guards he was dead and needed to be removed. As soon as they opened the cage door, Castor and the others would overpower the nearest guards, take their weapons, and make a run for it. 

	It was a sound enough plan, all things considered. In the winding streets of the city the caravan would be more spread out, meaning fewer guards to deal with at one time. The escapees would easily be able to lose their pursuers in the maze of buildings and find a way outside the city walls. 

	The next morning went just as the others had, though they did give us an extra generous portion of bread. It would have been a comforting reprieve if they weren’t just trying to make us look healthier for potential buyers. I only took a few bites myself, knowing that Castor and his men needed the energy more than I would. I made sure to give Castor no indication that I was privy to the details of his plan. I didn’t want him to call it off for fear that I might betray him at the last minute. I knew that if it came to it, I would do whatever I could to help them. 

	As we approached the city gate I could see the others fidgeting nervously, sweating in anticipation of what they were about to do. I made sure to position myself as far away from the cage door as I could, so as to not get in their way. 

	As we passed into the city I felt a chilling sense of foreboding myself. I knew that within a matter of hours I could be standing on the auction block, being sold off to the highest bidder. Alternatively, I could be running for my life, Chrysalis by my side. I gave the distant horizon one last scan, hoping for some sign that Chrysalis had picked up my clues and found her way here. Beyond my fellow slaves and our captors, there wasn’t another living soul in sight.

	Inside the city, I was able to get a closer look at the architecture of the buildings. Here on the outskirts were mostly houses and simple, single-story structures, but further in I could see massive buildings standing as high as fifty feet tall. Rather than the fragile wooden frames so common in Idril, these houses were built of stone and brick, with solid metal roofs in place of the clay tiles of my own childhood home. 

	Everything from the buildings to the blocky, metal carriages to the very streets they rode on was covered in a thick layer of black dust. Even the sunlight seemed to dim as it shone through the dark clouds that hovered over the city.

	As our caravan navigated the busy streets of Morave, the distance between the cages continued to increase. At one particularly busy intersection we were forced to stop by a dwarf who was holding a flag and seemed to be trying to clear the road. I wondered if he was trying to open a path for a dignitary or nobleman, but what I saw traveling down the road caught me completely by surprise. 

	A carriage, completely untethered to a horse or any kind of beast, was driving itself through the intersection! I knew it must have been a relatively new technology, as the pedestrians who hadn’t batted an eye at the massive, three-horned beasts carrying our cage were now gawking at the horseless carriage as it sputtered along, spitting out a cloud of black smoke behind it.

	The bounty hunters all saw it as well, but they seemed to be too exhausted -- or else too on-edge -- to comment. 

	Before long we turned a corner to see that the next cage in front of us had gotten far enough ahead that we had lost sight of it completely. The next one after us was still more than a block behind.

	I saw Castor give a subtle nod to his men, and I knew their time had come. Without any warning, Larkis started spasming and flopping around wildly. He was making such a loud commotion, even banging against the side of the cage, that many passersby stopped to see what was happening. I had to tuck my legs into my chest to stay out of range of his flailing limbs. 

	The other bounty hunters were screaming for help, but the dwarf guards all stood back, glancing back and forth between each other, unsure of how to respond. 

	Just as quickly as it had begun, Larkis’ staged seizure came to a halt. He lay there, perfectly still, not even a hint of movement in his chest. As the guards continued to stare in bewilderment I wondered how long he would be able to hold his breath. 

	Finally, a pair of guards approached the door, poking their spears at the bounty hunters to shoo them away. They unlocked the cage and one of them stepped up inside, cautiously approaching Larkis’ motionless body as the other stayed in the open doorway, making sure no one tried to make a run for it.

	Just as the first dwarf lowered his spear and knelt down to examine the supposedly dead bounty hunter, Castor pounced on his back and put him in a choke-hold as one of his men dove for the spear. 

	The second dwarf tried to slam the door shut, but one of the bounty hunters threw himself against the bars as they swung closed. The door flew back open, knocking the dwarf guard on his back. The bounty hunter held on to the bars as the door swung out, and used the momentum to kick another approaching guard square in the head. 

	He dropped down from the bars and started tossing the fallen dwarves’ dropped weapons back at the other bounty hunters as they filed out of the cage.

	Back inside, Castor snapped the first dwarf’s neck and dropped his lifeless body to the floor. He made his way to the door as the last of his men jumped down to the street below. He paused and turned back to look at me. “Freedom is waiting, are you sure you don’t want it?”

	“I’ve got something much better coming my way,” I replied. “But if you decide to do something worthwhile with yours, head to Manse village and tell them I sent you.”

	“I just might do that,” he said.

	I winked. “I’ll see you there.”

	“Look after Larkis,” he called back as he jumped out of the cage.

	“I will,” I promised.
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	There wasn’t much chatter for the rest of the night as we each ate our rations for the evening and settled into our cots. Eldrick and Gorrif tried to make small talk to ease the tension, but it never took off.

	I found myself sitting up and staring at the statue in the dim light of the one torch we left burning long after the others had fallen asleep. I tried to tell myself I was keeping watch, but I knew there weren’t any potential threats. The truth was, Kren’s words had stung. They had stung because I knew they were true. My situation was dire, sure, but I had let my own needs blind me to the needs of others. I had treated them as tools to help get what I wanted, rather than as companions on a journey.

	Even so, I couldn’t shake the feeling that my time was running out. All I knew was that he had been captured by slavers. What kinds of things would a dwarf even do with a slave? I shuddered at the thought. My only hope of rescuing him was getting the money in time to buy him myself, before he ended up lost forever with no way to get a message out to me.

	I searched the statue as closely as I could. I had no idea who this person was, but his mischievous smile told me he wasn’t to be trusted. I just hoped whatever clue his history held could be inferred based on the puzzle itself. I knew I should have waited until Eldrick and the others awoke, but I wasn’t getting any sleep anyway, so I figured I might as well make use of the time. 

	I took stock of the pieces. Six levers in total, three to either side of the statue. A network of streams, waterfalls, and pools extending dozens, perhaps hundreds of feet.

	I took a step back and tried to dissect the problem one step at a time. So what was the objective? To get the key, obviously. But where was the key? At the top of the cavern? That would mean we needed to find a way to climb to the top. Maybe the levers moved hidden platforms around. Given everything I had seen so far, it wouldn’t have surprised me at all if the ancient dwarves had used that kind of technology.

	I stepped up to the edge of the pool behind the statue and examined the streams flowing down either side of the cavern. I noticed there were several unused channels that diverted off from the streams, and certainly looked to have been worn smooth from flowing water, though there was no water in them now. If I squinted I could just make out a separate panel blocking the water from flowing into one of these empty channels. 

	That had to be it! The levers must have opened up new paths for the water, changing the directions of the streams and filling new pools, or emptying the existing ones. It was just like the irrigation channels in Miev’s village. They had dug ditches to funnel the melting snow from the mountains into the crop fields, and built a switching mechanism to send the water to different fields at different times.

	I decided to test my theory and gave the first lever a pull. Sure enough, several panels switched, redirecting a set of the streams with a loud grinding noise. I cringed at the sound and turned to the others, expecting them to be jumping out of their cots. None of them even budged. It was comforting to know that if we had been attacked by goblins or orcs, they would have all died peacefully in their sleep. 

	I turned back to the cavernous puzzle to find the pool in front of me had drained slightly, revealing a tiny glint of metal right at the center. The key! All I had to do now was drain the pool just enough to wade out and grab the key. There was no telling how deep the water actually was, but if it came to it I knew I could swim to reach it.

	I pulled another lever, but this time water started dumping into the pool from several newly formed waterfalls. I quickly reversed the lever and tried the next one. Six lever pulls later and the water was finally draining from the pool at a good pace, with no new water coming in.

	The others were still fast asleep after everything. They must have been truly exhausted.

	I watched until the water level fell below all of the outlets I had opened, revealing the entire key and most of the pedestal it was resting on. It looked safe enough to walk out to the key, so I stepped over the edge of the pool -- like the rim of a giant bowl -- and moved toward the pedestal. 

	As soon as I stepped into the water I immediately noticed it was freezing cold. The further in I went, the deeper the water became, soaking through my thick fur and chilling my bones. About ten feet out from the key, the floor suddenly caved out underneath me, and I slipped backward and landed on my back, barely keeping my head above the water as I hit the ground hard. I scrambled to stand up in the ice-cold water, but froze when I heard the familiar sound of shifting panels. 

	I suddenly realized I had activated a hidden lever. Water started pouring into the pool from every direction, and the pedestal lifted several feet into the air. There must have been a hole underneath the pedestal, as water started gushing toward it at a rapidly increasing rate. The newly opened drain created a whirlpool strong enough to carry me along in the shallow water, dragging me against the rough rock bottom of the pool in a circle around the key. 

	The water level was quickly rising, and I was finding it harder and harder to keep my head above the surface. I screamed, “Help!” but I knew there wasn’t much chance the others could hear me over the thundering waterfalls that surrounded the pool. 

	As I continued around the circle closer to where the others were encamped I thought I heard the sound of shouting voices -- and possibly the word, “Rope”? -- but I couldn’t be sure.

	I called out, “Over here!” in case the others were in fact aware of my plight, and sure enough, a length of rope flew through the wall of falling water in my direction. It fell a few feet short of my reach, but I knew I could grab it on my next loop around, so long as I could keep from drowning for that much longer.

	The water was deep enough now that I could stand upright and just reach the bottom. I tried to relax and guide myself around the pool, letting the flow of water carry me back to the rope. As I came around I saw that the end of the rope, which had been tied in a loop, was being sucked toward the drain at the center of the pool. I just hoped the others were holding the other end tight enough to keep it from being yanked from their hands.

	As soon as I was able I grabbed hold of the rope, and let it slide through my hands as I continued around the whirlpool until I reached the loop at the end. I threw the rope over my head and it cinched tight around my chest as the rope pulled taut. I could just barely make out distant voices shouting, “We got her!” and “Hold on!”

	The tension of the rope pulled me on a tighter arc through the swirling water, and I realized I was heading straight for the pedestal! I reared both my feet up and slammed full force into the base of the platform in a horizontally crouched position. I pulled myself up and was able to grab hold of the key just as the others gave a heave and I was lurched from the platform back into the water. 

	As they pulled me further in I was able to get my feet under me and use the tension of the rope to secure my footing against the slick rock. As soon as I emerged through the cascading sheet of water Gorrif took hold of my arm and lifted me out of the pool. Kren threw a warm blanket around me and I melted into a shivering puddle on the dry ground.

	“What were you thinking?” Kren yelled as she stood over me. “You could have gotten yourself killed!”

	“I… I…” I sputtered, but I couldn’t form the words through my chattering teeth.

	“You what?” Kren said in a sharp tone that could have cut straight through the cave floor.

	I untangled myself from the blanket just enough to get my arm free and let the key fall to the ground with a clank.

	“I got the key.”

	 


[image: 21 Chrysalis]

	 

	 

	Eldrick lit a few of the spare torches and propped them up in a circle around me to warm me up while the others finished packing up their gear. 

	“Zinthin the Trickster,” he said when he saw me staring up at the statue, its mischievous grin mocking me. “Still getting his laughs after all these years.”

	Once the others were ready to move on, Kren came over and sat down beside me. “One of the first things I learned about this line of work is that you can’t do it alone,” she said. “You’ve certainly been an asset to the team, but you wouldn’t have gotten anywhere without Gorrif interpreting those runes, or Eldrick’s understanding of history. They trust me to find the right jobs and get them through safely, and I trust their judgment in the puzzles.”

	She stood up and extended her hand to me. I took it and she hoisted me up to my feet. “Right now,” she continued, “I don’t trust you.”

	Before I could say anything, she turned and walked away. “Gorrif,” she called, “have you found a way out yet?”

	Gorrif trotted out from a tunnel on the far side of the pool. “There’s a doorway through here,” he said. “Shall we try it?”

	Eldrick extinguished the spare torches in the pool and returned them to his pack. “Let’s just hope it’s not another of Zinthin’s tricks,” he said.

	“Yeah, let’s hope not,” I muttered under my breath as I followed after the others.

	The door turned out to be a perfectly normal door, and the room behind it was by far the smallest we had seen yet. As we all filed into the cramped space I made note of the intricately detailed patterns of red and orange gemstones inlaid in the floor and walls in the shape of flames. I couldn’t help but wonder how the ancient dwarves had constructed such a beautiful tapestry of stone so deep in the mountain. Just carrying the tools and materials through the winding caverns must have been a massive undertaking. 

	At the center of the room there were three objects: a statue, a wooden coffin, and a lit torch.

	“Arronse the Devout,” Eldrick said, examining the statue. “One of the first groups of explorers to encounter the spirit Inza in the mountains. According to legend, the explorers came upon a fountain of flame deep inside the mountain. Arronse believed it was a pathway to commune with the spirits, so he walked straight into the flame and disappeared in a puff of smoke. He was never heard from again.”

	“Sounds like flammable gasses being released from below the surface,” Kren said.

	“True,” Eldrick replied, “but I think they were just a little caught up in the moment. They say his final words were, ‘Why not be utterly changed into fire?’”

	“How poetic,” Kren mumbled. “So what are we supposed to do here? Lay down in the coffin and set it on fire?”

	We all looked back and forth between the ominous wooden box and the torch. “Seems that’s about the only thing to do,” Gorrif said. 

	“Easy for you to say,” Eldrick quipped, “since you’ll never fit.”

	“Well it’s not my fault the dwarves built a dwarf-sized coffin,” Gorrif retorted.

	“What I want to know,” Kren cut in, “is how this flame is still burning. I mean, it’s been how long since the worshipers have been here? A few hundred years?”

	“A few thousand, more like,” Eldrick answered. “Some kind of spell, maybe?”

	I stepped up to the torch and extended my hand. There was no heat coming from it. “Spirit fire,” I said.

	“What now?” Eldrick asked.

	“I’ve heard stories about it,” I answered. “Our village elders said anytime they communed with the spirits there was a false fire that produced no heat. That was before the drought, before the spirits fell silent.”

	They all stared at the torch in wonder and amazement, and more than a little bit of fear.

	“So that little fire is a spirit?” Gorrif asked.

	“Not the spirit itself,” I answered. “Just a sign of the spirit’s presence, that they’re willing to talk. All the temples you guys have visited and you really haven’t seen one before?”

	Eldrick scoffed. “Most temples were built because it was the popular thing to do. Not many of them actually housed a spirit.”

	Kren stepped up to the coffin and threw open the lid. “Let’s just get this over with,” she said.

	I held out a hand to stop her. “No, let me.”

	“Haven’t you done enough?” she snapped. “I’m the leader, I should be the one to talk to the spirit.”

	“What, you think you can just waltz in there and tell the spirit you’re here to steal its stuff?”

	“Do you have a better plan?”

	“You have to let me do this! You have no idea what you’re getting into.”

	“And you do?”

	I paused and took a step back. Eldrick and Gorrif were both staring at us, their mouths sealed shut. For the first time I realized that Kren and I were both breathing heavily. I took a deep breath and collected myself.

	“I’ve seen what the spirits are capable of,” I said.

	“The storm spirits,” Gorrif whispered, his voice heavy with reverence.

	“The day King Drevon used the relics to trap the spirits, the Spirit of Lightning escaped. She was able to channel herself into an elf girl named Arianna, instead. I was there the day Arianna broke the curse and freed the spirits. We won the battle, but King Drevon survived, and his war against the spirits is far from over. I’ve come all this way chasing after someone who is very important to the resistance, and even more important to me. I need the spirit’s help to find him.”

	None of them said anything. They seemed dizzied by the weight of my revelation. “Please,” I said as I placed a hand on Kren’s shoulder. She shrugged it off. “Trust me.”

	She stepped back away from the coffin. “Fine, get in.”

	“Thank you,” I said as I climbed in. I had to cross my legs and tuck them in to fit, but it wasn’t too uncomfortable. Kren plucked the torch from its stand and put a hand on the lid to close it.

	“Are you sure you can do this?” she asked.

	“I talked the dragon into letting us pass, didn’t I?”

	She smirked and shrugged. “Fair enough,” she said as she dropped the lid closed on top of me. I heard her ignite the coffin with the torch, and a moment later the box was covered in the spirit flame. Everything seemed to warp and distort around me, and I felt myself falling backward through the ground beneath me.

	Everything twisted and turned, and when it finally came back into focus I found myself standing alone in a dark cave. There was a faint, flickering light and at first I thought I was holding a torch until I looked down and found the spirit flame was burning in my hand! It startled me and I shook it off instinctively. The flame fell to the ground and seeped into the rocks at my feet.

	Just when it looked like it was about to fizzle out the flame spread to more rocks, and the rocks themselves began to move and form together. As a distinct, reptilian body began to take shape I thought the flaming rocks might be turning into a dragon, but once the head was formed it became clear I was looking at a praeg, only much, much larger. 

	As the creature reared its head back and roared, I realized what I was looking at was not a praeg at all, but its ancient ancestor -- one of the dinosaurs that once roamed the land. I pulled my crossbow off my back and aimed it at the creature, though I didn’t know what good it would do against a beast made entirely of stone and fire. 

	After the dinosaur finished its roar it lowered its head toward me and turned to the side to stare me down with one of its eyes. I lowered my guard and slowly set the crossbow down on the ground. 

	Without moving its mouth, the spirit spoke. “It's been a long time since a worshiper has visited me.” Its deep, bellowing voice vibrated through the cavern and unsettled the dust at my feet. 

	“Your worshipers are long dead,” I replied. “I'm here on behalf of one of their descendants.”

	The spirit rose and walked away from me, each heavy footstep booming in the enclosed space. “And what does this descendant seek?”

	“To prove his heritage,” I answered. “He believes there is a relic in the shrine that will verify his lineage. I ask that my companions and I be allowed to enter and retrieve the relic.”

	The spirit turned back and eyed me down meaningfully. “Is that all that you ask of me, daughter of Fennig?”

	I lowered my head and folded my hands. “No, there is more. I am looking for someone, someone who is leading the fight against King Drevon.”

	“Ah, yes, the noble quest to defeat the enslaver of spirits.” So Inza knew what had happened. The spirits must have had some way of communicating with each other, or at least of seeing what was going on.

	“Can you help me find him?” I asked.

	The spirit’s eyes seemed to go unfocused as it stared into the distance -- at something in the future perhaps?

	“I can tell you two things,” it said. “First, you will find your husband in the city of Morave. Second, this is not the last time you will encounter a spirit.”

	As soon as it had finished speaking, the flames holding it together dissipated with a whoosh, and the rocks collapsed into a pile on the ground. The cave once again twisted and distorted around me, and felt myself being pulled back upward through the ground. 

	Everything went black, and I thrust my hands in front of me. I was surprised when they made contact with the lid of the coffin, thrusting it open and flooding my eyes with light. I threw up my arm to shield my eyes, and felt a hand grab me and pull me out of the coffin.

	“Are you alright?” I heard Gorrif’s voice ask as I blinked my disorientation away and slowly readjusted to the light. 

	As I took stock of how I was feeling, I realized my chest was heaving and my fur was soaked with sweat. “Yeah,” I said in between heavy breaths, “I’m fine.”

	“Did you find what you were looking for?” Kren asked. Something told me I needed to check my pockets, and when I did I found the last key. I held it up for the others to see. “Apparently so,” I said. I looked back at the torch, and realized the spirit-fire was no longer burning. 

	“He waited all this time, just to leave now?” Eldrick asked. “Did he not realize his worshipers were gone?”

	“Or he was waiting to deliver one last message,” I said as a melancholy sadness overtook me. I thought about the countless years of silence, knowing the outside world had neglected the guidance of the spirits.

	“When this is all over,” I added as I put the key back in my pocket, “I need to go to Morave.”

	“You’re in luck,” Kren said. “That’s where we’ll be delivering the relic and collecting our reward.”

	“How convenient,” I said.

	Everyone looked around the room. There was no door except the one we had entered through. 

	“Now what?” Eldrick asked.

	As if in answer, the carved gemstone flames on the walls around us started flickering like real fire. The moving, shimmery surface reflected our torchlight, filling the room with glints of red-orange light. As the gemstone flames intensified, the walls of the room started to melt away and the world spiraled around us.

	“Not again,” I said as I took hold of Gorrif’s arm to steady myself. We all grabbed hold of each other as the room spun faster and faster. Finally, it dissipated entirely and we were left standing in front of a massive gate with four locks. On either side of the gate were the same four statues we had seen in each room, this time with dates inscribed beneath them. I assumed they were birth and death dates, though I didn’t look too closely.

	We each pulled out the key we were holding -- Gorrif had taken the key I had pulled from the pool -- and looked up at the locks.

	“We have to put them in the right order,” Kren said. “We’ve probably only got one shot at this.”

	“Wouldn’t it be the order of the rooms?” I asked.

	“Not likely,” Eldrick replied. “There’s probably one final puzzle to solve that will give us the correct sequence.”

	Kren stepped over to one of the statues and looked it up and down. “There’s something odd about these dates,” she said. “This one spans over a thousand years. Maybe I’m wrong, but I didn’t think dwarves lived nearly that long.”

	“No, not at all,” Eldrick said as he stepped up beside her to see. We all crowded around the statue and I remembered something the dragon had said.

	“How does one measure the life of a worshiper?”

	“What’s that?” Gorrif asked as the group turned back toward me.

	“It’s something the dragon said before she left, what if it was a clue? Maybe she was telling us to look at the dates!”

	“Yes, yes,” Eldrick said as he quickly scanned the other statues. “That would make sense.” He moved to the statue on the far left and said, “These are the dates of the first four dynasties!” He pointed at each statue down the line as he read the numbers. “This one is the second dynasty… and the first… the fourth… and the third.”

	“So is that the order of the keys?” Kren asked as she stepped up to the second lock. “The first key matched to the first dynasty?”

	“Wait, no,” I said, holding up a hand to stop her. “The statues aren’t in the right order, are they?” I pointed to the first statue in the line. “That one is Zinthin, he was in the third room.”

	“You’re right!” Eldrick shouted, almost bouncing with giddiness. “Gorrif, stand in front of that statue!” Gorrif did, holding his key out in front of him. “Yes, now all the pieces are coming together!” Eldrick continued. “The third key goes to the second lock.”

	He moved to the second statue. “Who had Giffidak’s key?”

	“Which room was he in?” Kren asked. 

	“The first one, with the runes,” Eldrick answered.

	“That one’s mine,” Kren said as she stood in front of the statue.

	“Good, you’ll go to the first lock,” Eldrick told her as he moved on to the third statue. “This one is mine, so I’m on the fourth lock, leaving the third for Chrysalis.” He looked at the rest of us expectantly. “Well, are we going to open the gate or not?”

	“Are you sure this is the right order?” Kren asked.

	“It makes sense to me,” I said.

	“Gorrif, what do you think?” she asked, turning toward the centaur.

	“I say let’s try it.”

	“Alright, let’s do this.”

	We each stepped up to our respective lock and glanced nervously at the others. Kren gave us each a reassuring nod, and we inserted our keys.
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	There was a loud clicking and grinding noise as the four keys turned in their locks, then silence. We stepped back from the door waiting for something, anything, to happen.

	“It’s the right order,” Eldrick said. “It has to be the --”

	Before he could finish speaking a resounding ‘clang’ echoed through the cavern, and the massive gate started to rise slowly upward with a deafening grinding of gears. We all recoiled and covered our ears, but didn’t dare take our eyes off the rising gate and the shrine that was slowly being revealed behind it. 

	As the room came into view I could see a series of pedestals in a row on either side, which must have held the relics and spiritual emblems the worshipers had used. At the back of the room was a massive platform, but I couldn’t quite see what was on it. I ducked down to get a better look, and could just make out a pair of skeletal feet that could easily have been as big as my entire body.

	By time the gate finished rising, the entire skeleton was visible, and I recognized it as the ancient dinosaur whose form Inza had taken in the cave. I wasn’t sure if the eerily thin bone framework was less intimidating than the version built of stone and fire, or more. The teeth and claws were certainly more distinct in this skeletal form, and they gave the creature an undeniably menacing demeanor. 

	We all stared at the shrine in awe for several moments before Kren finally moved slowly inside. We followed her in and examined the relics in reverent silence, aware that no living creature had laid eyes on them in centuries. 

	“Here it is!” Kren said as she examined a vase with an ornate emblem painted on the front of it. She pulled a scroll from her pack and compared it to the vase. “The family crest, it’s an almost perfect match.” She examined the contents of the vase, and leaned her nose in to smell of it. “It’s still full of incense,” she said. “They must have burned it in their ceremonies.”

	Eldrick approached the altar in front of the dinosaur skeleton. “Should we take the incense burner they used, as well?” he asked, reaching for the instrument on the altar, “in case he wants to recreate the authentic experience?” He paused and looked up at the skeleton. “That is, assuming the big guy here doesn’t mind.”

	“No,” I said. “We came to prove his family heritage, not loot the temple. If we take more than necessary we risk angering Inza, and trust me,” I indicated the intimidating dinosaur bones, “if this guy seems scary, you don’t want the version I saw in the cave coming after you for vengeance.”

	Eldrick quickly pulled his hand back from the altar. “Fair enough.”

	Kren tied a cloth over the top of the vase, to prevent any of the incense from spilling out, then wrapped the vase itself in a protective blanket and secured it into her pack. “We’ve got what we came for, now let’s get out of here.”

	I looked around the room, but didn’t see any way in or out other than the gate we’d entered through. “Please tell me we don’t have to go all the way back the way we came in.”

	“No, there should be a shorter path back to the surface,” Eldrick said as he poked his head around the back of the platform, which was set out from the back of the room with a false wall blocking the view of the room’s actual back wall. “Ah, yes!” he called out. “There is a door back here.”

	“Let me go through first,” Kren said as she disappeared behind the altar. “I’ll let you all know if it’s safe.”

	Eldrick rejoined Gorrif and me in front of the altar as we waited for Kren to give the all-clear. We heard the click of the door being unlocked, then the creak of it slowly being pushed open. A moment later, Kren yelled, “You have got to be kidding me!”

	We all bolted around the false wall and burst through the door behind Kren, expecting the worst. What could it have been? Another puzzle? A dead-end?

	We all froze in our tracks as we realized it was nothing like that at all. Instead, we found ourselves back in the great hall we had started in, the door with the rune of Inza directly opposite us, and the elevator still resting on the ground, waiting to take us back to the surface.

	We gawked in bewilderment for several moments, until Kren finally said, “Whose idea was it to go straight into the maze without checking the other doors first?”

	Gorrif raised his hands defensively. “To be fair, the door was locked from the inside.”

	“We could have busted it open!” Kren shot back.

	“Right,” I said, “then all we would have had to do to escape with the relic is get past an angry dinosaur spirit and an overprotective dragon while the temple collapsed around us.”

	Eldrick let out a slight chuckle, then slapped his hand over his mouth to stop himself. A moment later we all burst out laughing. It was a deep, full-belly laugh. It was laughter of relief.

	We were done. We had solved all of the puzzles, found the relic, and now we were mere minutes away from being on our way home. We had won.

	We all stepped onto the elevator and Kren turned the crank to raise us back into the outside world. We emerged onto the roof of the temple to discover that it was still early morning, the sun hadn’t even fully risen over the mountains.

	Just when I was beginning to wonder how we were going to get back down to the ground, the dragon appeared from behind an outcropping and flew over us. She circled back around and landed on the temple beside us.

	“Was your mission successful?” she asked.

	I glanced at the others, expecting Kren to answer, but they all just looked back at me blankly. I remembered then that they couldn’t understand the dragon’s speech, so I stepped forward to answer her.

	“Yes,” I answered. “We found a vase with the descendant’s family crest. We took nothing else from the shrine.”

	“Thank you, daughter of Fennig. You have proven to me that there are still those who revere the spirits and their wisdom. Tell me where you seek to go, and I will carry you and your companions.”

	“Even as far as Morave?” I asked.

	“Yes, if that is what you require,” she answered.

	I turned back to the others. “She’s offering to fly us all the way to Morave.” I winked at Eldrick. “I think she can get us there faster even than your fancy train.”

	Gorrif scampered backward and threw up his hands. “I think I’d rather walk the whole way, personally.”

	I couldn’t help but smile. “She’ll have to carry you off the temple either way, you might as well stick around for the whole trip.”

	He sighed and drooped his shoulders. “Fine, let’s get this over with.”

	I looked at Kren and Eldrick, and they both nodded in affirmation.

	I turned back to the dragon. “Thank you, we truly appreciate the offer. We are ready to go now.”

	 

	Within a few hours we were approaching the capital city of Morave. Eldrick had been giving me a rundown of the history of the city and the Kingdom’s transition from dynastic rule to democratic. He told me that by the end of the seventh dynasty they had already established a democratically elected congress, so it was natural that when the last king died with no living heirs, they made the switch to a president chosen by popular vote. 

	That had been more than three hundred years ago, and Morave had served as Vaeger’s seat of government ever since. It just so happened that they were currently in an election year, and our client who I was minutes away from meeting was the current incumbent, President Rendimir. 

	“I guess this relic has something to do with his reelection campaign, doesn’t it?” I asked.

	“You guess right,” Eldrick answered. “After the drought and all that hullabaloo it’s become rather fashionable to pay homage to the spirits in some way, though we’ve long neglected their guidance in favor of science and technology. By linking his lineage to the Worshipers of Inza, he’s virtually guaranteeing himself another term.”

	I couldn’t help but wonder if the dragon or Inza himself would have let us enter the temple and claim the relic if they had known the descendant we were working for was the very leader of the Casar. Then again, it might have made them even more eager to help us. 

	The dragon dropped us off just outside the city gate, and we drew more than one curious gaze from the guards and other bystanders on the other side of the wall.

	We entered the city, and I almost immediately fell into a coughing fit. The air was so thick with smog and coal dust I could hardly breathe.

	“You get used to it,” Kren mumbled.

	“The cost of progress,” Eldrick said defensively, as if that justified the thick layer of black grime that seemed to cover everything in sight. 

	We caught a carriage ride deep into the city, and I was amazed at how expansive the place was. I had seen it from the air, sure, and knew that it was breathtakingly large, but I really didn’t have any reference for the true scale of it. Now that we were down at street-level, I couldn’t believe how long it was taking us to travel through it; the sheer number of buildings we had passed.

	Back home I could walk from one end of the village to the other in a matter of minutes. Here, we had been driving along for easily more than an hour and still hadn’t reached the city center. With as crowded as the city streets were I almost wondered if it wouldn’t have been faster to walk.

	It was just after lunchtime when we reached the president’s mansion and disembarked our carriage. The house itself was a perfectly squared-off structure, like a black stone obelisk stretching five stories into the sky. Before this, the tallest building I had ever seen had been the ruins of Castle Kakara, though no part of that was even half as tall as this.

	 

	A servant took the vase as soon as we entered to have it cleaned and placed in the showroom, and the household staff treated us to a luxurious banquet before taking us to meet the president. 

	As we were sitting at the table reminiscing about our adventure, I heard a set of heavy footsteps behind me, I couldn’t help but feel there was something oddly familiar about the sound. I turned to see a young faun girl carrying a tray with several carafes of wine. She was intently focused on the tray, careful not to spill it, but when she glanced up and saw me staring at her she startled, and one of the carafes toppled and shattered on the floor. I jumped to my feet as the red liquid splashed around my hooves.

	The young faun lowered her head. “I’m sorry! I didn’t mean --”

	“No, no, it’s fine,” I said, reaching out a hand to reassure her. She recoiled from my touch. “It was just an accident.”

	“No, it was my fault. I’m sorry.” She set her tray down heavily on the edge of the table. “I’ll send someone to clean up the mess.” Before I could respond she turned and bolted back into the kitchen.

	Another of the servers who had brought out our food came and took the tray. “How did a faun come to be a servant in a Casar household?” I asked him. He cocked his head and squinted his eyes quizzically.

	“A servant, ma’am?”

	I looked around at the others. They were all staring awkwardly at their plates, as if there were some social taboo I had unknowingly violated.

	“Slavery is still legal in Vaeger,” Kren said, before taking a meaningful sip of her wine and then turning to lock eyes with me. “But you know all about that, don’t you?”

	I slowly lowered myself back down into my chair. “Yes, I suppose I do.”

	The mess was quickly cleaned up and the uncomfortableness of the situation eventually wore off. We were soon back to our previous, jovial conversation, but I couldn’t shake the feeling in the pit of my stomach that the man we were about to meet, the President of all Vaeger, had taken ownership of one of my own kind against her will.

	When dessert was brought out to us, I found myself unable to take even a single bite. The thought that it had been prepared by slave hands was too unsettling. 

	Once the others had finished, we were ushered into an elevator that carried us up to the fifth floor. Unlike the elevator in the temple, this one didn’t have any crank to operate it, and the ride was perfectly smooth. The doors opened to reveal the president’s collection of relics; one massive room that spanned the entire floor.

	The windows surrounding the room were so large the walls themselves seemed to be made entirely of glass. The view of the city’s skyline was a wonder to behold. I stepped up to a window and noticed a shining white building nestled in the center of the bleak sea of blackness. 

	“It’s even more beautiful on the inside,” a deep, full voice said from behind me. I turned to see a dwarf who was as regal and composed as any Casar I had ever seen. “The entire building is made of solid marble.”

	“President Rendimir, I presume?” I asked, not sure of the proper decorum for the situation. I wanted to call him out, to ask if his precious capitol building had been built by slave labor, but the words stuck in my throat. 

	“I hear you’re something of a dragon expert,” he said. I opened my mouth to respond, but something on the shelf beside him caught my eye. Three shining, metal relics; three spiders resting on three leaves.

	He turned to see what had pulled my attention away from him. “Ah, the storm relics,” he said. “Capable of enslaving the spirits of Rain, Thunder, and Lightning.” There was that word again, ‘enslaving’. “Don’t worry,” he continued, “these are only replicas. Though I did have them forged from the original mold in Mt. Vel. I wanted them to be as historically accurate as possible.”

	“I hate to disappoint you,” Eldrick’s voice came from behind me, “but we have it on very good authority that the actual relics are made of gemstones.” He shot me a wink, I was grateful to have Rendimir’s attention diverted away from me.

	“Really, now?” President Rendimir asked. “Well, I suppose that does make sense. They would have to be made of a substance with magical properties, wouldn’t they? And I’m told the fires of Mt. Vel are certainly hot enough to melt stone. The expedition lost three members just to bring these back to me.”

	“Your collection is very impressive, Mr. President,” as said as calmly and politely as I could manage, “but if you don’t mind I’d like to collect my reward and be on my way. I have… important matters to attend to.”

	Kren looked my way from a display on the other side of the room. “Too important to join us for a drink at the Thirsty Praeg?” she asked.

	“I’m afraid so,” I said, trying not to sound nervous, though I could feel myself starting to sweat under the overbearing gaze of President Rendimir. 

	“You’re rather an ambitious one, aren’t you?” he asked. “I like that.”

	Kren seemed to take the hint that I was feeling very uncomfortable, and stepped in to intervene. “I could stay here all day admiring these relics, but I would hate to waste any more of your valuable time,” she said, giving me an understanding nod.

	“Very well,” he said, moving to the elevator, much to my relief. “I’ll have my slaves bring up the money and escort you out, whenever you’re ready.”

	As soon as the doors slid closed behind him, I let out a sigh of relief. I hadn’t even realized how much tension had been building up in my shoulders.

	Kren placed a comforting hand on my back. “I remember the first time I saw one of my own kind enslaved. Only it was to another Firya, not a Casar.”

	“Everything was so peaceful and quiet in my little village,” I said, “I never knew the world could be such an ugly place.”

	“Maybe you should have never left.”

	“I wish I’d had that choice,” I replied.

	Eldrick and Gorrif stood by in silent solidarity, and I was grateful for their comforting presence.

	Kren pursed her lips. “Listen, are you sure you don’t want to stick around for a bit? Maybe go on another quest or two?”

	I smiled, thankful for the change in subject. “I’m sorry, but I’m afraid I’ve lost too much time already.”

	“I understand,” she said. “If you ever need anything, anything at all, you just let me know, alright?”

	“Actually, there is one thing.”

	“What is it?”

	“I need you to help me look rich.
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	Sometime in the early afternoon we reached our destination: a massive pavilion with stalls for livestock, mining equipment and machinery, and slaves. So this was the auction house. 

	Larkis and I were thrown into a stall that smelled like it had last been inhabited by a sick horse. Larkis still teetered on the edge of unconsciousness, and I worried I wouldn’t be able to do anything for him if we were sold separately. Anyone interested in purchasing me for manual labor probably wouldn’t want anything to do with someone so sick and fragile. Then again, maybe the dwarves would insist we went together as a pair, to try and get rid of him. Two for the price of one. 

	They threw bread and water into our stall, and I gave Larkis my entire portion, though it took him several hours to get it all down. It reminded me of the mineworkers at the peak of the drought; overworked and underfed.

	As the day dragged on several wealthy customers perused the sentient merchandise, making notes on which specimens best suited their needs and bartering deals with the slavers. Each time one passed our stall I did my best to make myself look as unappealing as possible, but I honestly didn’t know how someone determined if a potential slave was ripe for the picking.

	Most of the buyers were Casar, though I did see a handful of elves, centaurs, and members of various other races. Apparently Morave was becoming quite the multicultural metropolis. There was nothing in the menagerie of affluent slave-owners that caught me by surprise, until I heard a familiar voice ringing out amidst the crowd.

	It was clearly a female voice with the distinct gutturalness that only came from a faun, only this voice was speaking fluent Casaran. I jumped up and leaned over the stall door to get a look, and my heart skipped a beat when I saw Chrysalis coming toward me. I almost doubted if it was actually her at first, she was dressed in such an expensive-looking dress with gaudy decorations hanging from her horns. Her step stuttered slightly when our eyes met, but other than that she gave no indication that she recognized or even saw me.

	A nearby guard jabbed his spear at me to shoo me away from the gate, and I stumbled backward and fell against the back wall of the stall. My heart was pounding in my chest as I waited to see Chrysalis step in front of my stall and look down on me. I couldn’t imagine what she had gone through over the past few days that had resulted in what I had just seen. 

	As far as I could tell, she was alone. I tried to remember all of the faces I had seen throughout the day, but I was certain I hadn’t recognized any of them. Had she really come all this way without help?

	After what seemed like an eternity, the moment finally came. Chrysalis passed by my stall with a disinterested sideways glance, then stopped and came back for a second look. She said something to the slaver who must have been escorting her through the compound, and I remembered then that fauns could speak in the tongues of any living creature. I had gotten so used to hearing them speak Idrilan I had forgotten it wasn’t actually their native language.

	As the dwarf seemed to be telling her all the reasons I would make a perfect slave, I could see in her eyes that she was doing everything in her power to hold herself back. What exactly she was restraining herself from doing, I could only guess.

	I pointed at Larkis and said, “We’re a package deal. If you want me, you have to take him, as well.”

	She squinted and glanced over at him. “He looks sick,” she said in an icy tone that sent chills down my spine. Her voice betrayed no emotion whatsoever. 

	“He’s just malnourished,” I insisted. I almost thought I was going to have to genuinely beg for his life. “A few good meals and he’ll be twice as strong as I ever was.” I gave his shoulder a gentle shake, and he roused from his stupor just enough to open his eyes and confirm he was still alive.

	“Hey…” he muttered, “isn’t that your wife?”

	I shot him a horrified expression, and his eyes bolted wide open as he realized what he’d just done. I looked back at Chrysalis and could see the terror in her eyes, as well. Her dwarf escort was yelling something I couldn’t even begin to understand, but I knew it didn’t bode well. 

	She was yelling back at him, trying to defend herself, but as more and more guards started to congregate and usher the other buyers out of the way, I knew her efforts were in vain. 

	When she succumbed to the inevitability of the situation, she yelled, “Alright, time for plan B,” lifted her dress, and pulled out the largest crossbow I had ever seen!

	“Where in the world did you get that?” I shouted.

	“I’ll explain later, let’s go!” she said as she swung her weapon toward any guard who dared approach.

	“We’ll never fight our way out of here!” I shouted. “Not while carrying Larkis!”

	“Then leave him!”

	“I can’t! I promised Castor!”

	“Who is Castor?”

	“I’ll explain later!”

	A guard was starting to flank her while she was distracted in the other direction, and I shouted, “Behind you!” 

	Just as she turned around, the guard knocked the crossbow from her hands, and several others dove in to subdue her. I tried to jump over the stall door, but the blunt end of a spear slammed into my temple and I fell back onto the filthy, hay-covered floor as my world went black. 
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	I put up as much of a fight as I could, but there were simply too many of them. I had brought my crossbow along in case I needed it, but I knew that if I actually fired it and took a Casar life it would only escalate the situation, and Chass and I would both be dead in a matter of minutes.

	I had no choice but to surrender and drop my weapon. The dwarves shoved me into the stall where Chass lay unconscious, a bruise already forming across his forehead. His friend -- what had Chass said his name was? Larkis? -- wasn’t in much better shape. 

	As I looked him over I realized he must have been one of the bounty hunters that had attacked us. That was the only way he could have recognized me and known who I was. I couldn’t imagine what they must have gone through together that made Chass so concerned about protecting him. And what about the rest of his crew? Had they already been sold? Were they all dead?

	I had a lot of questions, and no way to get any answers. At least not until Chass woke up. In the meantime, I needed to come up with a new plan. My idea to buy Chass out of slavery had failed spectacularly, and I couldn’t help but feel like it had been a huge waste of time. But then, it had succeeded in bringing us back together, so that had to count for something.

	My only hope now was to make sure we stayed together. If we were sent to work in a household staff, like President Rendimir’s, that would be much easier to escape from than a mine or labor camp. Then again, something that took us out of the city might work to our advantage.

	I knew it was all out of my control at this point, but I couldn’t just sit and do nothing. I thought about trying to slap Chass awake, but I was worried I would just end up giving him another bruise.

	My ears perked up when I heard voices coming toward us.

	“I think I’ve got exactly what you’re looking for,” the first voice was saying. “Fauns can speak any language, without even having to learn it. She’ll make a perfect translator.” It was the same Casar that had been giving me his rehearsed sales pitches at every stall we’d passed. It made me sick to think he was now trying to sell me.

	“Yes, we are meeting a delegation from Idril this evening, a translator would be most useful.” The voice carried the same regal weight as President Rendimir’s, and for a moment I was afraid it might be him. But the tone wasn’t quite right, this voice was softer, more gentle. 

	The news that a delegation of elves were in the city certainly piqued my interest. If we played our cards right, we might be able to leverage Chass’ status as a citizen of Idril into our freedom, and a free ride home. That is, assuming the elves didn’t recognize Chass as an enemy of the throne.

	The pair of dwarves reached our stall and looked down at us. I felt ridiculous in my flashy dress, now sullied by what I hoped was mud and not horse manure. 

	The buyer was not, as I’d feared, President Rendimir. “Greetings, child, I am Senator Egle,” he said. “I’m told you are quite adept at the speaking of many languages. Is this true?”

	“It is,” I answered.

	“Then would you be willing to work in the capitol with me, as my personal translator?”

	“That depends,” I said, “are you friendly with President Rendimir?”

	The slaver laughed at my question. “Friendly? The Senator is running against him for the presidency!”

	I leapt to my feet and rushed to the stall door. “Is that true?” I asked.

	The slaver jumped back instinctively, but the senator held his ground. “It is,” he said. “I take it you are not friendly with him, either?”

	“I was in his home earlier today. I’ve seen what kind of a person he is. I promise I will do everything in my power to help you bring him down.”

	“A translator and a political ally, very interesting,” the Senator mused.

	“And she’s a fierce warrior,” the slaver added in. “She nearly took down six of our finest guards single-handed.” I knew it was a gross exaggeration, but if it helped my cause I wasn’t going to argue. “A useful companion to have by your side against those who might bear ill intentions.”

	The Senator considered this for a moment, then looked back at me. “You seem to be getting more expensive by the minute. It almost makes one wonder how you came to be a slave.”

	“You come in here seeking to buy sentient beings as property, are you really concerned with how they got here?”

	He gave a distasteful sideways glance to the slaver, then said, “While the realities of the slave trade may not be ideal, I can assure you that those who work for me are treated as employees, not property.”

	The slaver stepped in, eager to seal the deal. “So you’ve made your decision, then? Will you be taking her with you?”

	“I’m afraid I can’t afford not to,” the Senator replied.

	“I have one condition,” I said.

	Senator Egle frowned. “You aren’t in much of a position to bargain,” he said.

	I indicated Chass and Larkis behind me. “Take these two elves as well, or I promise you’ll find me to be much more trouble than I’m worth.” He looked down at them, clearly concerned at their battered state. “They’ve been badly mistreated,” I added, “but with the proper care they’ll more than prove their value.”

	“I’m afraid I don’t have unlimited resources,” Senator Egle said.

	I turned away and sat down beside Chass, gently stroking his hair. The Senator seemed to be a kind and compassionate dwarf, at least compared to most the others I had met. I just hoped I wasn’t wrong about him.

	“Please, sir,” I said, looking back up at him. “He’s my husband.”

	The Senator sighed and closed his eyes. “Very well,” he said. “I’ll take them all.” He stepped away with the slaver to iron out the details.

	A guard came over and opened our stall, then threw a bucket of water on Chass’ face. He bolted upright and gasped for air. “What the!” he shouted.

	“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I reassured him.

	“You’ve been bought,” the guard spat. “Now let’s get you out of here. You’re someone else’s problem now.”
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	Before I had time to process what was going on I had been taken back to Senator Egle’s home, which very closely resembled the President’s, and had been bathed and fitted in new clothes that closely resembled the regal parliamentary-wear of the Casar. I was frequently assured that Chass was being well taken care of, I just wished I could have been the one taking care of him. 

	In the midst of everything else, I was also being briefed on the finer points of Vaeger’s government. The names of everyone who would be attending the meeting with the elves; what political party each of them was a part of and what those parties stood for; who were enemies with whom. I knew I wouldn’t remember any of it, but I did my best to listen attentively, anyway.

	One particular name did stand out to me: President Rendimir. He was going to be at the meeting as well, and just the thought of seeing him again sent shivers down my spine.

	Once I was finally in the carriage with Senator Egle on our way to the meeting, I was able to collect my thoughts and get a more targeted list of things I needed to know going in.

	“The Idrilians are seeking to reestablish diplomacy now that the threat of the curse has been removed,” the Senator said. “I’m hoping you will be able to provide some insight into their thinking.”

	“Probably not as much as you’d like,” I admitted. “Elves and fauns tend to keep to themselves, especially since they accused us of starting the drought.”

	The Senator gave me a thoughtful look. “I always was skeptical of King Drevon’s claims.”

	I felt like he was fishing for some sort of confession out of me without directly asking; perhaps trying to gauge how much I really knew. I wasn’t sure if I should tell him I was there when the curse was broken and was now part of a resistance against King Drevon, or if I should pretend like I was completely clueless.

	“How do I know I can trust you?” I asked.

	“I beg your pardon?” Senator Egle asked, apparently taken aback by the boldness of my inquiry.

	I leaned forward meaningfully. “I can tell you exactly who was behind the curse and what’s going on in Idril, but I need to know that you are going to use that information to fight on the side of truth, not manipulate it in some self-conceited quest for power.”

	He leaned forward to meet me and rested his elbows on his knees. “As the leader of the Reformation Party I believe we can only secure our future by honoring the spirits and seeking their guidance. I know that fauns are more in-tune with nature than anyone else, and would never seek to enslave the spirits.”

	This was a good start, but I felt like I still needed to test the waters before diving in. “Then I should tell you that the reason I was at President Rendimir’s house today was to deliver a relic that verifies his heritage as a descendant of the Worshipers of Inza.”

	Senator Egle sat back in his chair and slammed a fist into the bench beside him. “He’s trying to swipe my own platform out from under me.”

	I thought back to the political crash-course I’d been given earlier that day. “Rendimir is with the Self-Reliance Party, isn’t that right? They say the Casar should carve their own path forward through technological advancement, rather than relying on the spirits.”

	Senator Egle indicated the soot-covered city outside the carriage window. “You can see where that mindset has led us. But he’s too smart to pass up an opportunity to exploit the latest trend for political points.”

	“If it matters, I should tell you that I had no idea he was the one we were working for when I took the job. Honestly, I wouldn’t have known who he was even if they had told me. I was just trying to get the money to buy Chass out of slavery.”

	“No, no, I understand,” he replied. “If there’s anything I can do to help --”

	“There’s two things, actually,” I said. Once again he was taken aback by my candor, but I pressed on nonetheless. “I need you to guarantee Chass and me our freedom, and I need you to promise that you will side with the fauns in our war against King Drevon.”

	The carriage stopped, and the driver came around to open the door. Senator Egle sank into his seat and sighed. “That is a heavy ask,” he said. “I’m afraid your answer will have to wait.” He ducked out of the carriage and I followed him into the capitol building.

	Good. This would give me time to gauge his response in a more public setting. It was easy enough for him to show support in the security of a private conversation, but would he take my side against the elves in front of the most powerful dwarves in Vaeger? That’s what I needed to know.

	The pristine marble building was even more impressive up close, and the inside was just as breathtaking as President Rendimir had promised. My hoof-steps echoed through the great hall as we ascended a sweeping staircase constructed entirely from the white stone. The walls were so bright compared to the city outside they almost felt like they were glowing. 

	The Senator led me out onto a balcony overlooking the senate chamber: a fan-shaped room with a series of desks set up on rising platforms, wrapped in a semi-circle around an imposing podium at the center.

	“Many a heated debate has taken place in this room,” the Senator said in a solemn hush. I could only imagine the cacophony of echoes that must have flooded the place every time a disagreement broke out among the senators. 

	“This kind of government is so foreign to me,” I said. “In the villages, we simply follow the will of the Village Leader and the Elders.”

	“And how many fauns are there in one of your villages?” he asked. “A few hundred, at most?”

	“Nearly a thousand in Brau-Na’s village, where I’m from,” I answered. “Though it is one of the larger ones.”

	“There are more than two million Casar in Morave alone, nearly ten million across all of Vaeger.”

	I gasped at the sheer incomprehensibility of the number. As hard as I tried, I simply had no frame of reference for visualizing something at that scale. 

	“Not to mention the half-dozen or so other races who are allowed to claim citizenship,” Senator Egle continued. “Needless to say, coming to agreements on policy that can appease everyone is a contentious process, to say the least.” He turned and moved back toward the door, but I hesitated before following after him.

	“Millions?” I asked, still trying to wrap my head around the vastness of the number.

	“A thousand thousands,” Senator Egle said as he stepped back out into the great hall. I followed behind, distracted as I tried to comprehend the massive quantity of living beings.

	I tried to think about the most of any one object I’d ever seen at one time. I remembered being a little girl, before the drought, when my father would lift me up on his shoulders so I could see over the tops of the corn stalks that stretched in rows from the house to the edge of the forest. 

	I remembered the long, hot days of traveling down row after row, filling basket after basket with ears of corn. The baskets were too heavy for me to lift, though my father pretended to let me help as we loaded them into cartload after cartload to carry into the village.

	I thought about the individual, dried out kernels I had spent days -- weeks even -- separating from the cobs. I remembered watching my dad dump bag after bag into the silo until the pile stood higher than our entire house, where they waited to be ground into meal or planted for the next season. Even after all that, it still didn’t seem to come close to the numbers Senator Egle was talking about.

	I was pulled from my reminiscence when we entered the meeting room where a handful of dwarves were waiting for the delegation of elves to arrive. Senator Egle greeted each of the other dwarves in turn, introducing me as his personal translator.

	“The leading members of all five parties are invited to any meeting with a foreign official, to ensure that all voices are equally represented,” he told me as we settled into our designated booth along the side wall of the meeting hall. The entryway stood at one end of the room, and a large, vacant desk stood at the other.

	Senator Egle noticed me looking at the desk and empty chair, and said, “President Rendimir will be the last to arrive, no doubt. He likes to give the impression that he was busy with something more important, no matter how important the matter at hand may be.”

	Each of the five Casar senators sat in their designated booths on either side of the room, accompanied by escorts of various sizes. Several more dwarves were stationed around the president’s desk, each with a specific job, Senator Egle explained. One to translate, one to take notes, and the others to exchange private, hand-written messages between the senators. 

	As predicted, President Rendimir arrived mere moments before the elves were ushered in. He muttered, “I came as soon as I could,” though I noticed he failed to specify what exactly he had come from.

	I thought I saw a glint of recognition flash across his face when he looked my way, but I hoped my change of outfit and significantly better-groomed appearance would prevent him from placing me. My stomach turned in knots as I felt him scanning me up and down from the corner of my eye.

	His intrusive gaze was finally pulled away when the doors were pushed open and two elvish guards entered and stepped to the side to reveal the Idrilian delegates behind them. I recognized the guard’s armor from the battle at Kakara, and I wondered if either of them had been present on that day. If either of them happened to know who I was, my situation would become much more complicated, but I knew there wasn’t much chance of that happening. After all, President Rendimir hadn’t recognized me after seeing me earlier that same day. The guards couldn’t have gotten more than a fleeting glimpse of me in the chaos of the battle, if they had even been there in the first place.

	I wasn’t intimately familiar with the governmental structures of Idril, but I knew enough to know these elves weren’t elected officials like the Casar senators. Each of the delegates was introduced as a member of a royal house of Idril, and I guessed it must have been that birthright that gave them their position of power on the king’s court. 

	After all of the elves had been introduced and taken their places at the center of the room, the two guards turned to position themselves on either side of the envoy. The guard nearest me stopped in his tracks when he saw me, and my heart skipped a beat. I tried to keep my eyes straight forward and my face expressionless, but I felt the entire room shifting its attention my direction as the guard broke formation and approached my booth. I was thankful for the ornately carved wooden handrail separating me from the guard, as thin as it was.

	I could feel the inquisitive gazes from elf and Casar alike as the guard removed his shoulder plate without a word, then pulled back his under-tunic to reveal a bright red scar.

	“This wound,” he shouted as he turned out to the room, “was inflicted by an arrow from this faun!” He pointed an accusing finger in my face, and as the court translator relayed the message, every senator in the room -- including Egle -- shot to their feet.

	“What is the meaning of this?” cried President Rendimir.

	One of the Idrilian delegates stepped forward. “It has been brought to our attention that a certain traitor to the throne of Idril was living among you as a slave.”

	“She must be talking about Chass,” I whispered to Senator Egle, though I assumed he had already made the connection himself.

	“We had hoped you would be willing to turn him over to us as a sign of good faith,” the delegate continued, “but instead we arrive to find you flaunting war criminals in our faces!”

	A muted murmur filled the room, and the court attendants scurried back and forth to deliver messages between the senators. President Rendimir stared me down, and I was certain he had realized exactly who I was. “Is this true, child?” he asked.

	 I had been hesitant to reveal too much to Kren and the others, but now I felt the truth would be my greatest ally. I needed to let the Casar know exactly what was going on, and let them respond how they may.

	I met President Rendimir’s demeaning gaze and replied, “I believe someone who has killed in defense of a just cause has earned the right to not be called a child.”

	The hall erupted into shocked reactions from both sides, and I continued over the commotion, “It was King Drevon who enacted the curse, not the fauns!” I wasn’t sure if anyone past Senator Egle could even hear me, but he was the only one that mattered to me at the moment.

	The Idrilian guard lashed out at me, but a pair of Casar guards stepped up to block him. I leaned around the guard and shouted to the elves behind him, “I was there when Arianna shot a bolt of lightning through King Drevon’s heart! Tell me, how many of your children were sacrificed to bring your dear king back to life?”

	The guard finally broke free from those who were restraining him and punched me across the mouth. I fell back into my chair, and a hush fell over the room.

	The lead delegate turned back to President Rendimir and said, “We will not engage in further negotiations until both traitors have been turned over to us, and we have a written guarantee that you will assist us in squashing the insurrection!”

	The entire room turned to Senator Egle expectantly. He looked down at me and I met his gaze, pleading with my eyes for him to trust me, to take the side of truth.

	He turned back to the room and announced, “Both of the resistance fighters in question are under my protection.” This revelation sent a new wave of murmurs and scurrying attendants across the room. “This news of civil unrest among the Idrilians will certainly change the nature of our negotiations, and therefore I agree with the delegation that all talks should be put on hold until a full investigation into the nature of the fighting can be completed.”
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	I awoke with a start as I heard a distant commotion somewhere in the house. I had to take a moment to gather my bearings and remember whose house I was in. I remembered being knocked out with a spear, woken up with a splash of cold water, and everything was a little hazy after that.

	There were brief glimpses of Chrysalis, but mostly just me asking about her and being assured that she was fine. It seemed she was in a much better spot through this whole ordeal than I was.

	My door flew open and one of the household servants -- or slaves, rather -- came in and said, “Come.”

	“Where are we going?” I asked.

	He only waved me on and repeated, “Come.” I guessed he probably didn’t speak much Idrilan. 

	I followed him into a small sitting room where Chrysalis and another dwarf were waiting anxiously. The dwarf, who by his dress and bearing I assumed was our new owner, was leaning against a table, his back to us.

	Chrysalis rushed over and collapsed into my arms. I felt an immediate rush of relief to finally be with her again. The smell of her fur as it gently brushed against my skin made me feel like everything was once again right with the world. Just as I was about to blackout in the ecstasy of her embrace, she pulled away and gestured to the dwarf.

	“Chass, this is Senator Egle,” she said.

	“A senator,” I responded. “That’s --”

	He quickly turned to face us and said in the best Idrilan he could manage through his thick accent, “Tell me everything.”

	Chrysalis stared me down, waiting for me to start talking, and I felt extremely out of place. “Everything about what?” I asked.

	“The curse, the war, all of it,” Chrysalis answered.

	“Oh, okay, that’s a lot,” I stammered. “Well, King Drevon used the relics of Vel to trap the storm spirits, only the lightning spirit managed to escape and funnel itself into my friend Arianna instead, and --”

	Senator Egle held up his hands. “Slow down,” he said. “I do not understand.”

	Chrysalis turned to him and started speaking quickly in the Casar tongue, and I suddenly felt very left out of the conversation. The Senator nodded several times and seemed to ask a few clarifying questions. I thought I could just make out the word, ‘Arianna’, but the vowel sounds were all off.

	Finally, Chrysalis stopped speaking, and the Senator slowly lowered himself down into an armchair. “It is too late,” he said, and I was grateful to once again hear words I could understand. “President Rendimir will join with King Drevon and together they will destroy all who stand in their way.”

	I wasn’t sure exactly who President Rendimir was, but I felt a need to comment nonetheless. “King Drevon will betray him, he has to understand that.”

	“He understands only power,” the Senator replied. “He has all but secured his victory against me.” He finished off with a Casar utterance that I took to be some kind of curse.

	“Maybe not,” Chrysalis said. “I think I know a way we can prove to both the spirits and the people that you have their best interest at heart.”

	The Senator leaned forward in his chair. “I’m listening,” he said.

	Chrysalis turned to me to fill me in. “Senator Egle is running against Rendimir for the presidency,” she said. She looked back at the Senator and continued, “In Rendimir’s house he has replicas of the three storm relics, forged from the original mold in Mt. Vel. He treats them as trophies, and seemed almost proud of the fact that three Casar died to bring them back to him.”

	“This is common knowledge,” Senator Egle said, “it was a famous expedition. I do not understand how this can be used against him.”

	“What it means is that the mold is still there, still able to be used against the spirits,” Chrysalis said. I could tell she was growing more excited, and was struggling to speak slowly enough for the Senator to understand. “For all we know King Drevon never actually found the originals. He could have just as easily made his own copies if he knew the right materials to use.”

	The Senator rose from his chair, catching on to Chrysalis’ enthusiasm. “And if I have the mold destroyed,” he said, “the spirits and all who are still loyal to them will pledge their support.”

	“You will unite all four of the other parties against Rendimir,” Chrysalis added. I couldn’t help but be impressed with how quickly she had picked up on the intricacies of Vaeger’s government. I didn’t know the first thing about how the system worked, and here she was plotting to upend the entire thing.

	I once again felt a nagging urge to prove that I wasn’t just a useless bystander. “I will do it,” I said. They both looked at me, surprised. I couldn’t be sure if they were impressed by my bravery, or if they had just forgotten I was there. “I will bring back the mold,” I continued. “On two conditions: Freedom for --”

	Senator Egle held up a hand to stop me. “Freedom for yourselves and your elf companion, as well as my support in the war against King Drevon.”

	I shot a confused look at Chrysalis, who shrugged and crinkled her nose. “We’ve kind of already been through all this,” she said.

	“Yes,” the Senator sighed, “yes to all of it. When can you start?”

	I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was addressing Chrysalis more so than me. “I can leave first thing in the morning,” I said before Chrysalis gave me a playful slap on the shoulder.

	“Chass, you don’t even know how to get to Mt. Vel, do you?” she asked.

	“No, but I can read a map,” I responded indignantly.

	“We’re doing this together,” she said.

	“No, it’s too dangerous. I couldn’t bear the thought of --”

	“If we die, we die together,” Chrysalis said. “I’m not going to let anything tear us apart again.”

	I sighed, deflated. She was right. We had been apart for too long already. Whatever happened next, we would weather it side by side. I nodded in agreement, and she turned back to the Senator.

	“I know a few others who’ll be willing to join us. We’ll need funding, of course. I hope that won’t be an issue?”

	“No, of course not,” Senator Egle answered. “Whatever you need, it’s yours.”

	 “Good,” Chrysalis said. “We’ll gather the team in the morning. In the meantime,” she added with a sultry look in my direction, “Chass and I have other matters to attend to.”
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	This was not at all how I expected my honeymoon to be.

	We were supposed to have arrived safely at Talos’ Tavern to a luxuriously prepared meal and lush accommodations where we would have spent the entire week taking full advantage of each other’s company.

	Instead, we had been forced to spend that week apart, sleeping on the rough ground and eating sparse rations. Chass had spent most of the time in a cage. I was angry at everything we had been put through to get here, but now that we were together again I wanted nothing more than to be as close to him as possible.

	We were finally able to enjoy our reunion, and that one beautiful, blissful night had made everything worth it. 

	I blinked myself awake and rolled over to find Chass asleep in the bed beside me. My heart swelled as I gently caressed the tan skin of his bare chest, and a slight smile caught the corner of his mouth as he let out a groggy moan of approval. Had we been at the tavern as planned I would have been tempted to tease him awake another way, but I knew we still had more to do before we were truly free. The sooner we got up and got to work, the sooner we would be heading home.

	Once I finally coaxed Chass out of bed we got dressed, collected the money and supplies Senator Egle had prepared for us, and made our way to the Thirsty Praeg. If I was right, Kren and the others would have stayed there the night before, and we should have been getting there early enough to catch them eating breakfast. 

	On the carriage ride over we were finally able to give each other a rundown of the past week’s events. Chass told me about all the clues he’d left along the way, and I told him about how I found each of them. I told him about my plan to buy him back and how I ended up working with Kren and the others, whom we were currently headed to meet. He told me about how he’d helped Castor and the others escape, and how he fully expected to meet them in Manse village as soon as we got back.

	We arrived at the Thirsty Praeg -- just on the outskirts of the city -- to find it was more of a lodge than a tavern. There was a restaurant at the center, with two wings of bedrooms stacked three stories high extending from either side. The sheer size of it almost made me feel naive for having thought the mayor’s compound in Manse had been so impressively large. This one building could have easily housed everyone who had attended the wedding, and then some.

	Once inside it didn’t take me any time at all to spot Kren’s familiar black hair and traveling cloak hunched over a table. I grabbed a couple of drinks from the bar and slammed one down on the table as I slid into the chair across from her.

	She bolted upright and nearly fell out of her chair, and few nearby patrons gave her a sympathetic chuckle. “You,” she said as she squinted at me.

	“Looks like I really missed out last night, didn’t I?” I asked.

	“You have no idea,” she slurred. “I think I came closer to death last night than I ever did in the --” She stopped when she saw Chass standing uncomfortably behind me. “Who’s this?” she asked.

	“My slave,” I answered. She glanced back and forth between me and Chass. Clearly her processing powers were not operating at full-speed.

	“You won’t believe how much she paid for me,” Chass chipped in. “I know I didn’t.”

	“Huh?” was all she could manage to say as she cocked an eyebrow. 

	I heard a familiar set of hoof-steps coming up behind me and turned to see Gorrif just as he stepped up to the table. “Ah, if it isn’t our multilingual friend, back for more adventures, are you?”

	“Ugh, don’t even joke about it,” Kren muttered as she pressed a hand against her temple.

	“Actually that’s exactly why I’m here,” I said.

	“Sorry, we aren’t hiring for any jobs right now,” Kren said emphatically.

	“Good,” I answered, “because I was hoping to hire you this time.”

	She glared at me for a long moment, then looked at Gorrif. “I thought I told you to bring me medicine, not another headache!” she said.

	“Oh, right!” Gorrif said as he dropped an assortment of pills onto the table in front of her. “One of these ought to do the trick.”

	Kren scooped up the entire pile, threw them in her mouth, and then proceeded to chug the entire beer I had brought her.

	“Or, you could just take them all and see what happens,” Gorrif said.

	Kren slammed the empty mug down on the table and said, “Alright, tell me about his job.”

	“Where’s Eldrick?” I asked. “I’d rather only go over this once.”

	Kren and Gorrif both shifted their gaze to the far side of the room, and I turned to see Eldrick lounging on a bench against the wall, surrounded by young, fashionably dressed beings of a variety of races. 

	“Students from the university,” Gorrif explained. “They idolize him and his daring adventures.”

	Kren rolled her eyes. “Sometimes I think he cares more about their adoration than he does the money.”

	“I’ll go get him,” Gorrif said as he started to navigate his hindquarters between two nearby tables to get himself turned around.

	“No, let me,” I said. I rose and crossed the room to Eldrick and his admirers. As I approached he paused whatever tale he was spinning -- which I was sure had been hopelessly embellished anyway -- and raised a hand as if he were presenting me to the crowd. 

	“Here’s the faun of the hour!” he said, and the students all looked at me wide-eyed as they whispered back and forth. “I was just telling them about your epic battle of wits with the dragon!”

	“Oh, please,” I said, “it was barely five minutes. She was actually one of the nicer dragons I’ve met.” The students all ‘oohed’, and I realized they’d missed the joke. They really were ready to believe whatever grandiose tale Eldrick could throw at them.

	“Have you really seen other dragons?” a small, feminine voice asked from right beside me. 

	“Actually, this was --” I stopped when I turned to the speaker only to realize she was a faun. I hadn’t noticed her before because she fit in so perfectly with the other students. “How does a faun end up as a student at a Casar university?” I asked. I almost didn’t realize at first that I had asked her in a faunic tongue. It felt weird to be speaking my own language again so far from home.

	She nervously glanced at the other students, then answered in Casaran, “I was born here in Morave. My parents convinced our master to send me to the university to learn out how to help manage his family’s business.”

	So she was a slave. I couldn’t help but wonder if this ‘master’ was part of the reason she was so averse to speaking her own people’s language.

	I shook the thought away and turned back to Eldrick. “I’m here because I have a job for you,” I said. “The biggest you’ve ever taken.”

	“Really, now?” he asked with a twinkle in his eye. His students all waited with bated breath to find out what glorious adventure their beloved professor would be taking next.

	I didn’t disappoint. “We’re going to Mt. Vel to destroy the mold.”

	The student’s all gasped, and a heavy silence followed. Kren and Gorrif stepped up beside me and Kren said, “No one has gone to Mt. Vel since President Rendimir --”

	“President Rendimir mocks the spirits!” I said, cutting her off. “He claims to be a descendant of the Worshipers of Inza, but he would strangle Inza with his bare hands if he thought it would get him one more vote.”

	One of the students raised his glass and gave a, “Here, here!” and the other students raised their glasses in response. It was strange to me to see these young minds so willing to decry their own leader. No faun ever felt a need to speak against their village leaders, and no elf in Idril dared say a word against King Drevon. Even in Manse Village, they spoke only in hushed tones when his name came up.

	“But there is one who is running against him,” I said, and all of the students leaned in. “One who seeks to honor the spirits and restore Vaeger’s connection with nature, rather than destroy it with technology.”

	“Who is it?” one of the students blurted out. I turned to look at him.

	“He is the one who sent me to destroy the mold and free the spirits from Vel’s terrible shadow once and for all. His name…” I paused for effect, and all of the students stared, unblinking. “…is Senator Egle.”

	Eldrick swooped up a mug from the table and called out, “I’ll drink to that!” 

	The students all raised their glasses to meet his and cheered, “To Egle!”
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	“No, let me,” Chrysalis said as she stood up from the table and made her way toward the dwarf named Eldrick. She had told me a little bit about each of her companions from the quest, but it still seemed strange to see them in the flesh. Like they were characters from a storybook come to life.

	The other two followed after, and I started to head that way as well until something at the bar caught my eye: an elf. He sat hunched over a drink and -- just my luck -- there was an empty stool next to him. I sat down and asked, “Anything good here?”

	He looked over, likely startled to hear someone speaking Idrilan, and grunted. “Don’t see many elves around here,” he said in a gruff voice.

	“But you do see a few?” I asked. I knew this would likely be one of the last chances I would have to find anything out about the elf who had put a bounty out on me. For all I knew, I could be talking to the Count himself.

	“A few,” he confirmed.

	“You haven’t by any chance met one who likes to be called, ‘The Count’, have you?”

	He immediately sat up a little straighter in his chair, and I knew I was on the right track. “I might have,” he answered. “You looking to set up a meeting?”

	“Oh, no, I’m afraid I don’t have time for that,” I answered. “But I would be very grateful if someone could get a message to him.”

	“How grateful, exactly?” he asked.

	I glanced over at Chrysalis, who was still talking with the dwarf and his students. Senator Egle had only given us so much money for the quest, but surely we could spare a little. This was, after all, very important to the resistance.

	I pulled a bag of Casar denocks from my belt and dropped on the bar in front of the elf. “Very grateful,” I said.

	The elf weighed the bag in his hand, then dropped it into a large pocket in his coat. “If I happen to see him, I’ll try to remember your message,” he said.

	I pulled a handkerchief from my pocket, one embroidered with my family crest. “Just give him this,” I said as I handed it to him. “And tell him I’m sorry I missed him. If he’d like to try again, I’ll be in Manse Village.”

	I got up before he could say anything more and moved to rejoin Chrysalis and the others. She quickly caught me up on what was going on: the others had already agreed to join the mission, and the students were helping them plan what equipment they would need to descend into an active volcano. 

	I was impressed that she had been able to convince them to go on such a dangerous quest so quickly. They must have really trusted her. 

	Once the plans were finalized we split up to gather the gear and supplies we needed and agreed to meet back up at lunchtime at what they called a ‘train station’. Chrysalis tried to explain what a train was, but I couldn’t picture it until I actually saw it with my own eyes. I had thought it might be something like the horseless carriage I had seen when I first arrived in the city, but the reality was so much more impressive.

	We funneled into a private train car and, with a shriek of grinding metal, we departed the city to cross the vast, open countryside. We would reach the bay known as the Chasm of Fire -- where Mt. Vel was located -- within a few hours, and with any luck would be in and out by nightfall.

	Eldrick, who was apparently an avid collector of historical artifacts, had a copy of the map the last team of explorers had used to descend into the mountain. It showed exactly how to get to the forge, but was scarce on details about what the team had found there, and more importantly what exactly had killed three of their members. 

	We had no idea what to expect inside -- this wasn’t a typical puzzle-filled temple like they were used to -- so we had to be prepared for anything. We knew we would likely need to make a rapid escape, and to that end, Kren had brought along a set of winged flight-suits she had made herself. The idea of jumping off the side of a mountain was intimidating, to say the least, but Chrysalis assured me the suits were perfectly safe.

	Gorrif, who obviously couldn’t use a flight-suit, would stay on the boat and position it just far enough away from the mountain to catch us as we made our escape. 

	“Why does he always get the easy job?” Eldrick teased.

	“You should be grateful you don’t have to stay with the boat,” Gorrif retorted. “Your fragile nerves wouldn’t be able to handle being alone for so long without knowing if the rest of us were even still alive.”

	Once we arrived at the bay, we were surprised to find no one was willing to let us borrow a boat. They were all entirely certain the boat would not be coming back. Luckily, we had enough spare money to buy one outright, just large enough to fit all of us.

	As we sailed out into the Chasm of Fire I couldn’t help but think it was very aptly named. There were at least a half-dozen active volcanoes, each leaking red-hot lava from every pore. None of them were erupting, but we still had to wind a careful path through the bay so as to not get too close to any of them.

	Mt. Vel itself was set a significant way back from the rest, and I couldn’t help but feel a sense of impending dread in the pit of my stomach as the mountain grew taller and taller and the expansive sea seemed to grow wider and wider around us. 

	As we drew close, Chrysalis opened her pack and passed out rations to the crew.

	“I’m not sure I can eat right now,” I said when she tried to hand me my portion.

	“First rule of adventuring,” she said as she shoved the food into my hands, “never go questing on an empty stomach.”
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	The plan was fool-proof. It had to be.

	Our gear was packed just right, our skin covered in thick leather to protect from the heat. The four of us ascended the side of the ancient volcano, knowing full-well that any one of us might not be coming back down.

	I turned to look at Gorrif as he guided our boat back out into the bay. He turned back to watch as we climbed toward the mouth of hell. I gave him a final, reassuring wave. He waved back.

	The plan was simple. We would walk in, throw the mold into the lava, and walk back out. But of course nothing this momentous could ever be that simple. Not in a place so fraught with evil energy.

	The relics forged from this mold had been used to plunge the entire known world into fifteen years of drought. For all we knew there could have been more lands beyond those we knew of that had been affected by the curse, as well.

	With as terrible and frightening as the spirits of nature I’d encountered had been, I couldn’t imagine what powers an evil spirit might use to defend such a world-shattering object.

	We’d gathered what few enchanted items were available on such short notice, but we knew there was a slim chance they’d be powerful enough to protect us from anything we might find. We had brought weapons, but we knew those wouldn’t likely do much good, either.

	We found the mouth of the cave that led into the mountain, and stood side-by-side, staring into the darkness. Eldrick lit and distributed torches, but none of us moved into the gaping cavern.

	“Are we ready for this?” I asked.

	“No,” Kren answered as she took the first step into the unknown. As soon as we had passed into the tunnel, we heard a distant clanking sound, like a hammer against metal.

	“The echoes of Vel,” Eldrick whispered. We had suspected the place might be haunted, but to hear the distant, other-worldly reverberations from the past was nearly paralyzing. The only thing keeping each of us moving forward was the fact that the others were still pressing onward, as well.

	We had each memorized the map, and knew exactly what turns to take through the twisting tunnels deep into the mountain. The growing sound of clanging metal and ever-increasing heat only confirmed we were on the right path.

	After what seemed like an eternity we emerged into the heart of the volcano. Our path ended in a ledge that came to a sharp point, jutting out into a cavernous expanse with a river of lava flowing far below, filling the whole place with a dim, orange glow.

	To one side of the ledge was the forge, carved into the wall of the cavern itself. It seemed to be fed by a continuous stream of the glowing, molten rock.

	On a pedestal at the center of the outcropping sat the mold, opened to reveal the imprint of the two halves of the relics on either side; two halves of a spider on two halves of a leaf. The mold was secured to the pedestal by some kind of clamp.

	Eldrick indicated the forge. “This must have been where Vel melted down the gemstones!” he shouted over the louder-than-ever clanging and a roar of what could only have been a cascading waterfall of lava somewhere in the river below.

	The place was set up just like any blacksmithing shop I had seen, only each workstation had been carved out of the very stone of the mountain itself. We all stepped up to the mold. As we drew close we realized on the ground behind it lay the distinct, charred skeletons of three dwarves.

	“The price of President Rendimir’s souvenirs,” I said. 

	“Look!” Chass shouted as he pointed at one of the skeletons. “They’re all facing away from the mold, weapons drawn.”

	Kren stepped around to get a better look. “Were they fighting something off?” She scanned the area around them. There didn’t seem to be any evidence of any other creatures, living or otherwise.

	I came around to get a closer look, myself. “Whatever it was, they must have held them off long enough for the others to forge the replicas.” I pulled out my sword. “I expect they’ll appear as soon as we touch the mold. Chass and I will keep them back while you two get the mold free.”

	Chass nodded and unsheathed his own blade.

	“Are you sure about this?” Kren asked.

	“Do we have any other choice?” I shot back.

	“Fair enough,” she said as she and Eldrick stepped up to the pedestal. They took hold of the clamp to loosen it, and the echoing clangs immediately stopped.

	We all froze and looked around frantically as a deep rumble slowly overtook the whole space. Lava started seeping from holes in the walls and pooling up around piles of rocks. The rocks started rolling toward us, piling on top of each other and taking the form of small, impish creatures as the lava held them together like glue.

	“Lava golems!” Kren cried from behind me. “Should have seen that coming!”

	“You just worry about the mold!” I called back to her as I dropped my torch and took hold of my sword with both hands. “We’ll take care of them.”

	“This is where the fun begins!” Chass said with a flourish of his sword as he dropped his own torch and squared off against an approaching golem. 

	“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” Eldrick grunted as he struggled to free the mold from the vice.

	I stepped forward and engaged the golems head-on, slashing them apart and kicking them to pieces with my hooves. The more we cut down, the more formed to replace them. Just when I felt I was on the verge of being overwhelmed, I heard a loud crash as the two halves of the mold fell to the ground behind me. I turned to see Kren and Eldrick attempting to lift them, but they were too heavy.

	“We’ll have to carry them one at a time!” Kren yelled. “Clear a path to the edge!”

	Chass and I converged on the others and slowly pushed the golems back toward the ledge as Kren and Eldrick dragged the first half of the mold along behind us. We reached the end and stepped aside to give room for the mold to be pushed over the edge.

	Time seemed to stand still as it teetered over the edge and finally tumbled down toward the river of lava below. As we watched it fall, a terrible shriek suddenly echoed through the entire cavern. We all covered our ears and the lava golems recoiled away from the edge.

	I looked down to see a massive beast emerge from the lava. It was like a dragon, but rather than flesh and bone it seemed to be made purely of blood and fire. The creature plucked the mold from the air in its claws and tossed it back onto the ledge as it shot past us. We all ducked out of the way to keep from being hit by the flying block of metal, and I had to take hold of Kren’s hand to keep her from slipping over the edge.

	The golems stood between us and the two halves of the mold, and seemed to be content to stay on the defensive for the time being. 

	The creature wheeled around dove toward us, and Kren pulled out an enchanted relic to ward it off at the last second. The relic let out a blast of white light when the beast came close, and it reeled back from the brightness of it.

	We all regained our composure and watched as the great winged beast flew back and forth across the cavern.

	“A blood-dragon,” Eldrick said.

	“Vel,” Chass added. We all looked at him, bewildered.

	“What?” I asked.

	“I read about it in Carine’s journal,” he said. “According to one version of the myth, Vel worked himself to death and his spirit transformed into a blood-dragon to finish the work. Apparently he never left.”

	Kren made sure to keep the relic pointed in the dragon’s direction in case it came too close. “This should keep us safe for now,” she said, “but we’ll never get the relics past him.”

	I looked back at the golems as they formed an ever tighter circle around the mold, and noticed my torch on the ground nearby; somehow still burning.

	“I know what we need to do!” I yelled as I ran to pick up the torch. “Get both parts of the mold to the edge!”

	“What are you doing?” Chass called after me.

	“Just trust me!” I yelled back as I swooped up the torch and ducked back out of the way before the golems had time to attack. I sat down in a meditative position and propped the torch up in front of me. I glanced back at the others to see them pushing the golems back away from the mold. The relic seemed to be working on them for now, but I knew it was only a matter of time before the enchantment wore off.

	I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, centering my focus on the torch in front of me.

	“Inza, can you hear me?” I whispered. There was no response, but the chaos around me seemed to grow dim, retreating into the back of my mind as my focus grew. “Inza, your descendant has betrayed you. He deceived us all. But it isn’t too late to make things right. We seek to destroy Vel’s mold, and mend the rift he tore between the spirits and the living world once and for all. But we can’t do it on our own. Inza, we need your help!”

	In my mind’s eye I found myself floating in a dark void, my words disappearing into the infinite abyss. “Inza, please!” I yelled.

	With a ‘whoosh’ the outside world rushed back into focus, and my eyes shot open to see the torch in front of me had been extinguished. Chass and the others had pushed the first piece of the mold to the edge, and were working on the second one when they paused and looked my way. As we watched, a new flame slowly ignited on the torch. I reached my hand out to touch it. There was no heat.

	“Spirit flame!” I shouted as I jumped up and plucked it from the mount. I rushed to the edge and tossed the torch into the vast chasm toward a pile of loose boulders.

	The others rushed up behind me and Chass shouted, “What are you doing?”

	I didn’t answer as we watched the torch fall until it landed on the rocks below. As soon as it made contact the flame spread between the boulders and they slowly shifted until the form of the great dinosaur emerged.

	As Vel glided across the surface of the river, Inza rose up to meet him, and the two spirits collided with such force that several of Inza’s boulders shattered into dust, and Vel careened out of control until his blood was smeared along the wall of the cavern. Both beasts slowly regained their forms and moved in for another attack.

	“Let’s get the mold!” I shouted. “Hurry!”

	We rushed back to the second half of the mold, which had already been overtaken by the lava golems. Kren held up the relic, but the light only sputtered and sparked, then went out entirely. 

	I pulled my sword back out. “Looks like we’re doing this the hard way,” I said. I fought the golems back, swinging and ducking as quickly as I could as the rest of the team pushed the mold along behind me. As soon as they reached the edge, I dropped my sword and spun around to take hold of the first piece. 

	“Now!” I yelled, and together the four of us heaved both halves of the mold over the edge.

	Vel tucked in his spindly, liquid wings and dove for the falling pieces. Inza lurched forward and clamped Vel’s hind leg in his jaw. Vel’s fierce shriek sent all of us reeling as we watched the two metal blocks slip just past his grip. They splashed into the river and bobbed along as the lava flow carried them away. We could already see them glowing red-hot as they sunk beneath the surface.

	The lava golems collapsed into piles of rock behind us, and Inza’s flame was extinguished, sending the massive boulders splashing into the lava below.

	Vel, now free from the spirit’s grip, shot straight up to the top of the volcano, and the ground beneath us began to shake furiously. The streams of lava seeping through the walls around us picked up speed, and the river below started bubbling over and shooting up sprays of molten rock.

	The flow of lava that fed the forge was now spilling over the edge, and a stray splatter landed on my arm, bubbling up the leather and filling the air with the rancid smell of burning flesh.

	“Run!” I shouted. The others didn’t have to be told twice. We all turned and bolted for the entrance to the cave that led back to the surface.

	We had been right about needing to make a quick escape. The volcano was about to erupt, and we were still inside. We ran back through the tunnels as fast as we could, never slowing down or looking back. I could tell from the growing heat on my back that a stream of lava was following close behind us.

	We turned one final corner and saw the light of the outside world. I wanted to shout some encouragement to the others, to tell them to keep going, to jump without hesitation, but I didn’t have the breath to speak.

	We emerged from the cave and launched ourselves over the edge without slowing down. I stretched myself out and felt the wind picking up my flight suit. There was a deafening boom behind us as lava erupted from the hole we had just escaped from. Tiny, flaming rocks shot past us, and several seared holes through the wings of my flight suit. I could hear the torn fabric flapping in the wind, but it seemed to still be holding my weight just fine. 

	Smoking rocks were falling all around us, splashing into the water and kicking up waves left and right. When I finally spotted the boat I could see Gorrif struggling against the ropes to keep the vessel steady. I angled myself toward the boat and looked around to see Chass, Kren, and Eldrick all keeping in tight formation. 

	Just as we had almost reached the boat a massive boulder crashed into the water right beneath us and kicked up a wave that carried the boat along with it. I was able to level off to slow my descent and keep pace with the boat, but I heard faint splashes behind me as the others fell into the sea.

	I reached out to take hold of the mast, but it stayed just out of my reach. Even as fast as I was flying through the air, the boat was skimming across the surface of the water even faster. As I slowly lost altitude I was able to grab onto the rigging and slid down the rope onto the deck of the ship.

	I turned and looked back at the already distant volcano. It was billowing black smoke and fire high into the atmosphere. Vel was nowhere to be seen. It seemed likely that with the mold destroyed, his spirit would have been set free, and the blood-dragon would have dissipated in the eruption.

	I scanned the surface of the water, hoping that the others had been carried along with the wave, as well, and weren’t too far away. I saw a head bobbing above the water, and rushed to the edge of the boat to dive in, but stopped when I heard Gorrif yell, “Wait!” 

	I turned back to see him holding a length of rope, tied off in a loop at the end. “Good thinking,” I said as I let him throw the rope over my head and cinch it around my waist. As soon as it was secure I ran and dove over the edge of the boat. It turned out the wingsuit worked well underwater, as well, and I was able to quickly glide through the tumultuous waves to whomever it was I had seen struggling to keep afloat. 

	When I came up for air I was relieved to see Chass swimming toward me. “It’s okay! I’ve got you!” I yelled as I took him in my arms. I turned to give Gorrif the all-clear to pull us in, but he was busy throwing another rope off the opposite side of the boat. I hoped that meant he had found both Kren and Eldrick nearby.

	I had Chass hold on to my back as I pulled us along the rope, and before long we were collapsing onto the deck of the boat and catching our breath. Sure enough, Kren and Eldrick weren’t far behind as Gorrif hoisted them out of the water and into the boat beside us.

	We all lay flat on our backs, too exhausted to even move. “Well, that was an adventure,” I said when I finally found my voice.

	Gorrif was able to guide the ship back to shore on his own, and we all eventually managed to sit up and watch the towering plume of smoke from Mt. Vel fade into the horizon.

	We reached the dock before nightfall, and found a large crowd had gathered to watch the distant eruption. As we disembarked the vessel, all eyes seemed to be on us. I wasn’t sure if they realized we had something to do with the spectacle, or if they just assumed we had been out for an ill-fated pleasure cruise. 

	I stepped up onto a pile of crates and addressed the crowd. “Vel’s mold has been destroyed!” I said. “Senator Egle has earned the trust of the spirits, and he has earned the respect of the people!”

	Somewhere in the sea of spectators, a single pair of hands started clapping. Within moments, the entire throng had erupted in applause. 

	 


[image: 30 Chrysalis]

	 

	 

	We were able to secure a private car on the next train back to Morave, and all fell asleep before we’d even left the station.

	I woke up to dazzling, flickering lights followed by a distant boom, and for one terrible moment I thought I was back in the depths of Mt. Vel.

	I bolted upright in my cot, and Chass rushed to my side. “It’s okay,” he whispered, then pointed out the train car window. “Look.”

	In the distance I could just make out the hazy silhouette of Morave, illuminated by flashes of multicolored light. “Is the city under siege?” I asked, but the others all laughed at my state of panic.

	“Fireworks,” Eldrick explained. “Reserved for only the most sacred of holidays.”

	I looked back at the city. Now that I knew there was no danger, the spectacle was truly beautiful. “What holiday is it?” I asked.

	“Ours,” Kren replied, placing a hand on my shoulder. “News travels fast in Vaeger.”

	“Even faster than a train?” I asked. 

	“There’s still much you haven’t seen,” Eldrick answered. “Stay awhile and I’m sure you’ll find new wonders every day.”

	“I’m sure we’d love to,” Chass answered, “but I’m sure they’ll be looking for us back home since we never showed up to our honeymoon.”

	“Your honeymoon?” Kren asked, surprised.

	“That’s right,” I said, “I never actually told you guys what was really going on, did I?”

	“No, as a matter of fact, you didn’t,” Kren said as she and the others gathered around us to hear our story. In the short time we had left before pulling into the station at Morave, Chass and I told them everything. We told them about how King Drevon had started the curse and how Arianna had broken it. We told them about the battle at Kakara, about our wedding, and about the bounty hunters and slavers.

	“You know,” Chass said after we’d answered their flurry of questions, “You all are welcome to come back to Manse with us. You’d be a great asset to the war effort.”

	They all glanced back and forth at each other. “Our lives are here,” Eldrick answered, “our jobs, our families.”

	“Besides,” Gorrif added, “there’s still work to do before the election. Egle isn’t president yet.”

	“We understand,” I told them. “We have our own home to look after, and you have yours.”

	“But if you ever need us,” Kren added with a wink, “you know exactly where to find us.”

	 

	Early the next morning we were greeted by Senator Egle, who had spent the entire night speaking at impromptu rallies across the city.

	“I’ll never be able to repay you for what you have done,” he said.

	“Our freedom will be enough for now,” I answered. 

	“And you can fulfill the other part of your promise when the time comes,” Chass added.

	“Of course,” Senator Egle said. “As much as is within my power, I will do to protect the fauns of Idril from King Drevon’s vain war. He’s a fool if he thinks he can stand against the armies of Vaeger.”

	“I don’t know what King Drevon is planning, but I know he is no fool,” Chass said. “If he thinks he can invade Vaeger, he must have some secret weapon up his sleeve.”

	“Whatever happens, we will stand by you,” Senator Egle promised.

	After breakfast he informed us that he had arranged for a team of drivers to carry us back to Manse Village in one of his personal carriages. He informed us that Larkis’ health was improving rapidly, and that he would be ready to travel when we were.

	“If it’s all the same to you,” Chass said, “we’d like to leave immediately. There’s no telling how the situation has changed since we’ve been gone.”

	 

	Two days later we arrived home to find the situation had not changed much at all. King Drevon had yet to make a move against the fauns, and the resistance council had postponed all diplomatic missions to the other villages when they discovered we were missing. 

	They had sent search parties out in every direction, but had found no clues as to what had happened to us until Castor and his men had arrived. They were more than a little surprised to see us pulling up in a fancy carriage like Casar royalty.

	We were told that Arianna had left shortly after we had, and that she had gifted her family home to us, since she wouldn’t be needing it anymore, and she knew we didn’t want to live in the mayor’s mansion.

	Given how calm everything was now that we were back, I was able to convince Chass to make a second attempt at traveling to Talos’ tavern, this time with Castor and his men as our personal bodyguards.

	I didn’t care what we had gone through or what we still had left to do, nothing was going to stop me from having my honeymoon.
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	I couldn’t take my eyes off the poster behind the bar. A crude drawing of a satyr baring its claws and teeth, surrounded by the words, ‘Help defeat the scourge! Support the War Effort today!’

	The poster was yellowed and frayed around the edges. It had been hanging there for nearly two years, and yet no war had come. It represented an empty threat, the image no more than a grotesque facsimile of the true Fauns I had come to call friends.

	Two years ago, King Drevon announced to the world he had single-handedly broken the curse and declared war on the Satyrs who had supposedly caused it. He made no mention of Arianna, never mind the rest of us who had fought so hard to free the Storm Spirits. Outside of those who were at the Battle of Kakara, no one even knew we existed. 

	The King had lied, but his lie was persistent. In the early days, we had attempted to enlist the help of other elven villages in defending the Fauns against the King’s wrath, but our efforts proved entirely fruitless. They believed every word from King Drevon’s mouth, and they had no reason not to.

	A barkeep stepped in front of the poster, breaking my fixation. “We don’t have room for statues,” he quipped. “Order a drink or make room for someone who will.”

	“A beer,” I said. I didn’t like drinking, but after two years of waiting for war, it helped keep my nerves under control.

	He filled a mug from the tap and set it in front of me. “A beer,” he said as he walked away.

	Two years of waiting for a war we had no way of winning had put us all on edge, but it seemed as though our waiting was coming to an end. That’s why I was here at this pub in a town so small it didn’t even have a proper name. Travelers called it Grave’s Keep on account of the ancient tomb it was built around. The tomb had been raided long ago, but the promise of hidden treasure was still enough to keep the pub full of adventurers. 

	I rarely took the risk of attending these furtive meetings myself. Still, when we received word that a spy inside Fennox Castle had news of the King’s plans, I knew I had to gather that information directly. We couldn’t chance it being passed through any more hands than necessary before it got to the council. 

	I turned to scope out the crowd and thought I caught sight of someone staring my way in the corner of my eye. I went to meet his gaze but realized he was studying a piece of paper in his hand. It must have just been a trick of the light that made me think he had been watching me.

	I had no idea what my informant would look like. There was nothing I could do but wait for him to find me, and the anticipation was driving me mad. It could have been anyone in the room -- or none of them.

	The man with the paper stood, and I half expected him to approach the bar. Instead, he retrieved a bow and quiver of arrows from the back of his chair and exited the pub. I guess he wasn’t my contact, after all.

	I turned back to the bar to discover my drink had disappeared! I quickly found it in the hands of a burly elf who had taken the seat next to me. Brown liquid trickled down his unkempt beard as he drained the entire glass.

	He slammed the mug on the table and said, “Another round plus seven coin, and you’ll have your information.”

	I waived down the barkeep. “Another,” I said. “Plus one for my friend.”

	I waited until he had filled our glasses and walked away before I muttered under my breath, “I thought we had agreed on five coin.”

	“You’ve got half the elves in here wondering what you’re so nervous about. Makes it hard for me to do my job.”

	“Five coin,” I repeated.

	“Enjoy your drink,” he said as he turned to leave.

	“Wait,” I said. I didn’t like being taken advantage of, but I wasn’t about to leave empty-handed, either. I pulled a purse from my belt and counted out seven coin. I placed the money on the bar in front of him, and he removed a wooden tube from his satchel. 

	“A map,” he said. “I snuck it off a squadron of troops as they were marching out of the city. They’re likely positioning themselves for the first wave of attacks as we speak.”

	“And the boy? Luuk?” I asked.

	“I was able to ask around, yes,” he answered.

	“And?”

	He took a swig from his drink but didn’t seem too eager to answer; it was an all too familiar game. I pulled the coin purse from my belt and threw the whole thing onto the bar. He took it and tucked it into his satchel. 

	“No one’s even heard of him.” He finished his drink and stood.

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	He glanced back over his shoulder and said, “I mean, you just paid a lot of money to find out your friend is a nobody.”

	He walked away before I had a chance to demand more information. I wanted to shout after him, but I knew I had drawn too much attention to myself already. I just had to hope whatever information I could glean from the map would make this all worthwhile. 

	I knew I should have waited before checking the map, but I couldn’t resist the urge to unlock its secrets as soon as possible. I glanced around to see if anyone might be watching over my shoulder. Despite the barkeep’s insistence that I was taking space away from paying customers, the bar was almost empty. 

	I gently removed the map from the tube and unrolled it on the bar in front of me, careful to keep the edges curled up to obscure the contents from curious eyes. 

	The first thing I noticed was what appeared to be several encampments surrounding the ruins of Kakara. They must have been using that as a staging ground from which to launch their attacks. 

	The next thing that caught my eye was three sets of arrows, moving away from the ruins in three different directions. So they would be moving three armies simultaneously, systematically destroying village after village. 

	There were dozens of Faun villages scattered throughout the woods of Idril, some with several thousand Fauns, others with only a handful. Every single one of them was clearly marked on this map. That must have been what had taken the King so long to begin his invasion. He wanted to be sure to track down the exact location of every Faun in the Kingdom of Idril to ensure their extermination would be complete.

	They already outnumbered us by a hundred to one; by forcing us to spread our defenses between three fronts, they had virtually guaranteed victory. As I traced the paths of the three armies, one more stark reality became clear: they would end their route of the Kingdom by converging on Manse Village.

	I grappled with the weight of this revelation until a sharp thud broke my concentration. I lowered the edge of the map to see a poster pinned down to the bar by a dagger. Only this poster didn’t have the visage of a ferocious beast drawn on it. Instead, it was my own face that stared back at me from the crumpled piece of paper. 

	This wasn’t the first time I’d been tracked down by bounty hunters. The last one who had managed to capture me, Castor, had ended up joining the resistance. Something told me I wouldn’t have the same luck twice.

	The poster showed a reward of five thousand coin for bringing me in -- dead or alive. “Who hired you?” I asked without looking at the bounty hunter. I wanted to make sure he knew I wouldn’t be easily intimidated.

	“Come quietly, and I’ll make sure you live long enough to find out,” he said.

	I gently rolled up the map and returned it to the tube. I didn’t know how much longer I would be able to stall, but I knew that whatever happened, I had to protect the map at all costs.

	I had decided to come into the pub unarmed in the hopes of appearing as non-threatening as possible to avoid any undue suspicion. Apparently, that had been a mistake. 

	I turned toward him and tried to appear compliant as I silently assessed my options. I immediately noticed a sword sheathed at his waist and knew I had to act quickly to gain the advantage. I grabbed hold of the handle with one hand and shoved him squarely in the chest with the other. The sword pulled cleanly out of the sheath as the bounty hunter stumbled backward, and I raised it into a defensive stance.

	A flurry of motion pulled my attention to the left as a second bounty hunter pulled his sword to engage. I had struck too quickly and hadn’t considered that he might not be acting alone. It was too late to back down. I had to make my move.

	As the second attacker came at me with a haphazard slash, I parried and let his momentum carry him between the first bounty hunter and myself. I kicked him back before he had a chance to regain his balance, and he tumbled back into his partner. 

	Together, they slammed into a table and sent it crashing to the ground as a handful of patrons scattered in their wake. I bolted toward the door and was glad to find no one else blocking my path. I kicked my way through the door, slammed it closed behind me, and dug the bounty hunter’s sword into the packed dirt in front of it. That would slow them down for a few seconds, at least.

	I ran toward my carriage, where I knew my driver was ready to make a quick getaway. The council had decided it was too dangerous for me to go alone, and it turned out they were right.

	I dove into the back seat and shouted, “Go!” as I pulled my sword from a hidden compartment. It wasn’t until I poked my head up to see the bounty hunters forcing their way through the barricaded door that I realized we weren’t moving.

	I turned to look at the driver and only then noticed the tip of an arrow protruding from the back of his seat. He was dead. I was on my own. 

	I heard the sharp, metallic ting of a blade snapping in two and knew that it was only a matter of seconds before an arrow would be flying my way. I dove into the front seat of the carriage. The horse was still alive and chomping at the bit to get free. With one smooth motion, I leaped off the front of the carriage, cut the horse free from his harness, and landed on his back just as he shook off the reins and bolted down the road. 

	I knew riding bareback wasn’t going to be easy, but I hugged his neck as tightly as I could as an arrow whizzed inches from my head. Within moments we had rounded a corner and were safely out of sight of the pub, but I didn’t let him slow down. 

	Even if I was safe from the threat of the bounty hunters, I had a much bigger issue to worry about. War was finally about to begin, and I was out of time to prepare my army.
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	The ground beneath my feet was scorched black; even after two years of rain, the grass had refused to grow. I couldn’t remember how many times I’d stood at this exact spot. The spot where I died. 

	Two years ago, I stood on this spot and watched Chass duel Argentis one last time. Chass had always been seen as weak and lazy; submissive, even. He had been ridiculed by his own father, Mayor Talze, as a disappointment of a son. But that wasn’t the Chass I saw at that moment.

	Chass had done everything in his power to protect me on my quest to break the curse. I watched as he stood his ground -- even as he lay flat on his back with a foot on his chest -- and persuaded Argentis, one of the fiercest knights in the kingdom, to turn his back on King Drevon and stand up for the truth. 

	I saw Chass become the leader we all needed. I could sense that my own journey was coming to an end, but his was only beginning. Even now, as war threatened to break out at any moment, it was Chass who kept us all united, focused, and hopeful.

	It was only a matter of moments after Chass finished his duel that a knife was plunged into my back by the dark mage, Cypress. He had once traveled with my father, and I had grown to trust him even more than Chass and Egris. That had been a mistake.

	As my last breath left my body, my world fell silent. That silence was full of peace, filled with the presence of those who loved and cared for me.

	Now, as I looked around the empty ruins of the ancient temple, the silence was deafening. Then, my parents had been waiting, ready to guide me beyond the veil. Now there was silent emptiness. I was alone with no one to offer guidance, no sense of direction whatsoever.

	Even the Lightning Spirit that had pulled me back to the mortal world was nowhere to be found. Her voice was nothing more than a distant memory echoing in the depths of my mind. I longed to speak with her once more, to feel that familiar presence that had defined my sense of self for so long, but I knew I would likely never hear her voice again.

	In her absence, I was wholly me and yet broken and incomplete. Her anger, her spark, had driven my actions so long that I didn’t recognize the quiet, timid girl hiding underneath. Even after two years of searching, I had come no closer to filling the void her absence left in my soul.

	No matter how many times I returned to the ruins of Kakara, no answers ever came. I looked up to the tower where I had defeated King Drevon and released the storm spirits. Sometimes I wished I had died that day, that the spirits had never decided to reward my sacrifice by healing my wounds and keeping me alive.

	I could have died a hero. I could have been reunited with my parents while my legacy lived on in the hearts of the living. There would have been no questions about my identity. I would have been remembered as Arianna, savior of the spirits.

	There would have been no hushed conversations about my sanity when I disappeared for months at a time. No worrying sideways glances when I got so lost in thought I forgot where I was. No pitying eyes staring when I woke up in the middle of the night screaming. 

	I slowly ascended the dark stairs to the top of the tower. The first time I set foot on these steps had been in a fury of terror, locked in a fierce contest with King Drevon -- the full power of the Rain Spirit at his fingertips -- as the chaos of battle raged outside.

	Now there was no sound but the gentle trickle of water down the damp stone walls. It was atop this tower that I had seen the first rainfall since the day I was born. I was engrossed by the soothing pitter-patter of rain falling against hard stone, encapsulated by the cool embrace of water as it soaked through my clothes and into my skin. I thought that feeling would never get old.

	I still remember the melancholy sadness I felt when I first realized I had let a stormy day pass without stepping outside to experience the rain. It had become so prosaic, so quickly. The world continued marching on, and with each passing day I felt more out of place.

	I emerged onto the top of the tower, expecting to see the familiar, expansive landscape I had spent so many hours studying. Instead, I was greeted by a sea of metal armor, horses, and banners. There was an army marching through the winding ruins of Kakara, and they would reach the temple within moments.

	Without thinking, I rushed back down the steps to where my horse was idly nibbling on some grass. I deftly mounted him and guided him into the labyrinth of the castle. I had spent enough time wandering the ruins over the years to memorize the fastest routes. The army was coming in from the north, so I had a clear path to the south and would be halfway back to Manse by nightfall.

	We had been waiting so long for the war to begin, and now it was at our doorstep. I had no thought but to warn Chass as quickly as possible. I had to trust that he would know what to do.
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	The Great Mother and Father shone brightly in the sky. For fifteen years they had been hidden behind clouds that never left, but never gave rain; never more than a faint glow behind the blanket of darkness. It was always at the beginning of the harvest that our two moons were both full at the same time, giving us plenty of light to work late into the night.

	“They aren’t gonna come down and help with the picking,” I heard Lavendra say behind me. I turned to see her emerge from a row of corn, another full basket tucked under her arm. I had lost count of how many baskets we had filled already. The ground had been thirsty, ready to grow once more, and our harvests had been plentiful.

	“I was just thinking how familiar this all feels,” I said as I looked back up at the moons. “Like everything is back to normal, as though the drought never happened.”

	It was true. This was only our third harvest since the drought had ended, but it felt like I had been going through this routine for years. My journey with Arianna, all of my adventures with Carine, they all seemed so distant now. As though they were stories I’d heard from someone else, and not my own memories. 

	I knew that meant they had all been worth it. We had won. We had broken the curse and ended the drought. But I knew we still had one more adventure ahead of us before this was all over.

	“But…?” Lavendra prodded me. Of course she knew there was more. I could feel her gaze on me even now. The woman could read me from a mile away.

	“It feels…” I started, unsure of what word I was looking for, “…false, somehow.” I was still scrambling to even understand what I was feeling, much less express it in words. “Like it’s all an illusion that will be ripped away at any moment.”

	Lavendra set down her basket and rested her head on my shoulder as she followed my gaze into the night sky. “This is real. Don’t be afraid to live in this moment while it’s still here.”

	I could feel her warm arms embracing my chest. Her presence was comforting, centering. She always knew how to keep me grounded.

	“The curse was the illusion,” she continued. “The drought was temporary. And now everything is back to how it should be, thanks to you.” 

	“And yet we lost so much along the way,” I said. “Can we really say that things are back to normal?”

	“Only difference,” she said, “is last time little Chrysalis was only just learning how to help out.”

	I couldn’t help but chuckle at the memory of her tiny hands reaching up to grab the plow that was taller than her. Now she was grown and married, living with her husband, Chass, in an elven village. I never could have imagined our lives would turn out this way.

	“She never did fully learn how to grow her own crops, did she?” I wondered. “I was too busy teaching her things a faun ought never have had to learn.”

	Lavendra shifted her weight off my shoulder and lightly punched my arm. “If you ever finish that guest house,” she said, “they can stay with us for a season and you can teach them both a thing or two.”

	“And maybe soon there will be a few extra pairs of tiny hands helping out,” I mused with a crooked grin.

	“Oh, Egris,” she said as she turned away from me, “don’t even put those thoughts in my head.”

	She stacked a basket I had filled on top of her own and hoisted them up onto her hip. She was a strong woman; sometimes, it seemed, even more capable than I was. She bore the weight of the world on her shoulders, and I loved her all the more for it.

	“Don’t we deserve at least that much happiness?” I asked. It was my turn to counter her own natural pessimism. If we were going to move on from the past, we would have to look to the future. And it was a future we would spend together.

	She paused and turned her head over her shoulder to look back at me. The pale moonlight glinted off the gentle curve of her horns. “How often do we get what we deserve?” she asked.

	As if in answer, the thundering hooves of a galloping horse cut through the stillness of the night, and a voice called out, “Egris!”

	It was Chass. Even from this distance, the urgency in his voice was apparent. Lavendra and I locked eyes. She knew what this meant just the same as I did. She let out a heavy sigh.

	“I’ll be at the house,” was all she said.

	 

	I stepped out from the cornfields just as Chass galloped up on his horse. He pulled back at the reins when he saw me, and the horse nearly bucked him off as it kicked its front legs into the air. 

	Chass gently guided the skittish creature toward me; I could tell they had both been spooked pretty severely. I gently stroked the horse’s mane and could see the tension leaving its body.

	“It’s time, Egris,” Chass said. “We need to leave for Manse immediately.”

	“Your horse needs a rest,” I responded. “Why don’t you head to the house, and I’ll --”

	“We don’t have time!” Chass shouted. “The invasion is already --”

	I cut him off, “You always have time to visit with your mother-in-law.”

	He paused and stared at me for several moments, struggling to catch his breath after his frantic ride. Finally, he nodded and slid off the horse. He turned and walked toward the house without a word as I guided the tired animal to the stable.

	As soon as we passed through the door, it let out a whinny, and I knew it could smell the oats. I set a bucket of the stuff on the floor and stroked its mane as it dug in. 

	“It only gets worse from here, friend,” I muttered. 

	Another set of galloping hoof-steps cut through the night, and I cocked my head to look outside. “More company?” I asked. The horse only raised its head and flicked its tail, then went back to its meal.

	I stepped into the night as the second horse approached; its rider’s face was obscured by an earthen-green cloak. I recognized the garment immediately.

	“It’s just like old times!” I shouted as Arianna guided her horse to a stop right next to me.

	She pulled back her hood and said, “We have to leave immediately! The invasion --”

	“The invasion is about to start,” I finished. “So I’ve been told.”

	Arianna slid down from her horse and looked up at me. She had the same child-like eyes I hadn’t seen since the day we first met by chance in the woods -- no longer jaded from years of being possessed by the Lightning Spirit. Her newfound aloofness frustrated the others, but I hoped to the Great Mother and Father she would never lose it. I had watched as anger and hatred overtook her in the days before the curse was broken. No one should have to experience that kind of pain.

	“Who…” she started, then squinted her eyes as if realizing something. “What do you mean, ‘Just like old times?’”

	“You, me,” I nodded toward the house, “and Chass.”

	Her head darted toward the minuscule cottage. “Chass is here, too?” she asked.

	“Go on inside,” I answered. “I’ll be right behind you.”

	 

	I took my time settling in the horses before joining the others. They were all sitting around the fire, warm tea in hand. As I sat down beside them, Lavendra stood and passed through the thin curtain that separated our bedroom from the rest of the house.

	We stared at the dancing flames until Chass and Arianna had finished their drinks. “We’ll head for Manse tonight,” Chass said. “The Council will need to act quickly to --”

	“The Council will all be asleep,” I cut in. “We can leave in the morning.”

	Arianna leaned in, her eyes filled with both compassion and determination. “The King is already amassing his armies at Kakara. We can’t wait any --”

	“We’ve waited two years already,” I said. “What’s one more night?”

	Lavendra pushed the curtain aside and emerged from the bedroom carrying a satchel -- already packed with my things. “No, Egris,” she said as she handed me the bag, “it’s time.”

	I sighed, set the satchel on the floor beside me, and stood to pull her into a tight embrace.

	“Come home to me quickly,” she whispered.

	“I will, I promise.”
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	I could feel the sweat forming on my brow as I yanked Strabor’s reins. I had spent the entire morning trying to break the stubborn horse, and now it was refusing to go back into its stall. I was supposed to have him ready for a knight who would be going out on a quest later that day, but that clearly wasn’t going to happen. I had been fighting this dumb creature for weeks and made virtually no progress.

	It seemed that was the story of my life: Always waiting, always working harder than everyone else, always falling short.

	I thought for sure I’d have my chance to become a squire after King Drevon declared war on the Satyrs. He had broken their curse, and it was time to exterminate their scourge from our land. 

	Instead, it led to nothing but more waiting.

	I thought it strange that he had never mentioned Arianna’s name, but I knew in my heart that she had helped him break the curse. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that the rain started soon after I helped her and Chass escape the city. Maybe if the King knew I had helped her, he would reward me with a position in his army. Who knows? He might even promote me straight to knighthood.

	I thought about that day often. The day I snuck through back alleys with Arianna’s hand in mine. The day she kissed me. For the first time in my life, I had felt like I was actually doing something important. She had made me feel like I was worth something.

	I just wished everyone else looked at me the way she did. My father’s judgmental glares were now accompanied by not-so-subtle hints. The tanner was looking for an apprentice; working for the baker would be undemanding but honest work. I knew he just wanted what was best for me, but it hurt to know he didn’t think I had what it took to be a squire.

	“The horse can tell you aren’t really trying.”

	The deep voice startled me, and I lost my grip on Strabor’s reins. I scrambled after him as he trotted away but only succeeded in tripping over my own feet and tumbling onto the dusty ground. I coughed as I stood up and turned to see a knight approaching me. It was Sir Talamond.

	Great, not only had I failed at my task, but I had just embarrassed myself in front of the person I was supposed to have the horse ready for. 

	“The only way to break a horse’s will is to show it your will is stronger.” I could do nothing but stand in shamed silence as Sir Talamond walked past me toward Strabor. “If you go in thinking you can’t do it, he won’t let you.”

	He took hold of the reins, and Strabor bucked into the air. With one swift tug, the knight jerked the horse back down to the ground, and the beast’s demeanor shifted almost immediately. A few more stern tugs from Sir Talamond, and the horse became almost totally submissive. 

	“Now get me a saddle before we lose any more daylight.”

	“Of course, sir!” I said as I rushed into the stable. I was not weak, but Strabor was heftier than most horses, and his saddle was incredibly cumbersome. I did my best to show no signs of a struggle as I hauled the massive leather contraption out to the yard, but I was sure the knight could see right through me.

	I hoisted the saddle up onto the horse’s back but didn’t quite make it all the way up the first time. Before I had a chance to give it a second shove, Sir Talamond grabbed it from the other side and pulled it the rest of the way up.

	“Did no one teach you how to do your job?” he said with a sneer. 

	“Maybe if I joined your quest, you could teach me a thing or two.” It was a long shot, I knew, but I was desperate to get out of the stables. I spent most of my time daydreaming about questing with a knight instead of actually doing my duties. 

	Sir Talamond laughed, “My quest is far too dangerous to bring along a squire.”

	“I’m not afraid,” I said.

	“Then you’re stupider than you look,” he said as he deftly mounted Strabor and pulled the reins to guide him toward the forest.

	I stood up tall and puffed out my chest, “I just want to do my part to serve the King.”

	Sir Talamond turned his horse back to face me. “Serve the King by doing the job you’ve been assigned. We can’t have the knights of the kingdom riding into battle on feral horses, can we?”

	“I can do more! I know it!”

	“If you can’t even do what you’re told, no one will trust you with more.”

	The knight turned away and spurred Strabor into a gallop. I growled and kicked the dirt. It was starting to look like I would be stuck in the stables forever. 
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	The Great Mother and Father offered the only light to guide our footsteps as we entered Manse Village in the early hours of the morning. We dismounted our horses and quietly led them through the sleepy streets. There was a peaceful stillness to it all; I knew it wasn’t going to last.

	We turned a corner to enter the stables, and I was surprised to see Chrysalis inside, curled up on the floor with Emery. We decided to keep the blue cuima with the horses as the nights grew colder, since there really wasn’t room for her anywhere else.

	“You’re up late,” I said. Chrysalis’ eyes shot wide open at the sound of my voice. She let out a gasp as she leaped to her feet and bounded toward me. Before I had time to brace myself, she had wrapped me in a tight bear-hug and nearly knocked me off my feet.

	“You’re home!” she exclaimed with a sigh of relief that seemed to make her deflate deeper into my arms. “I had another dream…” she started, then paused as Emery rushed past us. Chrysalis turned to see what had caught her loyal steed’s attention.

	“Arianna!” she shouted as she pulled out of my embrace and practically shoved me into the wall.

	“Hey now!” I said as I watched them collide into each other. I couldn’t really be jealous; her excitement was understandable. Arianna had been gone a lot longer than I had. 

	“It’s been months!” Chrysalis said. “You have to tell me everything!”

	“I’m afraid it may take months to tell,” Arianna answered. It occurred to me then that I hadn’t thought to ask Arianna what all she had done on this particular journey. We had traveled all this way in silence as we pondered what was to come.

	“I’m afraid we don’t have time for that just yet,” Egris said. He had already taken our horses to their stalls and was now setting out food and water for them. “We must begin the preparations immediately.” I supposed if there was anything of note from Arianna’s adventure, she would bring it up at the council meeting.

	Chrysalis looked over as if realizing for the first time that her father was there, too. “You’re all here,” she said softly. “I suppose my dream was more imminent than I knew.”

	Egris stepped up and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Did you dream of the dragon eating the rain again?” he asked. I remembered her telling me about the dream she’d had just before the drought started. She had been only five at the time.

	“Worse,” she whispered. She locked eyes with me and said, “This time, the dragon ate all of you.”

	We all stood in solemn silence for several moments, processing the influx of ill tidings the night had brought. We all knew terrible things were about to happen, and the peaceful village outside would soon be awakened to that knowledge, as well.

	“Come,” said Egris, “it’s time to light the flame.”

	 

	It took us nearly an hour to prepare the fire. We gathered logs from the firewood shed and carefully stacked them in the fire pit as Egris mixed a unique blend of salts and crushed flowers. 

	Two years ago, this had been the site of a jubilant bonfire as the entire village drunkenly celebrated my marriage to Chrysalis. Now it would be a somber demarcation of the beginning of the war.

	Once we had finished constructing the pyre, Egris sprinkled his powdery concoction over the wood. We each stood at a corner of the fire pit with a lit torch and gently tossed them in. The pyre ignited into a blaze of purple flames, sending billows of lavender smoke into the heavens. By the time the Kingdom of Idril awoke, the pillar of distinctly colored smoke would be visible from miles around. 

	We hadn’t managed to recruit many allies from the nearby elven villages over the years. Still, the few who had pledged themselves to our cause would see the signal and make their way to Manse, ready for whatever may come. 

	It would also serve as a warning to the faun villages that the invasion was about to begin. Those close enough to see the smoke signal would send messengers to the more distant villages. It wasn’t a very efficient system, but we knew if the fauns lit a series of signal fires, they would be leading the King’s armies straight to them. When we’d planned all this out, we hadn’t known the King already had all of the faun villages so exhaustively plotted on his map.

	As dawn broke, we made our way to the mayor’s mansion -- my childhood home -- which was now the headquarters of the resistance council. We knew the rest of the committee would join us as soon as they saw the fire.

	Milla was the first to arrive. She had served as a surveyor for many years alongside Carine. She was used to the early mornings that accompanied such long journeys. Castor showed up soon after. It hadn’t been easy to convince the other council members to grant him a seat. After all, he was the bounty hunter who had captured me on the way to my honeymoon. In the end, they couldn’t deny that his experience as a Knight of Idril gave him insider knowledge that would quickly prove invaluable. 

	The others filed in over the next several minutes, a mixture of elves and fauns who had proved themselves loyal to the cause and sacrificed much in their own way.

	“Looks like we’re all here,” I said over the dim hum of muted reunions and speculations buzzing through the room, “so let’s get started.” I waited until everyone quieted and gathered around the meeting table, then continued, “I’m sure you’ve all noticed Arianna has returned from her journey to the north. I’d like to start by hearing an update on her travels.”

	She looked at me with mild surprise and discomfort. Apparently, she hadn’t been prepared to give a presentation. She slowly stood and addressed the room. 

	“Well, the short version is, I found nothing. But that’s not what’s important right now. On my way back, I stopped at the Temple of the Storm, hoping to glean some new revelation from the ruins. But all I found was the staging grounds of the King’s army.”

	A collective gasp filled the room; the reason everyone suspected this meeting had been called had now been confirmed.

	“Were you able to determine where they might be attacking first?” Milla asked.

	“I didn’t stay long enough to find out,” Arianna answered.

	“Thank you, Arianna,” I said. I nodded, and she took her seat. “Fortunately, this isn’t the only new information we have. One of our spies in the city obtained a map of the King’s battle plan. They will be moving out from Kakara in three directions simultaneously. I can only assume their intent is to spread our forces so thin we can’t win any battle individually.”

	“I’m afraid they’re right,” Isoka interjected. “We barely have enough of an army to handle one battle, much less three.”

	Brinn pounded a fist on the table. “Our only choice is to divide our strongest warriors into three squadrons. Chass should lead one; Egris and Chrysalis can lead the others.”

	Chrysalis shot me a worried look, and I knew that she didn’t like the idea of being separated from me in battle. “Our strength comes from fighting together,” I said. “If the three of us are separated, we will be playing right into the king’s plans.”

	“Then you leave the other villages to be exterminated?” Miev demanded.

	“No,” I answered, “There is another choice. We will still send troops to the other two villages, but their objective will not be to win, only evacuate. We will gather all of the refugees here in Manse so we can better defend them all at once.”

	“You realize we will be asking thousands of fauns to abandon their homes?” Egris asked.

	“If they would like to stay behind and burn with their homes, that is their choice,” I answered. “I am offering the only hope they have of surviving this war.”

	“Chass is right,” Castor said. “Either we actually give ourselves a fighting chance to win one battle, or we lose them all.”

	“Thank you, Castor,” I said. “It’s time we put it to a vote. All in favor of proceeding with my plan?”

	They all raised their hands. Some more reluctantly than others, but in the end, they all raised their hands.

	“Very well,” I said. “Milla, Miev, you two gather your forces and move to the east. Castor, Isoka, you will take the village to the West. I am afraid we can’t spare more than twenty troops each. You’ll be hopelessly outnumbered, but if you leave immediately, you should have time to start the evacuations before the King’s forces arrive.”

	Castor stood. “If there’s nothing else…”

	“There is one more thing,” Arianna said in a near whisper.

	“No, Arianna,” I said in as stern a voice as I could manage. “I can’t let you leave again. Not now. We need every --”

	“Don’t ask me to fight, Chass,” she said, still seated, still not raising her voice. “You know I can’t do that.”

	“You’re one of our greatest warriors,” I protested, but I knew it was a lost cause.

	“She was one of your greatest warriors,” Arianna corrected. Two years ago, she would have slammed her fist on the table with a spark of electricity. Now there was nothing but the cold, emotionless determination in her eyes to give weight to her words. “I am not her. Not anymore.”

	“Fine,” I conceded. “I won’t ask you to fight. But I still can’t let you leave the village, not when the King’s armies are running loose across the kingdom.”

	“What are you going to do? Send masked thugs to bully me into staying put?”

	Her reminder of my father’s tactics stung more than a little, but I held my tongue. 

	“Arianna is right,” Chrysalis added. “If that’s not who she wants to be, you have no right to ask her to change.”

	She was right. There wasn’t anything I could do to stop Arianna from leaving. My father had always sought to control the people around him. He saw them as resources to be exploited, not as living beings. I couldn’t let myself become like my father. If I genuinely believed that everyone should have a say in their own destiny, then I needed to let them have their say whether I agreed with it or not.

	We stared at each other in silence for a moment longer, and Arianna knew that she had won. 

	“Egris,” she said as she turned toward him, “you told me you once visited the spot of my father’s death. I need to know where that is.”

	“It’s not that simple, I’m afraid,” Egris replied. “I didn’t visit it directly; I was only shown it in a vision by the Oracle of Sarcos.”

	“Then I’ll visit the Oracle,” Arianna said resolutely. “Maybe she will tell me what I want to know.”

	“The Oracle doesn’t tell you what you want to know,” Egris said. “Only what you need to know.”

	Arianna lowered her eyes to the table, “Then maybe I’ll finally understand what I’m looking for. What I’m missing.”

	“Sarcos is a perilous place,” I said. “I’m really not comfortable letting you go alone.”

	“I thought you said you couldn’t afford to lose anyone else?” she shot back. “Who would you send? Scyenna? Her skills would be wasted on a journey like this.”

	Chrysalis huffed and rolled her eyes. “Scyenna’s been gone almost as much as you have,” she told Arianna. “Still trying to find out who killed her father.”

	Arianna gave me an awkward sideways glance. I had read Carine’s journals. I knew the truth as much as she did. I also knew Arianna would never confess that truth to another living soul, much less to Scyenna herself. 

	“She deserves to know the truth,” I said.

	Arianna sighed. “Let me find my own truth first, then maybe I can give Scyenna hers.”
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	“Your father was a brave man. He died with honor.”

	The words raced through my mind. They hadn’t stopped echoing since they were uttered at this exact spot by that nameless traveler. I never learned how he obtained my father’s locket, nor why he happened to pass my village as it burned down. 

	Twice in my life, I had been forced to stand and watch as my entire world was consumed by flames. I had been standing at this exact spot the first time. From this vantage point on the outskirts of town, I had a straight line of sight to the charred remains of my old home, unobstructed by the walls of buildings that once stood tall. 

	Many of us stayed in what was left of the village and lived comfortably enough. The burned-out buildings were strictly off-limits, not by any spoken or written rule, but by the sheer weight of the tragic memories it evoked.

	This was the first time I had returned to this spot since that day. The day I had lost both my father and every memento of our life together. Any reminder of the only time in my life I had actually been happy was gone. The letters he had written me when he was away, the doll he brought back from the capital for my fourth birthday, all of it had been lost to the fire.

	The only connection I still had to my father was this locket and the memory of the man who gave it to me. I had burned his face into my mind. I had searched everywhere for that face, for any indication of where he might be. If he was even still alive. He was probably the only person who could tell me the truth of how my father had died.

	I turned the locket over in my hand and opened it. The portraits were still as pristine as the day they had been drawn. I seldom opened the locket anymore. Maybe I was afraid of damaging the pictures. Perhaps I just hated the sight of my face with that stupid grin on it. 

	I closed the locket and hung the chain around my neck. I didn’t know why I had come back to this spot. I had avoided it for as long as possible. Still, after years of not finding even a single clue, I was growing desperate. I didn’t know what I might find, but I had to hope there would be something worthwhile among the ashes. 

	I made my way through the black-and-white remains of the town toward my old house. I could still remember what many of these buildings used to look like. The village kids liked to play in front of the candy shop where the little old lady would trade spare buttons and torn clothes for sweets. “Don’t toss away the cloak that you should have mended,” she always used to say.

	A florist was down the street from our house, where my father would always stop for flowers before coming home from a long journey. There were days when I sat in that shop for hours, hoping he would be the next person to enter through the door. The florist even let me help arrange the bouquets from time to time.

	I came to the empty door-frame of what had once been my home. There wasn’t any point in being sentimental about it. I covered my face with a cloth and began sifting through the ashes.

	Just when I was ready to give up the search, I found a fragment of a piece of paper still intact. It wasn’t much, but it was something. I carefully dusted away the layer of soot that covered it. It was a letter from my father. I was able to make out the words, ‘Scyenna, I am writing you from the Castle-View Inn, where I…’

	I knew that place. It was a tavern outside Fennox-Calil, a common stopping point for travelers coming to and from the city. If my father had stayed there, someone might remember him. 

	I felt my heart beating rapidly inside my chest. I quickly closed my eyes and took in several deep, controlled breaths. I knew it was almost certainly a dead-end, but at least it was a path to follow. It might all come to nothing, but I couldn’t deny that I was feeling something new.

	For the first time in almost twelve years, I was feeling hope.

	 

	 

	The Castle-View Inn more than lived up to its name. As I tied off my horse, I looked out at Fennox Castle, nestled atop a distant hill. It seemed strange to be so close to the capital, knowing King Drevon was in there somewhere, plotting his revenge against Arianna and the others. But that wasn’t my problem, at least not yet. I couldn’t let it be until after I found the truth about my father’s death.

	The inn was cleverly built so that each room had a balcony overlooking the valley, and the adjacent tavern had two stories of outdoor seating with a similar view. It seemed odd, then, that there wasn’t a living soul in sight.

	I entered the tavern to find it nearly devoid of patrons; only the roughest of adventurers, bounty hunters, and thieves huddled in its darkest corners. Every single one of them took note of my entrance, likely sizing me up as easy prey.

	I sat down at the vacant bar and said, “Business is slow these days, I see.” The bartender turned around, and I noticed that he was young -- only a few years older than myself -- and my heart sank a little. There wasn’t any way he would have been around to see my father, so there wasn’t much point in even asking.

	“Have you been in a cave all week?” he asked.

	“No,” I replied, “just a burned-out ghost town.” 

	He gave me a curious glance as he filled a mug with an amber liquid I assumed was beer and set it in front of me. I gave the glass a similarly inquisitive look, and he said, “It’s the only thing still fresh enough to serve, take it or leave it.”

	I pulled a purse from my belt and made a show of dumping its entire contents onto the counter. “It’s all I’ve got left,” I said in response to his soured expression. “Take it or leave it.”

	He scooped up the coins and deposited them in a drawer beneath the bar. I had more, but I hoped if the other unseemly patrons thought I didn’t have anything of value, they would decide I wasn’t worth the effort. Not that I was scared of them -- in fact, I thought a decent fight might do me some good -- but I didn’t have time for such distractions.

	“So, what did I miss?” I asked the bartender.

	“The King’s ordered everyone inside the city walls, those that can make it. Everyone else is to shelter in place.”

	“Are we being invaded?” I asked with feigned surprise.

	“Have you been in your ghost town for the past two years?” he asked. “The satyrs have increased their attacks on the remote villages. They say thousands are dying every day.” 

	I knew not a word of that was accurate. The fauns weren’t killers. They were barely even fighters. They were hiding in their homes, terrified, just like all of these gullible peasants.

	The bartender pointed in the direction of the castle. “Just the other day, that entire valley was full of the King’s armies marching out to finally exterminate the pests.”

	I had a fleeting thought of running to warn the others, but then I realized an entire army moving across the land would be hard to miss. It seemed unlikely they didn’t already know.

	Another part of me wanted to speak out against the King and defend the fauns, but I knew it would be a waste of breath to argue the point. “King Drevon the Benevolent,” I muttered. 

	The bartender’s eyes darted back and forth over my shoulders. He simply said, “So it would seem,” then turned away and pretended to busy himself with cleaning empty glasses. I knew he was deliberately turning a blind eye to whatever was happening behind me. 

	It didn’t take long to find out exactly what that was. A sharp blade gently glided along the side of my neck. It tugged at the chain and pulled my locket out from its hiding spot under my shirt.

	“That’s a nice locket,” a raspy voice wheezed. In the corner of my eye, I could see an onlooker leaning forward in his chair, and I thought he might be moving to intervene. I shot him an icy glance, and he quickly retreated into his shadowy corner. It seemed he got my message loud and clear: I can take care of myself.

	“Tell you what,” the ruffian behind me continued, “You let me have that locket without a fuss, and I might just let you walk out of here… untouched.”

	He savored that last word, as though only so witty a wordsmith as he could come up with such an ominously veiled threat. I cocked my head in his direction. “You really think you can penetrate me with that dull blade?” I asked.

	He growled, and I could feel his sword shaking unsteadily against my neck. Good, so he wasn’t too stupid to pick up on my double meaning. I had learned long ago there was no better way to throw a man off his balance than to insult his, well, manhood. 

	“Counter-offer,” I said before he had time to respond, “you leave all your coin on the bar and walk away, or I make sure you never ‘touch’ another woman again.”

	He pulled his sword back to strike and yelled, “Listen here, you little --”

	Before he had time to finish his sentence, I spun around, grabbed his sword hand, and pinned him against a table with his own blade against his neck. I pulled a dagger from my belt with my free hand and shoved it straight into his groin. 

	His howl of pain seemed to reverberate through the room as every other person winced in response. I pulled out my blade and stepped back to let him scramble out of the building, clutching himself the whole way.

	My chest was heaving in deep, rapid breaths. I could feel the blood pumping through my veins. It was exhilarating. 

	“Anyone else?” I asked the room, almost hoping someone would.

	Instead of another challenger, a quiet voice somewhere behind me said, “I’ve seen that locket before.”

	I spun around. The voice had come from the same man who had taken an interest in the fight before. “You knew my father?” I asked as I marched up to his table.

	The man nodded thoughtfully. “He came here often,” was all he said.

	“Do you know who killed him?” I demanded. He looked up at me, a look of mild surprise washing over his face for a brief moment before his eyes fell back to the table. 

	“I was never certain that he had died,” the man mumbled. “But as the years went by… I guess I was a fool to believe otherwise.” I didn’t know who this man was or what he had been to my father, but it didn’t matter. I didn’t have time to reminisce. 

	“What can you tell me?” I asked, still standing over him. He absentmindedly stroked his scraggly beard, deciding how much to reveal.

	“I can tell you where he got most of his work,” he said at last. “But I’m afraid some things are best left in the past.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“I mean the man who hired him, the kind of jobs he was known for… I think it’s best you remember your father as a desperate man who did what was necessary to keep his family safe. If you knew the things he was forced to do, it would only tarnish your memory of him.”

	I had prepared myself to uncover some brutal truths. I knew that I wouldn’t like everything I found out, and I had already come to terms with that reality. I knew that I wouldn’t let it change what I thought of my father, of the man I knew him to be. My father was the man who had read me stories and sung me to sleep at night. He was the man who had treated me like his princess and my mother as his queen. Whatever else he may have done, that wasn’t him; not the true him.

	I grabbed a crumpled cloth napkin from the man’s plate and cleaned the blood from the still-dripping dagger clenched in my white-knuckled fist. I tossed the stained rag in front of him and said, “I’m going to kill the man who killed my father, and nothing is going to stop me.”
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	We entered Cil-Ka's village just as the evening meal was nearly done. It was tradition for Fauns to eat together in the open air. In many ways, each community was a family, and everyone was welcome at the table.

	I was riding on Emery's back with my husband, Chass, on horseback to one side of me and my father, Egris, on the other. Though we only entered the village with a small contingent of soldiers, the Fauns knew precisely what was going on. Without a word, they rose from the tables, leaving their dishes and unfinished food, and retreated into their homes.

	We slid off our mounts, and Chass turned toward the dozen or so soldiers who had followed us in on foot while Egris and I greeted Cil-Ka and the other village elders.

	"Spread out through the village and patrol the streets," Chass called out. "I don't want a single house to go unguarded for even a second."

	"Is such intimidation really necessary?" one of the village elders demanded. There was still a lot of mistrust between Fauns and Elves, so it wasn't entirely unexpected that they would misinterpret our intentions.

	"We hope the battle won't enter the village," Egris assured him, "but if it does, these soldiers will be the last line of defense for all these innocent families."

	"We understand," Cil-Ka said, stepping forward and giving the other village elder a stern glance. "We saw the purple smoke. We have done everything we can to prepare."

	"Thank you," Chass said. "The King's armies are coming from Kakara, so the rest of our army is setting up a staging ground to the south to intercept them before they reach the village. If there are any among you willing to fight, now is the time for them to come forward."

	"We will do what we can to support you," Cil-Ka answered, "but I will not allow my people to soil their hands with the blood of another living being."

	I could hear the judgment in his voice, as though he thought a Faun who was willing to kill in self-defense was not a true Faun at all. "We fight only to protect life," I said. "If we didn't take a stand, the only blood on your people's hands would be their own!"

	"Then they would meet the Great Mother and Father with dignity and joy."

	"Now isn't the time," Egris interjected. "The King's forces will be here soon. We need to join the others to prepare." He turned to Cil-Ka and said, "Stay inside, and pray that none of us meets the Great Mother and Father this night."

	 

	Chass, Egris, and I made our way south to find where the troops were setting up. We had left Brinn in charge of finding the most strategic place to meet the King's army. All told, our defenses totaled almost five hundred Elves, plus a hundred-and-fifty Fauns. We knew the King's forces, even split between three battle-groups, would likely count in the thousands.

	We met Brinn a few miles south of the village. Just beyond where the troops were setting up their tents, we could see a narrow ravine between two hills. "Beyond those hills is a solid cliff stretching several miles in either direction," said Brinn. "The King's forces will have no choice but to come this way or else climb a sheer cliff-face in full armor. They won't be able to pass through more than ten wide, five if they're on horseback. 

	"It seems Idril's treacherous terrain is finally working in our favor," I quipped. 

	"It's always protected us from outside invaders," Chass added, "I never expected it would protect us from ourselves."

	I pointed towards the steep rise on either side of the ravine. "We can position archers up there," I said 

	"They're already setting up," Brinn said. "And the scouts are keeping an eye out for the King's army." 

	"Good," Chass said, then looked at me. "Make sure the archers can't be seen from the other side. We mustn't engage until the troops have already committed to passing through the ravine."

	"I agree," said Brinn. "We will let the first couple hundred or so through before we ambush and separate them from the rest of the force."

	"Divide the army into bite-sized chunks instead of fighting the whole thing at once," Chass said. "I like it." He turned to me and said, "Go make sure the archers are ready." 

	I mounted Emery, and we made our way to the top of the hill. We found a makeshift weapons depot set up just out of view of the crest. It was stocked with several thousand arrows -- we'd had plenty of time to make them over the past two years -- as well as swords and other weapons for when the arrows ran out. I knew we had more stashed back in Manse, but still, it would be best not to use them all in one battle. 

	I tied Emery off to one of the stakes holding up the tent. I needed to keep her away from the edge, as her bright blue fur could be easily spotted from miles away.

	Thirty archers stood ready, and I knew there were at least as many on the far side of the ravine. 

	"The plan is to lure as many as we can through the ravine before we attack," I said. "So line yourselves up along the edge, but remain hidden until I give the command to open fire."

	They all nodded their understanding and made their way to their positions. 

	A rustling from among the bushes toward the edge of the cliff caught my attention, and I turned to see a young Faun emerge from the dense underbrush. He was clearly in a hurry.

	"Any news?" I asked. 

	"The King's forces are approaching. They should arrive at the ravine in a matter of hours," he answered.

	"Good," I said. "Go tell Chass and the others."

	He continued on his way, and I retraced his steps toward the cliff edge. I had to crawl the last few feet to lay beside a scout who was scanning the horizon with a looking glass. I didn't need a telescope to see what was coming. 

	At the far end of a vast, open plain, there was a sea of glinting metal and dust.

	"It's smaller than I expected," I said to the scout.

	"I count fifteen-hundred at most, roughly double our own forces," she said. 

	"We'll be ready when they arrive," I assured her.

	"The question is," she continued, "will they try to make the pass tonight or set up camp and wait until morning?"

	I looked at the position of the sun in the sky. By the time they reached the cliff, it would be nearly evening, but with just enough daylight left to reach the village before nightfall. "I expect their plan will be to push through and attack at night while everyone is asleep."

	"But wait," the Elven scout said, "I thought Fauns were mostly nocturnal?"

	"That's true," I answered, "but do you really expect them to know that?"

	"Fair point," she said. 

	Sometimes it seemed almost deliberate how little the Elves knew about the Fauns. It was like they had always pretended we didn't exist, and now they were happy for an excuse to make it a reality. 

	Even with those on our side, it felt easier to fight side-by-side without a word than sit face-to-face and build bridges of friendship.

	"So what's you're name?" I asked, hoping to build at least one such bridge. 

	"Ava," she said, keeping her attention on the incoming army.

	"Ava," I repeated. "So, how did you end up joining the resistance?"

	She lowered the looking glass and stared off at the horizon for a few moments. "I was with Scyenna when our village burned down," she finally answered. "Seeing the knights from the capital treat their own people so terribly, and then when Miev and the others took us in without hesitation… I guess it made me realize who the real enemy was."

	"I just want to know why we have to be enemies at all," I said. "I mean, what does King Drevon get out of all this?"

	"Maybe being the richest, most powerful person in one kingdom wasn't enough for him," Ava shrugged. "Money and power: the more you get, the more you want."

	"And all these people just go along with it?" I asked. "I mean, how is there so much hate for us Fauns?"

	She dropped the looking glass and cocked her head. Had she taken my question personally? "I think it's easy to get caught up in the propaganda," she said. "All those people down there have good intentions; they've just been misguided."

	"Okay, but how do their 'good intentions' back us into a corner of 'kill or be killed?'"

	"Look, I just think it's important to remember that they aren't the true enemy. They aren't the ones pulling the strings," she said. Was she actually trying to defend the Elves who had come to kill my people? I was beginning to remember why forging friendships between our peoples had been so difficult.

	"So you think it's not their fault they decided to slaughter Fauns in their sleep, so they don't deserve to die?" I asked.

	"No, it's not that at all," she stammered. "It's just… I don't think… I mean, no one really deserves to die, do they?"

	My instinct was to agree with her. As a Faun, it was hard enough for me to justify killing in self-defense. I didn't like the idea of being forced to sympathize with my enemy. 

	"It doesn't matter why they're doing it," I said. "If they don't die, then my people will. I'm not going to let that happen." I wasn't sure if it was a good thing or bad that I could so quickly suppress my natural instinct. And if it was a bad thing, who was to blame? My father for training me to fight for the cause? King Drevon for starting this unjust war in the first place?

	"I know, I understand," Ava said in a soft voice that assured me she really did understand the difficult position we had all been put in. "It isn't easy to unlearn everything you've been taught. They genuinely believe that eliminating the Fauns will make their home a safer place. Honestly, I'd probably be down there with them if I hadn't seen Egris risk his life to save my village."

	I laughed at the mention of my father's name. The same man who had taught me to kill for a just cause had prevented this girl from killing for an unjust one.

	"Yeah, my father can be quite inspiring, can't he?" I asked.

	Her head shot in my direction. "Wait, Egris is your… You're Chrysalis? The Chrysalis?"

	I returned her gaze with a raised eyebrow. Was I really that well known? I couldn't help but wonder what kinds of things the Elves had been saying about me.

	"Is it true that you shot a knight square in the eye from seventy paces at the Battle of Kakara?" she asked with a strange excitement that made me more than a little uncomfortable. 

	"I mean, I didn't exactly walk it out to check the distance, but yeah, it was pretty far."

	She must have mistaken my hesitation for humility because she punched my shoulder and said, "You should be proud! Not everyone is that good with a bow."

	"Yeah, no, I know," I said. "It's just… not really what I want to be known for, you know?"

	"Hmm," she huffed. For hundreds of years, it seemed like the most famous Elves were those most skilled at taking life. To not want that as my legacy must have seemed like a foreign concept to her.

	"It's just not who I am," I said. "Or at least not who I was supposed to be."

	"And who do you think you're supposed to be?" she asked.

	I thought about it for a moment. This was virtually the only life I had ever known. How would things have been different if not for the drought?

	"Before the drought," I started, thinking out loud, "my father was known as the best farmer in the village. His stores stayed full all winter, long after most others ran dry. If not for him, many would have starved every year. That should have been my inheritance. Not… this."

	"I guess that's the difference between them and us, isn't it?"

	"What do you mean?" I asked.

	"They kill for fame and power. We only do what's needed to protect those we care about."

	She was right, and it was comforting to remember why we were all out here. Somehow I didn't think it would make the coming battle any less conflicting. "They celebrate every life they take," I added. "We mourn them."

	She looked back out at the approaching army. "One way or another," she said, "we have a lot of mourning ahead of us."

	 

	We watched and waited as the shapeless mass grew closer. It became easier to identify the individuals that made up the whole. When they reached the cliff, most of the troops sat down to rest and dig into a ration pack. A handful of the more ornately adorned knights met at the mouth of the ravine, presumably to decide what to do next. 

	It didn't take long before their next move became apparent. The ranking officers began staging the troops to move through the ravine. They were in alternating rows of ten on foot, five on horseback.

	"Go," I told Ava, "tell Chass and the others to get ready." She scurried out from the underbrush, leaving me alone with the massive army below. There in the quiet solitude, the odds seemed almost impossibly stacked against us. I could feel the blood forcing itself through my veins as I watched the neatly ordered rows of blue-tinted armor begin their march into the ravine. The rhythmic pounding of their footsteps echoed off the canyon walls. 

	I watched for as long as I could before absolute dread set in, then crawled out to ready the archers. 

	From this vantage point atop the hill, I could see the road leading out from the ravine below, crowded with dense forest on either side. If I hadn't already known an army was waiting in ambush, I never would have suspected anything was hiding amongst the trees. 

	"Bows at the ready!" I called out just loud enough for those on the hill with me to hear. "Don't fire until you hear the horn from below." The archers readied their arrows and stepped up to the edge of the cliff. I could see others preparing themselves on the far ridge, as well.

	I risked a glance down into the ravine and watched the tops of the knights' heads as they marched straight forward, their eyes glued ahead. Even if I was visible from below, none of them would have looked up to see me. Did they really not suspect that an ambush may be waiting just beyond the ravine? We might actually have had a chance of winning, after all.

	Just as I was starting to let myself feel confident, a horn blasted in the distance, and the archers opened fire on the unsuspecting knights below.

	Something wasn't right. It was too soon…

	I let an arrow fly from my crossbow and watched it pierce straight through a horse's skull. I felt a twinge of regret. If the Elves were no more than misguided pawns of the King, how much more so the creatures they had forced into submission?

	I spared a glance toward the front of the ravine and quickly realized what was wrong. The King's troops had yet to reach the ambush, and the resistance forces were nowhere to be seen! I scanned the forest canopy, looking for any sign of Chass and the others. I finally spotted a rustling among the trees, only it wasn't on the side of the staging grounds facing the road. It was behind them! Our ambush had been ambushed!

	I realized then why the incoming army had seemed so small. They had sent a squadron ahead to scale the cliffs -- or else walk all the way around them -- and out-flank us before we ever had a chance to launch our own attack. And if they had taken the time to come around behind us here, they must also have…

	I rushed back to the weapons tent, where a young elf was frantically struggling with his own crossbow. He looked up at me in a panic and said, "It's jammed!"

	"Take mine!" I said as I tossed it to him. He dropped his just in time to catch mine. "I have to find Chass," I said as I pointed to the horizon. The Elf followed my gaze. There, just above the distant tree-line, was a cloud of purple smoke. The village was already under attack!

	I grabbed two swords from the rack and ran toward Emery at the far end of the tent. She was already pulling at the rope, trying to get free; she could sense that I was in a hurry. I slashed the line that was tying her down and leaped onto her back. "Go!" I cried, and she bolted down the hill.

	It didn't take long before I came across the first Elvish knight, creeping around the outskirts of the battle. I slashed his neck as Emery bolted past. I didn't dare look back, but I heard his body hit the ground. He never knew what hit him.

	I knew I was getting close when I could hear the sounds of clanging metal, and the leaves -- already starting to turn brown -- were splattered with blood. A little further and the ground was littered with bodies, more of ours than of theirs.

	I saw my father a ways off, locked in combat with a clearly much younger Elf. My father was angry, determined, forceful, but also tired. He dispatched the Elf before I was close enough to engage, but I knew he couldn't handle much more. I heard galloping hooves and saw a knight on horseback shoot out from around a tree, his sword raised -- ready to strike my father down.

	Without thinking, I hurled one of my blades through the air, and it pierced the knight's breastplate. The force sent him flying off the back of his horse. My father spun around, only just now aware of my approach.

	"The village!" I yelled. He gave a shaky nod of understanding, then mounted the downed knight's horse and made for the road. 

	As I made my way further into the forest, I spotted a handful of knights converging on a small group of resistance fighters. I had no doubt that was where I would find Chass. If I knew my husband, he was putting up one hell of a fight.

	It didn't take long before I caught sight of him. He was fighting off two knights at once, with all the ferocity and force Argentis had trained him with. I was just about to push through the line of capital warriors and join him when I saw the unthinkable: a sword was heading straight for Chass' head!

	The breath was suddenly trapped in my lungs, and Emery froze in her tracks. Chass managed to duck in time to avoid the full force of the blade, but it glanced off the side of his helmet hard enough to send it flying off his head.

	The knight pulled up his sword to deliver the killing blow, and I watched in horror as Chass spat blood on the ground, then the most grotesque grin grew across his face. Without warning, his sword shot up, severing the knight's head from his shoulders in one clean swipe. He stood tall and let out a guttural cry that seemed to shake the leaves off of the trees. The others around him -- Elves and Fauns alike -- echoed his call, and they relaunched their attack with twice the frenzy they had before.

	There was ice running through my veins. It was as though Chass had tasted blood on his lips, and he wanted more. There were five knights between him and me, and I knew now more than ever I needed to be by his side. If I didn't bring him down from this… frenzy, this… whatever 'this' was, it might be too late.

	I slid off of Emery's back and let my momentum slam me into the first knight, my sword piercing just below his neck, where the armor was thinnest. We had used sets of armor left behind by knights in Manse Village to identify the weakest points. With two years to practice on dummies, we had become proficient at hitting those targets with exact precision.

	A second knight turned my way just as Emery leaped on him from behind, pinning him to the ground with her razor-sharp claws and clamping down on his helmet with her powerful jaw.

	I turned away from the carnage and ran toward the next knight. I had to keep moving, to keep my focus locked ahead. Now wasn't the time to dwell on the violence we were inflicting, only the righteousness of our cause.

	I dropped to my knees and slid downhill past the next knight. I slashed at the back of his knees and disabled him immediately. I heard him fall to the ground behind me and knew Emery would be along to finish the job. My slide carried me close enough to the next knight to thrust my sword upward through a gap in his armor. As his body convulsed, I lost the grip on my sword, and I knew there would be no retrieving it. 

	The knight dropped his own sword as he fell, and I took hold of it as I rose to square off with my next opponent, the last obstacle blocking me from taking my place at my husband's side. I raised the weapon, ready to attack. The blade was ornately decorated with series of runes. This must have been a family heirloom, passed down from generation to generation. Each new bearer added his own inscription to the legacy. That legacy had ended today, its final owner sacrificing his life as a pawn in an evil King's game.

	I quickly dispatched the final knight and rushed to join Chass. "I'm here!" I said as I pressed my back against his. I could feel his breath become slow and steady as he regained control of his senses. Within moments Emery was at our side, crouching down and growling at the knights as they formed a perimeter around us. 

	They had managed to drive a wedge between Chass and the others, leaving the two of us surrounded with Emery at our side.

	"They've already reached the village," I said. "My father has gone to reinforce."

	"We have to trust those we left to defend the village to do their job," Chass responded. "Ours is to keep the rest of the army from joining them."

	"Then let's do our job," I said.

	We had trained for this exact scenario dozens of times over the years. It had even become a sort of challenge for us to see how many opponents we could spar at once. Now all of that training was about to pay off.

	The three of us fought together as a single unit. Our attacks flowed seamlessly from one to the next. The outside world seemed to fade from view as we sensed each other's presence and anticipated each other's moves.

	We pushed through and rejoined the other resistance fighters. With a united front, we backed the remaining troops into the ravine. They turned to retreat, but the way had been blocked by the bodies of fallen knights and horses. The archers descended on the handful of remaining knights, and they dropped their weapons in surrender. 

	After brief negotiations, Chass agreed to let them honor their dead, as we honored ours. As soon as morning broke the following day, the survivors would be bound and carried back to Manse Village, where the resistance council would decide their fate.

	An archer informed us that the remainder of the King's army had gone into full retreat under a relentless barrage of arrows. I suspected that those several hundred knights would be divided between the other two armies to continue their own marches across Idril. 

	As soon as we could get away, Chass, Brinn, and I led a small contingent of fighters back to the village. By the time we arrived, victory had already been secured. There were no casualties among the Faun villagers.

	A feast of celebration was thrown together in record time. As much as I was ready to return home and put this battle behind me, I knew the troops needed the nourishment before making the long march back to Manse. 

	When dawn finally broke, there was an ominous black smoke rising from the ravine to the south. The smoke was soon followed by the repugnant stench of burning flesh.

	"That," said Chass, "is the smell of victory."

	If this is victory, I thought, it makes me sick to my stomach.

	 

	The following hours were almost surreal in their mundanity. We decided to leave a handful of soldiers in the village in case of a second wave, then headed back to the battlefield. 

	I hadn't even slept since the time it had been the site of unrelenting bloodshed and chaos. Now it was a site of breaking down tents, loading the salvaged weapons of our fallen comrades into carts, and preparing our caravan for our return to Manse. After the midday meal, we embarked -- prisoners in tow and the injured carried on cots.

	Chass mounted Emery with me rather than taking his own horse. The reason why became quickly apparent: he fell asleep before we even started moving. I knew I wouldn't be able to sleep, not for a long time yet. I couldn't stand to close my eyes. Even the briefest blink was enough to fill the darkness behind my eyes with images of death and bloodshed -- blood that was shed by my own hands, blood that was still caked on my armor and matted in my unwashed fur. 

	When we finally made it back to Manse, we found that the Fauns from the other two villages were already funneling in. Both battle groups, though small, had managed to evacuate all of the residents before the King's forces ever arrived. 

	The small, sleepy village of Manse had become almost unrecognizable over the past two years. By the end of the drought, the population had dwindled to no more than a few thousand elves. It quickly grew to well over ten thousand as it became the only safe place for Elves sympathetic to our cause. Likewise for Fauns determined to fight to defend our people rather than let destruction roll over us as though it were the will of the Great Mother and Father. 

	With the coming influx of refugees, it seemed inevitable the number would be doubled within a matter of days. Already the abandoned shops downtown had been refurbished and reopened. The derelict houses on the outskirts of the village had been repaired and reoccupied. We had built a wall around the town that, at the time, had felt excessively expansive. Now it made the village feel oppressively overcrowded. 

	I often wondered if many would stay after the war or if they would all return to their old homes. Manse would wither return to the isolated, forgotten village it had once been or become a bustling metropolis large enough to compete with the capital city of Fennox-Calil.

	When we entered the village, I roused Chass, and he made his way to the mayor's mansion. 

	I settled Emery into her stable and hoped she at least would manage to get some rest, even if I wouldn't be able to just yet. From there, I made my way to where the refugees had congregated. It was only just then dawning on me that in our rush to get them safely to Manse, we had neglected to plan for what to do with them once we got them here.

	I found Miev and asked her what was being done to accommodate the displaced Fauns.

	"We've been going door-to-door," she answered, "asking those with room to spare to take in as many as they can. Even so, I'm afraid that will leave many hundreds with no place to sleep."

	I paced back and forth, absentmindedly rubbing the tip of my horn. I had to think of some solution, however temporary it may be. "We have the tents from the military encampment," I remembered.

	"Won't we need those for the next attack?" Miev asked.

	"We can worry about that when the next attack comes. Right now, these people need the dignity of shelter and a warm meal."

	We sent a young elf to retrieve the tents from the barracks, where they would be stored until the next attack. Hopefully, they hadn't yet had time to untie the horses from the carts, so we could get them out as quickly as possible.

	We moved on to planning a meal for the refugees while we waited for the tents to arrive. As we were figuring up how much food needed to be prepared -- and how long our stores would last -- Chass, Brinn, and Isoka passed by.

	"There you are," Chass said when he saw me. "You missed all the fun back at the mansion." I could tell by the stagger in his step and slur in his words he had already been drinking. 

	"I'm not exactly in a partying mood," I said.

	Brinn threw his arm over my shoulder, and his breath was so thick with alcohol I felt I might become intoxicated just from the smell. "We're headed to light the fire now," he said. "Why don't you two lovely ladies come dance with us?"

	Miev grabbed his arm and said, "Maybe another time," as she guided him toward Chass. He stumbled and caught himself on Chass before he fell.

	"Don't think I'm gonna carry you," Chass said with a laugh. Brinn made a show of collapsing into Chass' arms, and Chass stepped back to let him fall to the ground. Isoka nearly doubled over in laughter.

	"Come one, Chrys," Chass said as he stepped around Brinn and held out a hand in my direction. "You deserve a break."

	"I can't, Chass," I said. "Not when there's still so much work to be done."

	"And there's plenty of other people to do that work. We did our job; now let them do theirs."

	I sighed and said, "You go on ahead. I'll be there in a bit."

	He dropped his hand to his waist. "Suit yourself," he said. He turned just as Isoka managed to get Brinn to his feet, and they headed toward the bonfire. 

	"So, what was your count?" I heard Isoka asking Chass as they walked away. "Two, three dozen?"

	"Oh," Chass replied, "I lost count somewhere around seven dozen." They all burst out laughing.

	"You liar!" Isoka yelled.

	I felt a hand touch my shoulder, and I jumped and knocked it away before turning and realizing it was only Miev.

	"I'm sorry," I said, "I'm just --"

	"I think Chass is right," she interrupted me. "You do need a break."

	I closed my eyes and almost felt like I could fall asleep right there, standing up. "Maybe so," I said.

	"Listen," Miev said, "it'll take a while for the tents to get here anyway. Why don't you lay down for a bit, and you can help us put them up later."

	"Yeah, that's a good idea," I said and turned toward Arianna's old house. She had let Chass and me stay there for the past two years, and we always kept her room open in case she stopped by, though she rarely did. For some reason, the thought of being alone in that house turned my stomach in a knot.

	"Actually," I said as I turned back to Miev, "our house is going to be empty for a while. Go ahead and fill it with refugees." I changed directions and headed toward the stable.

	"Where are you going?" Miev asked.

	"I'll find out when I get there," I answered.

	I reached the stable and found Emery guzzling down a rather hearty meal. There had certainly been no lack of planning to make sure the animals were well taken care of. She jumped when she saw me and nuzzled into my chest. 

	"You wanna go for a ride, girl?" I asked. She yipped and panted, and I knew she would do anything I asked. I jumped onto her back and guided her out of the stable and toward the woods. She took off at a bounding pace. She always loved feeling the cool autumn air through her fur. 

	I snuggled into the soft folds on the back of her neck and let her rhythmic, steady footsteps carry me off to sleep.
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	Egris had drawn me a map to the Oracle of Sarcos, but the journey was far from easy. First, I encountered an encampment of knights from the capital. I wondered why they weren’t with the rest of the King’s army. Surely King Drevon hadn’t expected me to be searching for this place, had he? Fortunately, none of them spotted me, and I took a wide path around unnoticed.

	This war sickened me. It was futile. King Drevon had more up his sleeve than anyone could imagine, and when it came to it, Chass and the others wouldn’t stand a chance. That was a big part of why I refused to fight alongside them and instead pursued these seemingly frivolous journeys. It wasn’t just about self-discovery, though that was the bulk of it.

	It was also because I knew this war wouldn’t be won on the battlefield. If we had any hope of protecting the Fauns and restoring peace, it would have to come from somewhere entirely unexpected. I had taken it upon myself to find that unforeseen solution.

	After several days I entered the swamp of the Oracle of Sarcos. As I got closer to the Oracle, I could feel its presence, just as Egris had described it. Magic was all around me. 

	I spent hours searching, but the Sarcos he told me about wasn’t there. I stopped and meditated, crossing my legs and focusing on the energy, the magic that flowed around me. Then, a voice called out to me. 

	“The one who broke the curse is meditating in a swamp,” said the voice. “Why have you come?”

	I could feel its magic around me. Stronger than ever. Scarier than ever. It took me time to get a hold of myself and answer the voice.

	“I’ve come here for answers,” I said.

	“Then answers you shall get,” it said. “You have forever earned the respect of the spirits. Your actions saved countless lives and have already begun to restore the balance of nature. For that, you shall be rewarded.”

	“My father was unjustly murdered,” I said. “I want to know the place of his death. I intend to visit that place and finally say goodbye.”

	“You have come a long way, Arianna. Is that really all you seek?” the voice asked.

	“Not all,” I answered, “but first.” I certainly hoped the Oracle would give me guidance on how to defeat King Drevon. Still, I had to sort out my own problems before solving everyone else’s.

	“While the past makes us who we are,” the Oracle answered, “it also traps us. The answer I have for you lies not in your past, but in your future.”

	I was disappointed, sure. Frustrated, even. But more than anything, I was determined. Whatever the Oracle had to tell me, I was ready to listen.

	“Show me,” I said. 

	The world around me seemed to melt away, and everything went black. A moment later, I was hovering over a vast ocean. The uniform surface of the water was broken up by several mountains stretching out into the bay. I looked closer and saw that these weren’t typical mountains at all, but volcanoes!

	This must have been the Chasm of Fire. It was just like I had imagined it based on Chass and Chrysalis’ descriptions. I was pulled further out to sea and soon saw a lone volcano, far beyond all the others. Mt. Vel. Chass and Chrysalis had already visited the fires of Vel’s forge; would it be my turn next?

	My vision didn’t stop there but continued so far that I could no longer see Mt. Vel on the horizon behind me. Just as I was beginning to think I would never see dry land again, I came upon an island in the shape of a crescent moon. I descended to the island and alighted at the mouth of a cave.

	I peered into the cave and could just make out the silhouettes of two figures walking toward me. The source of the light casting them into shadow was a third figure, not far behind them. Were these the avatars of the spirits?

	A moment later and my suspicions were confirmed. The spirits emerged from the cave and stood before me: Rain, Thunder, and -- my breath caught in my throat -- Lightning.

	My eyes jerked open, and I took in a deep, gasping breath. I was back in the swamp. 

	I could see what looked like a giant reptile move beneath the waves in the shallow water around me.

	 If it told me to find the spirits and seek their guidance, then that was what I was going to do. However, I knew that I wouldn’t be able to do it by myself. The journey there would be difficult, not to mention expensive. I hoped to count on the resistance council to provide me with the resources I needed for the trip.
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	A sharp pain shot through my side, and I jerked awake. Daylight flooded my eyes, and I clenched them shut as a pounding headache roared to life. I cautiously reopened them and tried to take in my surroundings. I was lying in some kind of field… there were bodies all around me… and some sort of red, sticky liquid dried on my hands. Was this my blood? Someone else’s? I raised it to my nose and sniffed. It smelled… surprisingly sweet?

	My eyes continued to come into focus. For the first time, I noticed Egris standing over me, his hand extended. “It’s time to go,” he said.

	I took his hand, and he pulled me to my feet, then I almost collapsed again as a wave of dizziness overtook me. At first, the last thing I remembered was the battle -- swinging swords, splattering blood -- but I quickly realized that wasn’t the last thing that had happened. I was getting flashes of memories from the night before: the drinking, the dancing. 

	Chrysalis had been there at one point, too. I tried to identify her among the mangled, slumbering bodies splayed out around the fire pit; now little more than a smoking pile of ash. She was nowhere to be found. I had no doubt she was back at the house, fast asleep in our comfortable bed.

	Egris placed a hand on my shoulder to speed me along back to the land of the living. “The council meeting has already started,” he said. “We need to hurry.”

	I rubbed the last bits of sleep out of my eyes, but the headache still lingered. “Can’t I get something to eat first?” I grogged. 

	“Trust me,” he said as he turned toward the mayor’s mansion. “You need to hurry.”

	The iciness in his voice had an intensely sobering effect. I wanted to ask what was going on but knew he would only tell me I needed to see it for myself. What could have possibly been so important that the council had started a meeting without me? Were they planning to surprise me with an award for my victory? Somehow that seemed unlikely. Egris’ insistence that I hurry had sounded more like a warning than anything else.

	As we approached the meeting hall within the mayor’s mansion -- the same room where my father had once hosted banquets for visitors from the capital -- I could already hear the commotion inside. We entered, and the room fell silent.

	I looked around at everyone’s faces. Some were red with anger; others were filled with the uneasy anticipation of bad news they knew I wouldn’t want to hear.

	“Well?” I asked. “Is anyone going to tell me what’s going on?”

	Garoak stepped forward. He was an older Faun from Brau-Na’s village, and many of the others had insisted he join the council as a voice of reason. He didn’t speak often, but had on more than one occasion eased a tense situation with his calm, rational perspective.

	“I have spoken with many of the refugees, as well as an emissary from Cil-Ka’s village. To address their concerns, I have submitted a resolution to the council to…” He looked around at the other Fauns to make sure those on his side would back him up. “…to withdraw from the war.”

	“What?” I called out before I could stop myself. The tensions boiled over once more, and the meeting devolved into another shouting match. 

	“Quiet!” I yelled, and the tumult came to a sudden halt. Shouting wasn’t going to get us anywhere. I needed to figure out what this was really all about.

	“We won the battle; how can you want to surrender after that?” I asked.

	“Because your burnt offering to the war gods has covered the land in the black smoke of death,” Garoak answered. “It is an evil spirit that feasts on the souls of slain warriors, yet those are the spirits who are thriving in the wake of your wanton destruction.”

	I knew that the Fauns were deeply connected to the spirit world, but this… this was ridiculous. “And if we hadn’t killed those warriors in battle,” I said, “the smoke would be rising off every Faun in Cil-Ka’s village! What spirits would be feasting then?”

	“Their souls would have been united with the Great Mother and Father,” Garoak answered. “Many fear that will not be the case now that blood has been spilled on their behalf.”

	I could feel anger rising within me, threatening to boil over, but I had to keep it contained. Would these people really have preferred we let them be slaughtered? “If they were so worried,” I said through gritted teeth, “why didn’t they say something before we risked our lives to save their furs?”

	Egris tentatively raised his hand beside me and said, “You didn’t actually give them much of a chance…”

	I shot my head in his direction a bit more aggressively than I intended and snapped, “What?”

	Egris continued, “You showed up with a battalion of fully armed soldiers and started shouting orders. Understandably, they were intimidated.”

	I shook my head in disbelief. “We weren’t there to intimidate them. We were there to protect them!” 

	Garoak spoke up again, “It is clear your single-minded ambition has blinded you to the consequences of your actions.”

	“My ambition is to protect your people from extinction! Are you really too --” I cut myself off. Throwing around insults wasn’t going to help anyone. I needed to control myself, to show restraint. This wasn’t war. This was something far worse. This was politics.

	Garoak ignored my outburst and continued, “Your actions have caused a great imbalance among the spirits. That imbalance is sure to manifest itself in the physical world in ways we could not possibly predict.”

	I did my best to keep my demeanor calm, my voice steady. “The world has been out of balance for seventeen years. I didn’t start the drought. I didn’t start this war!”

	“No one is blaming you, Chass,” Garoak said. “I am simply trying to remind you that your response to this war will have dire repercussions for all of us. Your cause is noble, yes, but how far are you willing to go for that cause? Will you continue fighting until every elf who has been deceived by King Drevon’s lies is dead?”

	My instinct was to say yes, but I knew that wouldn’t win anyone over to my side. I clenched my lips shut and bit my tongue. Now was the time to listen. My time to respond would come soon enough.

	“And what happens if we continue fighting this war?” Garoak continued. “You’ve won one battle, true, but with thousands of Fauns displaced and two armies still marching across the land, victory is far from certain. What happens if we don’t miraculously win against all odds? What happens when we fail? We Fauns will meet our fate just the same, only now our bodies will be thrown atop the cursed casualties of your vain war!”

	I couldn’t help but be reminded of my father’s argument against trying to break the curse. Things would be worse if we failed, so why risk it? I rested my hands on the table in front of me and took a deep breath. This wasn’t a battlefield; I needed to build bridges, not burn them.

	“I understand your concerns,” I conceded, “but surely we can find some sort of compromise.”

	Garoak looked around at the other Fauns. “If you are willing to consider an alternative to this senseless war, we are willing to listen.”

	“We could…” I waved my hand in the air, willing ideas to float into my head. “…we could launch an all-out siege against Fennox Castle while the troops are away. If we kill King Drevon, the war is over.”

	Garoak answered immediately. He must have anticipated my words before even I knew what they would be. “Storming the capital would undoubtedly result in uncountable civilian casualties, and we do not expect King Drevon to be so foolish as to leave himself unprotected.”

	“Then we call on the Casar to help, the Firya even. At the very least, we can force King Drevon into a stalemate. We may not be able to call it a victory, but it would put an end to the fighting.”

	“A temporary end, at best,” Garoak countered. “You know as well as I that King Drevon will not allow his troops to cease fighting until every last one of them is dead.”

	I needed to come up with something, and I needed it fast. “What if we get the Fauns out of Idril, where King Drevon can’t reach them? They will be welcome in Vaeger, Firya, the Southern Wilds --”

	“Then our people would be scattered and broken,” Garoak answered. “You would have accomplished nothing but to spread the imbalance to our neighbors, as well.”

	I slammed my fist on the table and turned away. Suppose Garoak had spent this much effort supporting the war effort instead of opposing it. In that case, we might actually have a chance of winning.

	I rubbed my eyes in frustration, and when I opened them again, I found myself staring straight at the Thunder Relic. We had put it on display in the meeting room to remind us what our enemy was capable of, what he was willing to do to win. King Drevon still had the other two relics as far as we knew, but without the complete set, they were useless. Unfortunately, that meant the Thunder Relic was useless to us, as well.

	Part of me wished Arianna still had the power of the Lightning Spirit. I knew she would never consent to be possessed by that spirit again, even if it were a possibility. Still, that power had been the only reason she could defeat King Drevon and end the drought. 

	Without the power of the spirits on our side, I couldn’t help but agree with Garoak that our defeat seemed all but inevitable. We had no way of finding the spirits, and I knew they would never willingly take a side in our war. To them, it must have seemed like nothing more than a petty squabble among mortals.

	King Drevon had sacrificed hundreds of innocent lives to entrap the spirits. What would it say about us if we were willing to do the same to defeat him? 

	I was pulled out of my musings by Garoak’s stern voice. “We have a compromise of our own to offer,” he said.

	I turned to look at him. “I’m listening.”

	“We will agree to continue supporting the resistance in any way we can if you agree to step down as leader and let a Faun take your place.”

	Every person in the room rose to their feet, but there was no shouting this time. We were all too shocked by his demand. I almost laughed, “And who exactly do you think would replace me?”

	“Surely Egris is more than qualified to lead,” Garoak answered. “He has the respect of both Elves and Fauns.”

	“I am no leader,” Egris said. “I follow Chass’ orders and trust his guidance. I have no gift for strategy.”

	“Then perhaps your daughter, Chrysalis?” Garoak suggested. “You have trained her in the art of war since she was very young.”

	“She was trained to fight, yes,” I said, “but not like me. I was trained by one of King Drevon’s own knights. I know how they fight. I understand how they think.” I knew that I was uniquely qualified to lead this resistance, and I also knew that if anyone agreed with me, it would be my own wife. “Chrysalis, tell them --” I turned toward the room, expecting her to step up beside me and have my back, but she was nowhere to be seen. “Wait, where did she go?”

	“Chass?” Egris said. I turned toward him and was surprised to see genuine concern in his eyes. “She hasn’t been here this whole time.”

	“What do you mean?” I asked.

	“I never found her this morning. Emery is gone from the stable, too.”

	My mind was racing, jumping to all of the worst possible scenarios. Had she been kidnapped during the night when everyone was asleep? I looked around the room and everyone’s expectant faces. I needed to get out of there. I needed to find my wife.

	“This is all…” I started, trying to come up with some excuse to end the meeting early. “We all have a lot to think about. I move to adjourn so we can cool down and start again tomorrow with level heads.”

	“I second the motion to adjourn,” Egris said. I was sure he was just as eager to find Chrysalis as I was.

	“Then without objection,” I said. I didn’t wait long enough to let anyone object. I turned and stormed through the double doors of the meeting room.

	Nothing was going to get in my way; I was going to find my wife.
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	Sir Talamond was back from his quest, and the heavy scratches and dents in his armor proved he wasn’t lying when he said his mission would be dangerous. He slid down from Strabor’s saddle as I ran out to meet him, and I could see the horse had taken plenty of abuse, as well. He had deep cuts down his side and dried blood matted in his mane. It would take me forever to clean him up, but I was almost looking forward to it. It was mindless work and would give me plenty of time to daydream about going out on a quest of my own.

	Sir Talamond carried a satchel, and it almost slipped off his shoulder as his knees seemed to struggle under his own weight. 

	I grabbed Strabor’s reins and asked, “Can I carry that for you?” I knew I hadn’t exactly made a great first impression on him, but I hoped it wasn’t too late to redeem myself in his eyes. 

	“No,” he answered as he hoisted it back up onto his shoulder. “I must deliver this to the King myself.”

	“A message came from the King while you were gone,” I remembered. “I was told to give it to you as soon as you returned.”

	“Well, where is it then?” he growled. Surely he didn’t think I should have carried around with me at all times. I had no way of knowing when he would return or if I would even be at the stables when he did!

	“It’s just inside the stable,” I answered. “We’ll grab it as soon as --”

	“You can go get it now!” he interrupted me. Did he really think it was so urgent that he couldn’t wait to finish the walk to the stable himself?

	“Right, of course,” I stammered as I dropped Strabor’s reins and took off at a run. 

	I pulled up short when Sir Talamond yelled after me, “Are you just gonna leave the horse?”

	I spun back around, confused but trying not to show my incredulity. Did he want me to hurry or not? “Of course not,” I said as I rushed back and pulled at Strabor’s reins. The horse resisted my attempt to urge him along faster and tried to meander off course. I wasn’t in the mood. I jerked his reins with every ounce of strength I could muster, and he quickly fell in line. 

	I could hear Sir Talamond laugh as I trotted off with Strabor on my tail. “That’s more like it!” he said. 

	Once inside the stable, I knew I had a few moments to kill; Sir Talamond was limping along at a snail’s pace. He would be expecting me back quickly, but I couldn’t just leave Strabor in the middle of the aisle. I at least had to get him in a stall and his saddle off. 

	I unhooked the saddle and let it slide off onto the ground. I could worry about cleaning and hanging it later. Tempting Strabor into his stall with fork-full of hay turned out to be easy enough, and I grabbed the letter and ran back out to deliver it to the knight. 

	I stood awkwardly as he read it, unsure if I should wait or get back to tending to Strabor. Just as I was deciding to head into the stable, Sir Talamond said, “I’ll need another horse right away.”

	“You’re going back out?” I asked. “Are you sure you can --”

	“When the King orders you into battle, you go, whether you think you can or not,” he said.

	My eyes went wide. He was being sent straight to the front lines by the King himself. I couldn’t help but be offended that they had room for an injured, travel-weary knight, but not for me.

	“Are the satyrs really putting up that much of a fight?” I asked. 

	“It’s not the satyrs we have to worry about,” he answered, “it’s the traitorous Elf, Chass, who’s leading them.”

	Nothing could have possibly prepared me for that revelation. “Chass is helping the satyrs?” I asked. The knight spun on his heels to stare me down, and I knew I shouldn’t have said that out loud.

	“You know Chass?” he demanded.

	“I… uh,” I stammered. If he suspected me of helping a traitor escape the capital, he might decide to kill me on the spot. “He was a mayor’s son, right? I think they came to the capital on business once or twice, and I guess --”

	Sir Talamond continued on toward the stable. He wasn’t listening to my explanation anymore. I had thought Chass was a friend. Could he really be a traitor? Had he tricked me into helping him defy King Drevon? And Arianna, too? The thought turned my stomach in knots. It would explain why King Drevon had never said anything about them helping to break the curse…

	Now more than ever, I felt a burning desire to join the fight. It was personal now. I jogged to catch up with the knight. “Let me go with you,” I said. “As your squire.”

	He stopped and spun back around so quickly I almost thought he might strike me, and I flinched. Instead, he pulled the satchel from his shoulder and handed it to me. “Listen very carefully,” he said. “Inside this satchel is an ancient grimoire that will cover you in a thousand curses if you dare open it. It must be taken straight to the King; give it to no one else.”

	I stared blankly for several moments, almost unable to process what was happening. I was about to come face-to-face with King Drevon himself. 

	Sir Talamond shoved the bag into my hands and shouted, “Do you understand me?”

	“Yes, of course,” I said. “You can trust me.”

	“I don’t trust you,” he said as he continued on his way to the stable. “But it must be done, and you’re the only one here to do it. And if you can tell the King anything about Chass, I’m sure such insights into our enemy would not go unrewarded.”

	 

	Three hours later, I was standing outside a massive door in a dimly lit hallway as two guards carefully worked at a series of intricate locks. I had quickly prepped a new horse for the knight and immediately made my way to the castle. My heart was racing inside my chest. Nothing about this was how I expected it.

	Rather than ascending through open-air courtyards and lush, tapestry adorned halls, I was descending into a pit of darkness and isolation. This was a dungeon, not a throne room.

	The final lock clicked into place, and the door was pushed open to reveal a giant atrium that curved out in either direction. At the center of the room was what could only be described as a solid, wooden cage. It seemed hastily thrown together and not entirely sturdy. I couldn’t imagine any creature large enough to need such a spacious enclosure would have any trouble breaking its way out.

	Just as I was imagining a vicious dinosaur tearing through the wall and snapping its razor-sharp teeth in my direction, a voice called out from inside, “Come, young man. Bring me the grimoire.” The utterance was deep and commanding, but had a strange, almost slimy texture to it. In fact, it was not unlike what I might expect a dinosaur to sound like if it could talk.

	“Your Majesty?” I asked as I hesitantly stepped toward the cage.

	“The grimoire,” the voice repeated as a small door slid open at the base of one of the makeshift walls. I placed the satchel inside the opening, and there was a clank and glint of light as something that might have been metal hooked the strap of the bag, and the door slammed shut. Had the King just scooped the satchel up with his sword?

	I heard the crinkling of ancient pages and stood frozen, too afraid to stay but too afraid to leave without being dismissed. 

	“You have done a great service for your kingdom,” the King’s slithering voice echoed through the hall. “You shall be rewarded accordingly.”

	I cleared my throat as I mustered the courage to speak. “I ask only for the chance to do more,” I said. “I want to fight.”

	“A noble request,” the King said in a calm, disinterested voice. “You bring honor to your family. Tell me, what is your name?” 

	“Luuk, son of Arnin,” I answered.

	“Luuk, son of Arnin,” the King repeated. “Your request shall be granted. Return to the stable and prepare your horse. Be ready when your orders arrive.”

	“Thank you, your majesty,” I said with a bow. “There’s one more thing --”

	“You may go now,” King Drevon cut me off. I could hear the locks of the door behind me being undone, and I knew I was about to lose my chance.

	“It’s just, I was hoping to ask you --”

	“There is much work to be done.” I could sense he intended that to be a final dismissal. The guards were quickly approaching.

	“It’s about Chass and Arianna!” I blurted. The guards’ footsteps fell silent. 

	There was a faint rustling sound from inside the cage. The King spoke again, and his voice resonated from high in the enclosure. He must have risen twenty feet in the air in a matter of seconds. “What do you know of Chass?”

	“I met them when they came to the city,” I answered, “when they brought you the thunder relic. And then…” Should I admit that I helped them escape the city? If Chass truly was fighting with the Satyrs, I didn’t want King Drevon accusing me of being a traitor, as well. “…well, I thought it was strange that you never gave them credit for helping to break the curse.”

	The air in the room seemed to deflate, and the King’s voice returned to its previous demeanor -- and stature. “Come closer, my son.” I stepped up to the wall and he continued in a subdued voice I had to strain to understand, “This must all be very confusing for you. Chass’ betrayal was so…. heartbreaking… I felt it was too heavy a burden for the people to bear.”

	“But why?” I wondered out loud. “Arianna seemed so determined to break the curse.”

	“Which is exactly why Chass traveled with her. Why else would he abandon his post as Mayor’s son? Their village was thriving thanks to workers being forced into the mines -- mines which his father owned.”

	I felt my heart sink. “It was all about money and power,” I said, defeated. 

	“Money and power,” the King repeated. “That’s all it’s ever been about.”

	“Whatever happened to Arianna?” I asked. “After the curse was broken, I mean.”

	King Drevon let out a heavy sigh. “That’s what made Chass’ betrayal so terrible.” I felt my heart shoot back into my chest, beating like a horse at full gallop. It couldn’t be true… “When I saw his blade pierce her chest --”

	“No!” I slammed my fist against the cage wall. The resounding thud echoed through the chamber then faded into silence. 

	I could hear the King step away from the wall and open some sort of chest. A moment later, a small door slid open and a plate emerged, upon which was resting an object wrapped in a simple cloth. “I am giving you a special mission, Luuk, son of Arnin. Take this gemstone, but take care not to let it touch your skin until the moment is right. I am sending you with an elite squad of warriors to attack a particular Satyr village, one I know Chass himself will rush to defend. The moment you see him, take the gemstone in your hand and remember your anger, and it will grant you the strength of a hundred men.”

	I took the gemstone and felt the weight of it in my hand. Even through the cloth barrier, I could feel the powerful magic it possessed. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I will do whatever you ask of me.”

	“I want you to bring me his head.”
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	I was a little girl again, kicking up dust as I skipped through the fields. The ground was dry and cracked, the plants withered and parched, but at such a young age, I didn’t fully understand the significance of it all. My parents spoke in hushed, worried tones when they thought I wasn’t listening, but never let me in on their grim secret. 

	As much as they tried to protect me from the harsh reality of the drought, I could tell something wasn’t right. Everything was changing. My father was changing.

	I came around the corner of the barn and saw my father inside, hammering at something on his anvil. There was a strange tension in his body, a wave of anger in each strike. I shied back out of sight; I had just witnessed something I wasn’t supposed to -- something that was meant to stay hidden in darkness.

	I poked my head back around the corner and saw a pile of disassembled farming equipment. My father turned toward me, and I saw for the first time that he was holding a blade! There was fire billowing from his eyes. He opened his mouth to release a terrible shriek and --

	 

	I jerked awake. Emery had stopped running. I rubbed my eyes and squinted through the morning sun to get my bearings. Sitting right in front of me was the same barn I had just been dreaming about!

	Was I still asleep? Had my brain just tricked me into thinking I was awake, only to throw me from one terrible dream to another?

	I slid down from Emery’s back and felt the soft soil compress beneath my hooves. This certainly felt real enough. My faithful cuima must have known that a hug from my mom was the only thing that could pull me out of this rut I had fallen into. I looked over and noticed her tongue hanging from the side of her mouth as she was panting heavily. “Come on,” I said as I scratched the scruff behind her neck. “Let’s find you some water.”

	I led her across the thriving crop fields and into the stable. I glanced over at the house. There was a thin trickle of smoke coming from the chimney. My mother must have already been up fixing herself breakfast. I halfway wondered if she was preparing enough to share. It wouldn’t have surprised me in the least if she knew I was coming. She always seemed to know exactly what I needed even before I did. 

	I settled Emery in with a bowl of food and water, and I heard timid footsteps in the doorway behind me.

	“Chrysalis?” my mother’s soft voice carried through the cool morning air. I knew I needed a break, but I had not expected the rush of absolute relief that flooded through my body as I rushed into her arms and embraced her. “What’s wrong, dear?” she asked. “Has something happened? Is it your father?”

	“No, no, no,” I assured her. “Nothing’s happened. I just…” I pulled away and looked her in the eyes, forcing a smile, “…needed some time to think. Turns out war is no place for a Faun.”

	She sighed heavily and took my hand in hers. “You’ll get no argument from me there. Let’s get you inside. Breakfast is almost ready.”

	“Are you sure there’ll be enough?” I asked.

	“Oh, some of the young Fauns from the village have been coming out to help in the fields. Honestly, I think the only reason they do it is to get their hands on some of my cooking.”

	I couldn’t help but laugh. “Your recipes have been known to work miracles,” I said. “No matter how hard I try, I can never seem to make them taste quite the same.”

	I could already smell the sweet biscuits and assortment of warm jams as we approached the house. “If you hung around here more often,” my mother was saying, “some of the magic might rub off.”

	“Trust me,” I replied, “once this is all over, I don’t care if I never have to leave the farm again.”

	My mother smiled. I knew it made her happy to hear me say that. It was a comforting reminder of the peaceful life that could have been, that one day may still be.

	While she finished preparing the food, I helped set the large table on the lawn outside the house. However many showed up, there would be more than enough room -- and food -- for everyone. 

	I emerged from the house with a platter of fresh fruit as a group of fauns were approaching from the forest edge, all pleasantly surprised to see me.

	“Chrysalis!” said one particularly familiar voice. Speaking of what might have been…

	“Bracken!” I said as I set the platter down and braced myself for his very enthusiastic hug. “Greetings! It’s been a long time.” We had played together as children and sworn to be best friends for life but had drifted apart as time went on. He enjoyed hearing Carine’s tales as much as the rest of us but had never taken to the combat training like Miev and I had. Carine was always careful not to push those who were uncomfortable with fighting.

	“What are you doing here?” he asked. “I mean, not that it isn’t good to see you, it’s just, what I meant was, I --” he stammered.

	“Don’t worry,” I chuckled, “I know what you meant. I just needed to take a break from… well, everything.” I sighed. “I’m afraid I can’t stay long. I need to get back before everyone starts to worry.”

	“You mean you didn’t tell Chass you were leaving?” my mother’s stern voice asked as she brought the last of the food out from the house. I winced. I shouldn’t have let that slip.

	“I was feeling overwhelmed,” I said, trying to justify my actions. “I kind of disappeared in a hurry.”

	“Well, we’ll just send off a raven right away to let him know you’re here,” she huffed as she disappeared back into the house before I could say anything. There wasn’t any point in trying to stop her. Perhaps it would be better for Chass to meet me out here so we could talk things through. I was certainly feeling more level-headed here than I had back in Manse. Coming home was like a breath of fresh air that was clearing out the fog in my brain.

	“It must be pretty difficult,” Bracken said, scanning my face as though he were fishing for some specific reaction, “maintaining… that kind of relationship.” Ah, so that’s what he was getting at. 

	“No, it’s nothing like that,” I insisted. “I love Chass, I really do. War just has a way of… changing people.” 

	“Does it change them,” Bracken asked, “or just show you the parts they’d kept hidden?”

	I didn’t answer, and his question hung over the table as everyone picked at their breakfast. 

	“We’d better eat before it gets cold,” I said, indicating that this wasn’t a conversation I was interested in having. Bracken didn’t take the hint.

	“Brau-Na says that just as the war has brought imbalance to the spirits, it can bring imbalance within each of us as the different parts of our nature come into conflict. It seems to me that while elves are quick to indulge their violent tendencies, it is the strength of the Faun that we choose peace above all else.”

	My mother emerged from the house once more and released a letter-bearing raven in the direction of Manse. “It hardly seems fair to make assumptions about all elves when you’ve met only one,” she said as she came to the table. 

	“I may not have met many in-person,” he countered, “but I’ve seen enough of their handiwork in the scars of my brothers to know their true nature.”

	“They aren’t all like that!” I shot back. “There are those who fight just as hard to protect us as those who fight to destroy us.”

	“But they’re still fighting, aren’t they? And they’re polluting our kind by making us no different from them.”

	I wanted to argue, to defend those I loved from his terrible accusations. He had even implied that I was somehow less than a true Faun because I had sided with the Elves. But that was why I was here, wasn’t it? That internal conflict he’d described had been precisely what I’d felt inside myself. 

	I leaned back and stared into the distance, sorting through my memories to find where this had all started. How had I gone from the happy, carefree child to who I was today? Had it been the natural course of my life, or had the flow been altered by outside forces?

	“I remember once,” I started, “I was playing with a wooden sword Carine had given me. To me, it was all just a game that we played. But then he knelt down in front of me, placed a hand on my shoulder, and said that one day the weight of protecting my people would fall on my shoulders. That’s why he had to start training me from such a young age. It had to become a part of who I was. Being a leader in battle would need to be at the core of my very nature.”

	“That’s exactly what I’m talking about,” Bracken said, his voice now calmer, kinder, more sympathetic. “The only reason you were so eager to learn how to fight was that he planted that seed in you before you were old enough to know the difference.”

	“But Carine didn’t start the fight,” I reasoned. “King Drevon would have threatened to destroy us either way. If not for Carine, there would be no one to defend us.”

	Bracken slammed a fist on the table, and I almost thought he was about to stand and start shouting at me. “But what right did he have to manipulate you into becoming a piece in his game,” he said, keeping his voice restrained, “when he refused to do the same to his own daughter?”

	I opened my mouth to respond, but I had no answer. I had been more than a little surprised the day I’d first met Arianna. Carine had never told her about my existence and done almost nothing to prepare her for the journey we all knew she would one day have to take. I hadn’t thought much of it at the time -- or rather, hadn’t let myself think too much of it -- but now it was on the table for all to see, and I couldn’t ignore it any longer.

	I looked back toward the stable as more of the pieces were falling into place. “He never trained Arianna for the same reason he gave Emery to me. With Arianna, she was just a pet. With me, she could become a weapon.”

	My mother sighed. “Carine was a good man, but he wasn’t without his flaws,” she said. “He loved you like a daughter, just not like his own.”

	“Hmm,” I scoffed. I was finally beginning to see the place that had been carved out for me amid this grand conflict. “I was the daughter he wasn’t afraid to lose.”

	My mother placed a comforting hand on mine. She said, “Never before in our history have we as a species been forced to make such a terrible decision. Carine was right that, in some ways, that decision would fall to you. There are so many who look to you for guidance and inspiration. They have chosen to fight because they have put their faith in the example you set for them.”

	I looked into her eyes, doing my best to hold back tears. “But how do I know I’ve made the right choice?”

	“I’m afraid I can’t answer that for you,” she said. I could tell by the tears in her own eyes that she wished more than anything she could give me all the answers, that she could make this all go away. “But for my own part, I think there’s a little bit of truth to both sides of the argument. Perhaps it would be best for you to speak to Brau-Na yourself. You may be able to find some sort of compromise.”

	I shook my head. “Brau-Na is as stubborn as he is old. He won’t listen to a word I have to say.”

	“Are you afraid he won’t listen to you,” Bracken interjected, “or are you afraid you’ll actually agree with him?”

	“Fine,” I said as I stood up from the table. “I’ll go.”

	 

	Walking through the paths of my old village brought on a sense of bittersweet nostalgia. I had spent so many years of my childhood here, and yet those memories felt like they belonged to someone else, not like I had lived them myself. It was as though the village was familiar to the old me but cold and distant to the ‘me’ that I was now.

	The village seemed to feel the same way about me as wary eyes looked up from their work and curious children paused their play to watch me walk past. I approached Brau-Na’s tent and the two acolytes stationed outside shifted nervously. Before any of us could say a word, Brau-Na emerged, looking right at me as though he had been prepared for my arrival.

	Brau-Na had always been attuned to the spiritual well-being of others. He must have sensed my disharmony from a mile away. Without speaking, he reached out and placed a hand on my cheek. I flinched away at first, forcing myself to hide behind the walls I had erected in my mind. These barriers kept the person I had once been from being horrified by the person I was becoming.

	I looked into Brau-Na’s eyes and saw no animosity there, no judgment, only sadness. I knew that if I was going to resolve the turmoil in my spirit, I needed to tear down the walls and allow Brau-Na’s piercing gaze to search the depths of my soul. I closed my eyes, and in the darkness of my mind, I decided to let my emotions flow freely: the uncertainty that I was on the right path; the disgust at what I had seen, at what I had done; the anger.

	Brau-Na removed his hand, and I opened my eyes. He nodded gently then retreated back into his tent. His young students must have known what he had in mind, as they opened a small chest and produced a pillow for me to sit on, along with various kinds of incense and candles. 

	I nestled into the pillow and allowed the contrasting scents that filled the air to settle into the deepest corners of my mind. Brau-Na soon returned with a warm tea, and I took it and drank. The liquid seemed to turn into pure light as it seeped down my throat and warmed every vein running through my body.

	It had been years since I had meditated with Brau-Na like this, but I still remembered his training. I took in slow, deep breaths and let the cool wind flow through my body like a cleansing breeze, pushing out the darkness as I exhaled. 

	Slow, deep melodies filled the air, and I allowed the music to vibrate through my bones and shake loose the last of the doubts and fears I had suppressed under the surface.

	Brau-Na’s stoic voice cut through the solace of my trance. “Tell me, child, when was the first time you took the life of another being?”

	“At the Battle of Kakara,” I answered. “I struck first, and many others followed my lead.”

	“And did you feel any uncertainty in your decision to kill at that time?” he asked.

	“Not at all,” I answered honestly. “Seeing King Drevon abuse the Rain Spirit with my own eyes… It was clear that every elf who chose to defend him knew the full truth of the King’s evil intent. I had no remorse doing what was necessary to help Arianna break the curse.”

	“Then what was different about this most recent battle?”

	“The elves that I killed, they didn’t know the truth. They were simply following orders; orders that were based on a lie.” I was surprised at how easily this revelation had come to me. Perhaps I had always known this was the source of my unease; I had just refused to let myself say it out loud. The entire army of elves the King had sent after us had been deceived into committing terrible acts. Yet, each one fully believed it was the right thing to do.

	After a period of silent contemplation -- I couldn’t be sure if it lasted minutes or hours -- Brau-Na began to tell a story. “Once, when I was not much older than yourself, I ventured with a group of Fauns to pay homage at an ancient temple of our people. When we arrived, we were attacked by an angry bear. We feared for our lives, but rather than fight to defend ourselves, we chose to meditate on the source of the bear’s imbalance.

	“The spirits guided us to the bear’s cub, whose leg and been caught in a hunter’s snare. We freed the cub, and the mother bear allowed us to pass into the temple. Had we chosen to kill the bear in self-defense, we would have left the cub without a mother and wrought even more chaos upon the world than even the elvish hunters had.”

	“I can see that this war will bring nothing but needless death and misery,” I said. “But what choice do we have? The armies are marching even now. Tens of thousands will die whether or not we fight.”

	“The King has set a trap for us,” Brau-Na answered, “and indeed, to our limited wisdom, it seems there is no way of escaping it. We must trust the guidance of the spirits, and through our actions give strength to the powers of balance and light in the world. In the end, the trap will catch his own leg, instead.”

	Our session was interrupted by the sound of galloping horses, and I immediately knew that Chass and my father had arrived. I opened my eyes, and as reality came back into focus around me, the haze seemed to return to my mind. A moment earlier, Brau-Na’s wisdom had seemed so clear, so sure, so precise, and yet now it seemed like little more than wishful thinking. I wanted more than anything to be free from the horrors of this war, but I was growing increasingly afraid there would be no escape but death.

	I rose and turned toward Chass just as he was dismounting his horse. There was barely a moment of hesitation between us before I burst into tears and collapsed into his arms.

	“I’m sorry for disappearing like that,” I said.

	“I’m sorry it took so long for me to notice,” he whispered back. I pulled back to look into his eyes, and he gently wiped the tears from my face. “This isn’t easy for any of us,” he assured me. “But whatever happens, we’re in this together.”

	“I know,” I said. I nuzzled back into his neck. Looking over his shoulder, I caught a glimpse of something at the edge of the woods. I squinted to focus and immediately recognized the pale blue metal of Idrilan armor. 

	I yelled, “Duck!” and pulled Chass to the ground as an arrow flew past, missing us by inches.

	I heard the sickeningly familiar thud of the bolt piercing flesh and bone, and looked up to see Brau-Na collapsing into his tent, blood spilling down his dark fur. 

	Chass regained his feet and pulled his sword. He and my father rushed to the source of the attack. “Light the signal fire!” Chass called without looking back.

	The village had erupted into a cacophony of panic and fear.

	I scrambled over to Brau-Na’s side and checked his wound. He had already lost too much blood.

	“I’m so sorry,” I said. “This is my fault. I should never have --”

	He grabbed hold of my arm, and his fierce grip silenced my needless apology.

	Between labored breaths, he wheezed out, “Do… not… forget… who you are.”
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	“Light the signal fire!” I yelled, hoping someone in the village was level-headed enough to respond. Not that help would arrive in time to do anything but clean up our bodies, I knew.

	These fauns were not trained to fight, and most held fast to Brau-Na’s ideals of non-aggression. I couldn’t help but wonder how they would react now that their own lives were at stake, especially having just seen Brau-Na struck down in front of them.

	A group of young males from the village approached me. “We can help!” they said.

	I paused to address them while still keeping an eye on the knights emerging from the forest. I had only spotted a half-dozen or so, but I knew there wasn’t any point getting my hopes up that this would be an easy fight. There was likely an entire army waiting to charge in as soon the signal came.

	“You can help by getting everyone safely inside,” I said to the fauns. “Stand guard with anything you can use as a weapon. We’ll hold the knights off as long as we can.”

	They quickly dispersed and began shouting orders to the other fauns. I looked back to see Chrysalis still sitting at Brau-Na’s side. She needed a moment to grieve, I knew. I just hoped that moment wouldn’t last too much longer.

	As soon as Egris and I engaged the knights, it became clear these were no ordinary soldiers. Their attacks were too swift, their defenses too impenetrable, their every movement as precise as it was deadly. That explained their minuscule numbers; they weren’t part of the main attack force. They were an elite death squad.

	I began wondering why they would have been attacking this particular village. Before my mind could even finish forming the question, the answer became obvious. King Drevon must have known I would defend this village above all others. They were here to kill me.

	What a stroke of luck for them that I was already here. I couldn’t imagine how many innocent fauns would have died had I not been.

	Chrysalis joined the fight, and we were finally able to gain enough of an upper hand for me to step back and take stock of the battle. The knights all seemed to be converging on the three of us and ignoring the rest of the village, further confirming my suspicion that I was their sole target. 

	It didn’t take me long to spot the commander of this small squad. Not only was he standing back from the action and shouting orders, but he didn’t look like he belonged anywhere near a battlefield. He was far shorter, and his armor was a poor fit. It must have been pieced together last minute. Whatever it was that had earned him his rank, I was sure it wasn’t his skill in combat.

	“Make a hole for me!” I shouted. “I’m going after the leader!”

	Chrysalis and Egris stood back-to-back and pushed the opposing knights back in either direction, leaving only one combatant between the leader and me. I rushed toward him full speed. He thrust his sword at my stomach, but I parried it out of the way and allowed the momentum to carry my whole body into a spin. My blade swung back around and cleanly severed his head from his shoulders. I kicked his body out of my way and barely slowed my pace as I charged the commander. 

	He was clearly shaken by my aggressive approach, but rather than draw his sword, he pulled off one of his gloves and scrambled to find something in a small pouch tied to his waist. I was about to jump the last few steps and dispatch him when he pulled out a pocket-sized gemstone. He let out a screech that stopped me in my tracks. Every muscle in his body tensed up, and the veins on the back of his hand were bulging.

	When he finally regained control of himself, he pulled out his sword and struck with so much force that it knocked me to the ground. So this was a power gem like the one Carine had been forced to use in The Churn. Maybe even the exact same one. 

	I jumped back to my feet just in time to dodge another attack. I stepped to the side and deflected his blade rather than take the full force of the impact. This wouldn’t be so different from my years of training with Argentis: he had brute strength, but I had speed and skill.

	He spun back around and continued to thrash his blade in every direction. It was all I could do to keep myself just out of range, inches from death with each haphazard swing. With the power gem in hand, there was no way I would wear him out. I would have to make a move sooner rather than later.

	Our duel was carrying us further away from the rest of the fight. Enough fauns had joined in -- surrounding the enemy and striking one at a time like a swarm of bees -- to keep any of the knights from coming to their leader’s aid.

	I ducked under a particularly forceful blow, and while he struggled to regain his balance, I disappeared behind a nearby tent. I could hear him spinning back and forth, trying to find me, and I hazarded a peek around the corner. His back was to me, so I jumped out and swung straight for his neck.

	He must have heard me coming because he ducked at the last second, and my blade impacted against the side of his helmet, sending it flying off. He spun around to attack again, and I nearly dropped my sword!

	“Luuk?” I shouted. He charged at me again, completely unfazed. What caught me most off guard was the pure hatred boiling in his blood-red eyes. I did my best to avoid his attacks while I tried to figure out what was going on. I had thought he was on our side! He had even helped us escape the city when the King himself was after us!

	Had I really spent the past two years looking for him, only for our reunion to be on opposite sides of the battlefield?

	“Don’t you know who I am?” I managed to shout between attacks. 

	“You’re the traitor who killed Arianna!” he yelled back, and I could almost hear the poison of the gem in his voice. 

	“She’s still alive, you idiot!”

	He stepped back and paused his attacks, at least temporarily. His face twitched, and it almost seemed like he was trying to force himself to believe it, but something wasn’t letting him.

	“Liar!” he shouted, and came back in for another round of attacks.

	It was the gem! I had to get it out of his hand. He swung for my head, and I ducked under, pulling my dagger from my belt and slashing the back of his hand as I spun past. 

	He let out a howl of pain and released his grip on the gem, letting it fall to the ground. He reached down to grab it, but I managed to kick him over, and he rolled several feet away. I jumped between him and the gem and pressed my sword against his neck before he had time to recover.

	“She’s still alive,” I repeated.

	He dropped his sword and came up to his knees, seemingly trying to sort through his thoughts as the fog of the gem slowly subsided. “But King Drevon said --”

	“King Drevon is a liar!” I cut him off as I lowered my own sword.

	“He told us the Satyrs --”

	“The fauns didn’t start the curse. They helped us break it. That’s why he wants them dead! King Drevon is the one who trapped the spirits. You have to see that.”

	His confused expression hardened as reality finally seemed to settle in. “Where is she?” he asked.

	“She’s not here,” I answered. “I don’t know where she is, exactly. Come to Manse with us; she’ll be back soon enough.”

	He took a step forward, then paused and looked around at the village, where several fauns were still scrambling to take cover. “Will she…” he started, “Do you think she’ll still want to see me? Even after --”

	“Look,” I said, “you fell for the King’s lies. No one’s going to hold that against you.”

	“Innocent satyrs died --”

	“Fauns,” I corrected him.

	“Sorry, fauns died because of me.”

	“Blame King Drevon, not yourself. If you want to clear your conscience, then come fight on our side.”

	“A lot of good that will do,” he said, “I couldn’t even beat you with an enchanted gem.”

	He had a point there, I couldn’t deny. He really was a terrible fighter. “Then find some other way to help,” I said. “You can give us information about the King.”

	His head perked up, and his eyes brightened as if he had just had a brilliant idea. “Not yet, I can’t!”

	“What do you mean, ‘not yet’?”

	“I have to go back,” he said. 

	“What? No!” I protested. “That’s crazy!”

	He stepped forward and grabbed me by the shoulders. “Please, let me do this. Let me prove to Arianna --”

	“You don’t have to prove anything to anyone!” I said. “You’ve already --”

	“Listen to me,” he cut me off, “King Drevon is planning something big. I don’t know how I didn’t see it before -- maybe I just didn’t want to see it -- but he is using some very dark magic. We have to find out what he’s hiding.”

	I paused for a moment to consider what he was saying. This was ridiculous. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him, but this was way too dangerous. I had to find some way to talk him out of it. “We already have spies in the city --”

	“Not spies who have direct access to King Drevon himself,” he countered. It was hard to argue with that. If he really could pull this off, the information he could provide would be invaluable. It may even be our only hope of winning this war.

	“Alright,” I said, “how do we do this?”

	“First,” he answered, “we have to convince King Drevon you’re dead. He’s expecting your head, but maybe your helmet will be enough to satisfy him.”

	“Of course,” I said, pulling off my helmet and handing it to him. “It’s the least I can do.”

	“Oh, you’ll have to do a lot more than that,” he said. I furrowed my brow. “If he gets even one hint that you’re still alive, this whole thing falls apart. It’ll be my head on a platter instead of yours.”

	“Okay,” I said, “I’ll just fight in someone else’s armor. It’s not like anyone will know the difference.”

	“You think King Drevon doesn’t have spies in your camp?” he asked. The thought sent shivers down my spine. “There’ll have to be a funeral and everything. You have to be dead.”

	“Fine, fine,” I said. “There’s still a lot I can do from behind closed doors. I’m sure I can find some way to command the troops from Manse.”

	“No, you’re not getting it,” Luuk said, exasperated. I couldn’t help but feel he was blowing this a little out of proportion, but I couldn’t blame him. He was taking a considerable risk after all. “King Drevon knows exactly how you fight. He’s analyzed all your battles. No one’s going to believe you’re dead if it’s obvious you’re still the one giving orders.”

	The weight of what he was talking about finally started to settle in. I really was going to have to be dead. “Alright, I’ll talk to the council,” I said. “We’ll figure something out.”

	“Thank you,” he said. “In the meantime,” he held up my helmet, “I think a little blood will help sell the lie.”

	“Why don’t you just use yours?” I asked as I pointed at the back of his hand, where I had cut it. He turned it over and looked at the blood, already starting to dry.

	“This may sound crazy,” he said, “but I honestly wouldn’t be surprised if he has some way to magically check if it’s yours.”

	“You’re right,” I said as I placed the blade of my dagger against my palm. “Better not risk it.”

	Just as I was about to cut, he grabbed my wrist. “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” he shouted. “What are you doing?”

	I shot him a confused glance. “I’m getting some blood? You do know it’s all inside my body, right?”

	“Yes, I know that. What I mean is, don’t cut your hand. You won’t be able to use it for weeks until it heals!”

	“Oh, right. I didn’t think about that. Where should I cut, then?” We both looked down at my armor-covered body.

	“Your leg, maybe?” Luuk suggested.

	I shrugged. “I suppose limping around for a few days won’t be so bad. Here goes…” I pulled back a plate of armor over my thigh and ran the knife across my skin before I had time to stop myself. I clenched my teeth and growled through the pain. Blood sprayed out onto the ground, and I motioned for Luuk to put some on the helmet.

	“Oh, right!” he said as he lowered the helmet to catch the next spurt of blood. He rubbed the helmet against my leg, and I howled in pain as I fell to the ground. “Sorry!” he said, then he looked the helmet over. “I think I got enough.” He looked down at my leg. “Uh… we should probably do something about that.”

	“You just get your troops out of here,” I ground out through gritted teeth. “I’ll worry about this.”

	“Okay, yeah. Good idea,” he said, then turned to leave. He paused just before he disappeared around the corner of a nearby tent, then came back for the gem. “The King will want this back.” He bent down to pick it up but stopped himself right before he grabbed it. He took the pouch from his belt and scooped up the gem, careful not to let it touch his skin. “Alright, I’m leaving now. Uh… good luck!”

	He ran back to the rest of the fight, and I heard him yell, “Chass is dead! Pull back! Chass is dead!” 

	A hush fell over the entire village, and I couldn’t even begin to imagine what Chrysalis and Egris must have been feeling. Fortunately, their distress would be short-lived.

	I heard the familiar sounds of rustling leaves and snapping branches as the elves retreated into the woods. They were quickly followed by hoof steps growing closer as my wife and father-in-law rushed to find me. 

	Chrysalis burst around the corner and nearly slid, trying to stop herself when she saw me. “Chass!” she shouted as she ran to my side and pulled me into a tear-soaked embrace. “I thought --” she started to say before I shushed her.

	“Don’t let them hear,” I whispered. She clasped a hand over her mouth.

	Egris wasn’t far behind her. “What’s going on?” he asked when he saw that I was not, in fact, dead.

	“I’ll explain it all later,” I said. “For now, we just have to make sure those elves think I actually am dead.”

	“How did you convince their commander to go along with it?” Chrysalis asked.

	“Because that was Luuk,” I answered.

	“Luuk?” Chrysalis said, surprised. “You mean the boy that Arianna kissed?”

	“Yup, that’s the one.”

	“Why isn’t he coming back to Manse with us?” Egris asked.

	“Long story short, he’s going to spy on King Drevon. We can go over the details later. Right now, we need to get all these fauns out of here. It isn’t safe anymore.”

	“Agreed,” Egris said. “Lavendra will have to come back with us, as well.”

	Chrysalis looked up at him. “You know mom won’t be happy about leaving the farm, especially not in the middle of harvest.”

	“We’ll bring as many carts as we can to carry the crops back to Manse,” Egris said. “We need all the extra food we can get.”

	“Oh, and one more thing,” I said as Chrysalis helped me back to my feet. “You’re going to have to carry me home on a gurney.”

	“Really?” she asked. “Your leg doesn’t look that bad.”

	“Until we know who to trust,” I responded, “everyone has to believe I’m dead.”
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	Breaking and entering were not often done in broad daylight, but I was anxious to get this over with. The scent was more potent now than ever, and I was hungry for vengeance. 

	I could see the house from where I sat perched on the wall separating this part of the city from the next. It was a stately, stone structure, a stark contrast to the bleak, wood-frame houses behind me but almost commonplace among its neighbors. I could see why the guards had so adamantly refused to let me in; the people here must have been willing to pay good money to keep the riff-raff out.

	It always seemed strange to me that there were so many walls running throughout the city. It looked like cracks in the landscape from a distance, sequestering the citizens from each other as if they were exhibits in a zoo.

	It was early enough in the morning that the streets were still quiet, and I slipped down from the wall and ducked behind a house, hoping no one happened to be looking out a window in my direction. 

	The particular house I was targeting was home to an elf known for cleaning up messes for other members of the noble families. No matter how many crimes he committed -- or rather, hired people like my father to commit for him -- he remained untouchable. Anyone with enough power to take him down had gotten there through the use of his services.

	I approached the house and noticed a propped-open window on the second floor. This was going to be easier than I thought. I quickly scaled the wall and discreetly surveyed the room. A lone elf -- more than a little overweight -- sat with his back to me by a fireplace, puffing a cigar. 

	Of course I would find him enjoying the leisures of luxury, reveling in his false sense of security. Those he exploited were struggling to feed their families. I silently opened the window just enough to slip through and landed softly on the floor.

	I was tempted to slit his throat then and there. He had been the one to send my father to his death, but somehow I know that wouldn’t be enough. I needed to find the man who had struck the killing blow. 

	I reached for my sword and stepped forward, then froze when the stone beneath my foot sunk into the floor with a click. Before I had time to react, a heavy net fell from the ceiling above, knocking me to the ground. It was a trap!

	The man seemed to barely even react to the sudden commotion. I pushed myself to my knees, struggling to rise to my feet against the weight of the net. I was determined not to appear weak.

	“You must understand,” the man said without so much as turning in my direction, “a man in my position must take every precaution.”

	I quickly realized any attempt to stand would be fruitless. I decided to crawl my way out from under the entrapment instead. Before I could find the edge, two muscled bodyguards entered the room, threw off the net, and picked me up by my arms. I could have broken myself free of their grip but decided to play along and feign helplessness until a more opportune moment.

	The man rose from his chair and approached me, and I immediately felt I knew his face. As he grew uncomfortably close, I scrambled to think where I might have seen him before.

	Had he been the man who gave me my father’s locket? I closed my eyes and played the memory in my mind. ‘Your father was a good man. He died with honor’, the phantom’s eternal voice repeated once more. Perhaps if he had gained a few pounds over the years…

	I opened my eyes. No, it couldn’t have been him. They looked nothing alike, their voices too dissimilar.

	He noticed the chain around my neck and pulled it out to reveal my father’s locket.

	“Scyenna, isn’t it?” he asked.

	I gritted my teeth to stifle my reaction of surprise that he knew my name.

	“I must say, you’re a few years ahead of schedule. Most of the orphans I’ve made weren’t ready for vengeance until they were much older.”

	“I’m not here for you,” I said. “I just want --”

	“You just want to know who killed your father, yes, yes, I know. Tell me, have you kept up with your singing?”

	This time I couldn’t hide my confused response to his unexpected question. How could he have known? Unless…

	That was it! That’s where I had seen him before!

	“You were there,” I said, “when I sang at the mayor’s inauguration.”

	“Only five years old, and so much talent!” he said with a cheeriness that made me even more uneasy than I was before.

	“But… why?” I couldn’t help but ask.

	“Men like your father are desperate enough to take any job I give them. Getting them to actually follow through with it, however, takes a little bit more… leverage.”

	“So you threatened my life if he didn’t follow orders?”

	“Oh no, of course not! I would never threaten such a beautiful, innocent child. I simply let him know that I was aware of your existence. Who am I to say what he might have inferred from that information?”

	“So why do you care if I can still sing?” I asked.

	“I have a bit of a puzzle I’m trying to solve, and I believe you may be the missing piece. You see, there is a very exclusive party taking place tonight, and due to unforeseen circumstances, the band they hired requires a new singer. 

	“A young man will be in attendance at this party, who has started expressing some… unpopular opinions. He has proved very difficult to silence. He does have one known weakness, and, well, let’s just say you’re exactly his type.”

	“So you need me to infiltrate the party, seduce him, and slit his throat. Easy.”

	“My, you are eager to get your hands dirty, aren’t you? But no, that would be far too messy.” He picked up a small vile of bright blue liquid from a shelf. “All you need to do is slip a few drops of this into his drink. It won’t start to take effect for several hours, so you don’t have to see the ugly part. Everyone will know what actually happened, of course, but this way, no one has to say it out loud.”

	“And what do I get out of it?” I asked.

	“You get the name you’ve been searching for all these years.”

	My heart skipped a beat. This had been exactly what I was expecting to get from him. Even so, the confirmation that I was one dirty job away from vengeance sent a shot of adrenaline through my veins. “I’ll do it,” I said.

	“Good.” He motioned to his guards, and they finally set me down. “Now come, I will introduce you to Titania. A few hours with her, and you’ll look like you were born inside the castle itself.”
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	The last time I stood before this door and waited for the guards to undo the multitude of locks, I was trying to convince myself my fear was unwarranted. This time I knew exactly what I was afraid of.

	The door swung open, and I approached the King’s enclosure, tightly gripping the burlap sack that held Chass’ bloody helmet.

	“Luuk…” his gravelly voice reverberated through the chamber. “I’m told you failed to secure the traitor’s head.”

	I fell to my knees and lowered my head. I wasn’t sure the King could actually see me, but it seemed like the right thing to do, nonetheless. 

	“The village was more fiercely guarded than we had anticipated,” I said, mildly surprised that my voice had actually remained steady. “No sooner had I dealt the killing blow than his body was swarmed by Satyrs. I only managed to rip off his helmet before they pulled him away from me.”

	There was no answer from the other side of the dimly lit wall. The small door opened, and the tray emerged once again. When the King didn’t say anything, I realized he meant for me to place the helmet on the tray. I jumped to my feet and fumbled with the bag as I approached the cage. As soon as the helmet was on the tray, it disappeared, and the door slammed shut.

	There was a wheezing sound as though the King was smelling the helmet. Perhaps he could tell it was Chass’ blood, after all.

	“Yes…” King Drevon hissed. “With their leader gone, there will be chaos and disorder. The beasts will go even deeper into hiding. We must draw them out.”

	“What would you have me do?” I asked. I needed to get sent back to the battlefield to deliver whatever information I managed to gather. Before that happened, though, I needed to actually find some information worth bearing.

	“Come around to the balcony,” the King said. “There is something I would like you to see.”

	I walked around the side of his cage and saw two large doors with guards stationed at either side. I couldn’t be sure, but they seemed as likely to lead to a balcony as anything. I approached the doors, and the guards opened to let me pass. The balcony overlooked a courtyard that seemed to have once been filled with fountains and pools of water. Now it looked like some sort of training ground, with most of the doors boarded over and nailed shut.

	If this had been the spring that once supplied water to the entire city, I couldn’t help but wonder what had caused it to go dry.

	The guards moved back toward the cage, and I heard the sound of a large metal door screeching open.

	“Whatever you do,” the King’s voice rumbled, “don’t look away.” I gripped the balcony railing and locked my eyes on the center of the courtyard. Was his warning to ensure that I saw whatever was about to happen, or so that I wouldn’t see him?

	The sound of the door stopped, and I heard heavy, clicking footsteps growing closer. Was the King wearing some kind of heavy armor? Did he have a pet that stayed in the cage with him? A praeg, maybe? None of it made any sense. The footsteps stopped, and my hair stood on end as I could feel the King’s ominous presence behind me.

	“Release the prisoners!” he called, and I could feel his warm breath on my neck -- far warmer than it had any right to be.

	Below, a group of about twenty prisoners rushed out onto the field, frantically looking around in a panic: elves, fauns, even a few dwarves.

	I braced myself for whatever gruesome display of force I was about to witness. Was the King doing all this to intimidate me? Did he suspect that my loyalties had shifted?

	Nothing could have prepared me for what happened next. A machine -- like some sort of siege weapon or battering ram, but made entirely of metal -- rolled out into the courtyard. The untarnished blue coloring of the cobalt gave it an almost regal aura. The various barrels protruding from the top would have struck fear in the heart of even the bravest warrior. Without warning, they turned themselves toward the huddled group of prisoners!

	“I built these machines many years ago,” the King said, “but lost my only means of powering them. The grimoire you brought me solved that little problem. They will exterminate the vermin that plague our land and spread the borders of our kingdom to the very edges of the continent. And it will all… be thanks… to you.”

	His emphasis on those last few words sent shivers down my spine.

	A loud BOOM erupted from the machine, and a spray of shrapnel tore through the prisoners. Their bodies disintegrated like the crumbling of a dry leaf. The once life-giving fountain was filled with their blood. My grip on the rail tightened, and I swallowed hard to force myself not to vomit.

	The few prisoners that survived the blast rushed into a wooden structure in a far corner. A second barrel on the machine turned toward the shack and launched a spray of flames like a dragon’s breath. The fire engulfed the structure, and the inferno roaring out of the machine didn’t stop until the last cries of the prisoners fell silent.

	This was it. This was the end of the war. One of these machines could level an entire city. If King Drevon planned to conquer the whole continent, he must have had an entire army of them.

	“You will lead our troops against the satyrs,” the King whispered in my ear, “and you will let them win. In their false confidence, they will emerge from their forests and their caves and they will bring the war to the steps of Fennox Castle. They will gather like cattle to be slaughtered, and we will slaughter them.”
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	It was late when I arrived back at Manse Village, so I decided to set up camp just outside of town and wait until morning. Everyone would be asleep by now, and I didn’t want to risk waking Chass and Chrysalis by sneaking into the house in the dark. They seemed to take it personally that I didn’t like staying in my own home very often since they’d moved in. Honestly, the memories it evoked made me uncomfortable, more so than the fact I had to share a living space with a married couple. 

	So much of my life in that house had been a lie. I had only been half myself, constantly fighting off the influence of the lightning spirit that lived inside me. My father had been one person when he was with me, but his journals and the stories I’d heard from Egris, Talos, Milla, and so many others proved he was a completely different person when he was away.

	It was a clear, warm night, so I didn’t bother setting up my tent. I laid back on the lush grass and looked up at the brilliantly colorful sky. For most of my life, this view had been shrouded by rain clouds that never rained. I could see the glow of the Great Mother and Father behind the gray blanket of clouds but never knew what they looked like outside of paintings, which hardly did them justice. 

	Tonight, they were prominently featured at the center of the sky, shining in all their glory. They were both waxing gibbous and would be full moons within a few nights. Surrounding them was a vast sea of stars, peppered with celestial bodies that seemed to be great clouds of vibrant blue and orange gas. Some said they were the decaying corpses of spirits from before the creation of the world. Others believed they were the realms beyond the veil, where the Great Mother and Father would usher the souls of those who’d honored the spirits while they were alive.

	I liked to think my own mother and father were up there somewhere, looking down on me. It was in those moments that I let myself get lost in the heavens that I didn’t feel quite so out of place here among the living. My life as I’d known it had ended at the Battle of Kakara, and now I felt like a ghost wandering the land in search of something that didn’t exist. When I looked up at the night sky, it reminded me that it was only a matter of time before I found my eternal peace. 

	With these thoughts swirling around my mind, I found enough comfort to enter the temporary peace of sleep. I was awakened several hours later by the distant sound of a large caravan moving through the forest paths. I jumped to my feet and scanned the treeline to find the source of the sounds. Could this be the resistance army coming home from a battle? As far as I knew, the next fight wasn’t supposed to happen for several more days, but it wasn’t entirely unlikely that those plans might have changed. Of course, it was equally as likely that I had lost track of time on my journey, and a few more days had passed than what I had accounted for.

	As the caravan grew closer, the jumbled, muddy noise began to separate itself into distinct, individual sounds. The low rumble of hooves and carriage wheels made me think this might not be an army at all but a band of refugees from another of the Faun villages. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes in an attempt to focus more clearly on the faint movements I was beginning to see from inside the woods. It was only a matter of time before the first of the travelers would round the last bend in the path and be in full view of the village.

	The longer I looked without being sure what I was looking at, the more uneasy I grew. I quickly gathered all of my supplies and threw my bag over my shoulder, ready to make a run for the village. I caught several glints of the morning sunlight reflecting off metal, and I knew my fear was well-founded. It was armor, but not the rough, rag-tag armor we had thrown together for the resistance army. It was the pristine blue of capital knights. We were under attack!

	I turned and bolted toward the village as fast as I could. I had to find Chass; to warn everyone to prepare for battle.

	“Wake up!” I yelled as soon as I was close enough for anyone to even have a chance of hearing me. “We’re under attack!”

	As I approached several houses on the outskirts of the village, Brinn was the first to emerge. “Arianna! What are you --” he froze when he saw the army spilling into the far side of the clearing. Without another word, he turned and ran toward the mayor’s mansion. I followed close behind him, knowing that was likely where I would find Chass, already awake and preparing for a council meeting. 

	I quickly found myself running out of stamina, and I had to pause and catch my breath. It had been pure adrenaline that had carried me this far, and now my body’s usual limitations were catching up with me.

	Brinn disappeared through a back door into the mansion, and moments later, Miev emerged and greeted me. “Arianna! Let’s get you inside.”

	She wrapped her one good arm around me, and I let her half-carry me inside. “Where… is… Chass?” I asked through dry, wheezing breaths. “We have to…”

	“Brinn is already gathering what troops are still here,” she said as she guided me toward a bench and sat me down. “Now wait here while I get you some water.”

	She disappeared around a corner before I could agree or disagree, but honestly, I didn’t think I could stand even I wanted to, much less walk. I did my best to steady my breathing and calm my nerves, trying to ignore that nagging feeling in the back of my mind that something must have been wrong with Chass. Why wasn’t he the one gathering troops instead of Brinn? Why hadn’t he at least come to check on me?

	Miev returned with a glass of water, and I downed it in just a few gulps.

	“We would never have had time to prepare without your warning,” she said. “Thank you.”

	I set the glass down and looked up at her. “Where is Chass?” I repeated.

	She sat down on the bench next to me. “He and Egris left yesterday morning to find Chrysalis.”

	I jumped to my feet. “Chrysalis? What happened to --” I paused as blood rushed to my head, and I felt dizzy. I placed a hand on the wall to brace myself. Miev had her head in her hand and didn’t seem to notice.

	“It’s my fault, really,” she said. “I should have noticed something was off.”

	“What happened to Chrysalis?” I managed to finish asking.

	“She was… upset after the first battle. She took Emery and left. No one noticed she was gone until the next morning.”

	I moved toward the door. “She could be hurt! We have to go help --”

	Miev stood up from the bench. “That’s not all, Arianna,” she said. “Egris said it was probably nothing to worry about. She most likely went home to be with her mother, so that’s where he and Chass headed.”

	“Then why do you seem so worried?” I asked.

	“Because yesterday evening we saw the purple smoke rising from Brau-Na’s village.”

	My eyes shot wide open. “What?!” How had I not seen it? It made sense enough that I wouldn’t have been able to see it through the trees while I was still in the forest, and I wouldn’t have had a reason to watch the sky so far behind me, anyway. But had the smoke still been visible in the sky when I was lying in the clearing? Had I stared right at it but been too focused on myself to notice? “Why aren’t you--”

	“Isoka took a small battalion on horseback. I wanted to go with them, but he insisted I stay behind in case Chrysalis came back. We still don’t know for certain that’s where she went.”

	“We can’t just stay here and do nothing!” I shouted. “If there was a surprise attack and Chass and Egris were the only ones there --”

	“You think I don’t know that?” Miev shot back. “That’s my home we’re talking about. My family!”

	“I’m sorry,” I said as I tried to compose myself. It had become such an instinct to react with anger, to let the lightning spirit inside me lash out and hope it got rid of whatever was bothering me. Of course, that never did anything but make the problem worse. That wasn’t who I was anymore. That wasn’t who I wanted to be. “It’s just…” I continued, “first they attack Brau-Na’s village, now they’re here at Manse…”

	“The King must have realized we knew his plans after the first round of attacks. He must have changed course to catch us off guard.”

	We both turned as Brinn came around a corner and said, “But why come straight to Manse, where he knows our entire army is waiting?”

	“What do you mean?” I asked. 

	“I mean,” he answered, “King Drevon’s entire strategy was to spread us thin and divide our troops. Attacking us here gives us the advantage.”

	“It doesn’t matter if it makes sense,” Miev said, “the King’s army is right outside.”

	“That’s what I’m trying to say,” Brinn said. “I don’t think that army is from the capital.”

	Miev and I exchanged confused glances. “What?” we both asked.

	“They’ve stopped to set up camp on the far side of the clearing, and, well… there’s something you need to see.” He passed between us toward the door we had initially entered through. “The rest of the council is on their way to meet us out there.”

	We followed him out and found our army already setting up a barricade at the edge of the village. They seemed caught somewhere between preparing for battle and not knowing if a fight was actually going to happen. Most of these soldiers must have still been asleep when my warning went out, yet in a matter of minutes, they had prepared the village for a full-on siege. Perhaps we weren’t as sloppy and disorganized a resistance as I had thought.

	We met with Castor, Garoak, and the others and emerged from the front lines of our own forces to see two figures approaching from the opposing army. A knight in full Idrillan armor, and -- I gasped when I realized who was walking beside him -- a faun!

	Only this Faun wasn’t dressed like any I had seen before. He wore a pin-striped vest with buttons all down the front and a finely tailored suit. His outfit seemed more expensive even than the flowing robes of the wealthy city elves Chass and I had encountered at the capital. He had a pair of thin, wire-rimmed glasses and a hat that seemed to have been custom-made to rest around the base of his horns.

	Chrysalis told me of fauns had that had been carried off to the kingdom of Vaeger as slaves. Some had earned their freedom and become full citizens. Could this have been one of those fauns who lived among the Casar?

	Behind them was a horse-drawn cart that carried what appeared to be some kind of small machine covered over with a tarp. The knight removed his helmet, and Brinn rushed forward in excitement.

	“Levar, cousin!” he shouted, and the two men embraced.

	“What is the meaning of this?” Garoak asked. I could tell he and the other fauns were having a more challenging time reconciling the image before them than I was. 

	Levar gestured grandly to the army behind him and shouted loud enough for our own troops to hear, “The town of Wath stands with the resistance against King Drevon and his lies!”

	Cheers and applause rang out from behind us, with shouts of, ‘Wath is with us!’ and, ‘They’re on our side!’

	Brinn looked at his cousin and said, “We tried to win you over two years ago. What changed?”

	“I believed you from the beginning,” Levar insisted, “but when Mayor Salina refused to hear you out, I felt so helpless. I was determined to work may up to a position of some authority. Still, my efforts to convince anyone of the truth were wasted. That is, until my friend Grindor appeared!” He patted the Faun on the shoulder. Even his name sounded more Casar than Faun. Had he been born in Vaeger? He looked at least as old as Egris. It seemed strange to think of a faun spending his entire life outside of the isolated villages in Idril. “Perhaps I’ll let him tell the rest,” Brinn finished.

	“Thank you, friend,” Grindor said. I knew it was the gift of the Faun to speak in the languages of all living creatures, so it should have been no surprise to hear him use flawless Idrillan. Still, something was unsettling about hearing the familiar deep, guttural voice of a faun speak with a foreign accent. I could feel Miev tense up beside me. This unexpected guest must have been causing all of our heads to spin.

	“I came to the village of Wath on behalf of an elf known as the Count’.”

	“The Count?” Castor cut in.

	“Wait,” I said, “isn’t he the one who tried to have Chass kidnapped?”

	“Ah, yes,” Grindor said, “regarding that unfortunate incident, the Count sends his regrets if his intentions were misinterpreted. He insists his goal was only to bring Chass under his protection, but he sees now that the resistance’s resources are more than sufficient to keep him safe.”

	Castor scoffed. “As the bounty hunter he hired to bring Chass in, I don’t believe that for a second.” I had a feeling Chrysalis would take issue with the Count’s supposed apology, as well. Bringing Chass home had been anything but easy.

	Levar stepped back to the cart and said, “Perhaps this will help assuage your concerns.” He removed the tarp to reveal what could only have been described as a motorized tiller. It had several interlocking blades on the front to stir up the soil and a handle rising from the back to push it along.

	“A gift from the Count,” Grindor explained. “In Vaeger, these machines have allowed even the most arid deserts to produce a crop. In a land already as fertile as Idril, they will double your crop yield with one-tenth the time and labor required to prepare your fields for planting.”

	“I’ve seen the side-effects of dwarven technology,” Castor said. “Their cities are black with soot.”

	“You misunderstand,” Grindor said calmly, “these machines are my own invention. A uniquely Faunic creation.”

	Garoak seemed to bristle at the idea that such a thing as ‘Faunic technology’ could even exist. For a species so rooted in tradition and spiritualism, the thought of using machines for farming the land must have been as distasteful as the thought of killing in self-defense.

	“You see,” Grindor continued, pulling a small white gemstone from a pocket inside his suit, “the spirits granted me knowledge of a rare crystal capable of storing electricity.”

	Before I knew what I was doing, I found myself stepping forward and reaching out for the gem. I could see faint streaks of blue lightning arcing inside the crystal. As soon as Grindor dropped it into my hand, I felt a soft buzzing that had become so familiar when I had been possessed by the Lightning Spirit.

	This had been part of the King’s plan, to use the Lightning Relic to power his machines of war. Had the spirits revealed these crystals to Grindor as a way to counteract the King’s evil intent? This proved that such extreme measures as capturing the Lightning Spirit weren’t necessary to harness the power of electricity and ensured that such power would remain in a faun’s trustworthy hands.

	“I could find no one to fund my research,” Grindor continued, “until I met the Count. Thanks to his generosity, I found a way to grow more of the crystals. With support from President Egle’s new administration, we have begun mass-production of these and many other machines. We are prepared to make our full line of products available to every town and village in Idril, both elf and Faun alike.”

	Before anyone had a chance to ask what other ‘products’ he was referring to, our attention was pulled away by shouting behind us. We turned to see Isoka galloping through our half-finished barricade.

	“Come quick!” he shouted. “It’s Chass!”

	I gasped. Chass? I knew something wasn’t right! I took off at a full sprint. Isoka pulled up his horse and held a hand out to hoist me up. I almost ignored it and ran past but quickly realized traveling on horseback would be much faster. Not to mention I didn’t actually know where we were going.

	I took hold of Isoka’s hand and allowed my momentum to carry me up and over onto the horse’s back. I had to grip its sides tightly with my legs, as fauns always preferred to ride bareback. Since fauns could speak in the tongues of all living creatures, they had no use for things such as bridles and reins. They simply told the horse where they wanted to go. Isoka shouted a command to the horse, and we took off toward a forest path on the north side of the village -- the same way Chass and I had gone when we’d snuck out of Manse more than two years ago.

	Several fauns were trickling out of the woods by the time we arrived; their heads hung low. I slipped down from Isoka’s horse and stood, frozen to the spot, unsure of exactly what it was I was waiting for.

	My worst fears were confirmed. Two carts came into view, covered over by blankets just like my father’s body had been. One was being carried by two young fauns from Brau-Na’s village, the other by Chrysalis and Egris -- Lavendra by his side.

	I collapsed to my knees. Chass had been our leader, our guiding light against King Drevon’s darkness. More than that, he had been my anchor. He had given me just enough tough love to keep me grounded.

	Isoka stood by my side. “Chass and Brau-Na were the only two casualties. The assailants had already fled by the time we’d arrived.”

	“Such a heavy loss,” I said.

	“For us all,” Isoka agreed.

	 As the procession drew closer, I rose and walked by Chrysalis’ side, my hand on her shoulder. There was something odd about her demeanor. She appeared numb to the pain, so in shock over what happened in the village that the only emotion she could muster was deadness -- a feeling I was all too familiar with. Or else, there was something more going on here. I shot her an inquisitive glance when she turned her blank gaze toward me. 

	“I’ll explain everything when we’re inside,” she whispered. So something was going on beneath the surface, after all. But why all this secrecy? I glanced back at Egris, hoping he might offer an explanation or at least some non-verbal assurance that everything would be alright. I didn’t want to look down at the body they were carrying. Seeing it so close would prove that it actually was Chass. Still, I couldn’t help but drop my eyes to the ominous white sheet. I could have sworn I saw the sheet gently rising and falling. Was Chass breathing? I gasped and tightened my grip on Chrysalis’ fur.

	“Don’t say a word,” she hissed. I couldn’t stand to look at the Chass-shaped figure any longer, so I directed my gaze toward the crowd that was starting to gather. What were we hiding? And who were we hiding it from? Every face staring back at me suddenly became suspect. Every piercing gaze came from the prying eyes of a spy, ready to report to the King at a moment’s notice.

	Was this all some sort of ruse to convince King Drevon that Chass had been defeated in battle? My heart was nearly pounding out of my chest. Could he really be alive, after all? I shook my head as tears welled in my eyes. This was ridiculous. There was no secret plot, no enemy spy hiding among our ranks. Chass would never have pulled a stunt like this without telling the council first. Certainly not without telling me. There was only one possible explanation: My over-active imagination was trying to rationalize a truth that was supposed to be impossible; Chass was dead.

	The somber silence that had fallen over the entire village was almost unbearable by the time we reached the mayor’s mansion. The other council members were waiting outside, and Miev stepped forward as we approached.

	“I’ll help take the refugees to --”

	“No,” Chrysalis stopped her, “the entire council needs to hear the truth.”

	Miev shot me a curious glance, and I gently shook my head. I had no more idea what ‘the truth’ was than she did. We all filed into the great meeting hall -- the same hall where Chass and Chrysalis had been married -- and the two bodies were delicately placed in the center of the room. The two young fauns carrying Brau-Na left, and Egris sealed the door closed behind them.

	Garoak cocked his head. “Such secrecy hardly seems necessary,” he said.

	Egris turned to address the room. “No one outside of this room must know the truth.”

	My head was spinning. “What is ‘the truth,’ exactly?”

	Chrysalis stepped up to Chass and pulled off the blanket. “Chass isn’t dead,” she said. Everyone looked down at him and gasped as he sat up. I screamed. So it was true!

	I rushed over to him, intending to punch him, but I knew with his armor on, it would hurt me more than it hurt him, so I hugged him around the neck instead.

	“And Brau-Na?” Garoak asked, skeptically eyeing the other body.

	“He was struck by an arrow meant for me,” Chass said. “Chrysalis pushed me out of the way at the last second.”

	“I didn’t mean to…” Chrysalis started. “I mean, I didn’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

	Egris placed a hand on her shoulder. “You can’t blame yourself. You aren’t the one who fired the arrow.”

	“But who was?” Brinn asked.

	“That’s where things get complicated,” Chass answered. “It was clearly an assassination attempt. They were highly trained, and I was their only target.”

	“And yet you managed to escape,” Garoak said, barely masking his suspicion that Chass was hiding something from us. I couldn’t help but wonder if he was right.

	“Chass has a knack for getting out of sticky situations,” Castor put in. “Trust me.”

	“I think we’re all curious to know how you did it,” Brinn added.

	“I had help,” Chass said, “from their leader.” That earned a reaction of disbelief from the group. “He had been deceived by the King, but I convinced him of the truth. He’s agreed to fight on our side, now.”

	“Then where is he?” Garoak asked. 

	“He has direct access to King Drevon himself,” Chass answered. “We both agreed he would be of more use to us as a spy than as a soldier.”

	“Are you sure we can trust him?” Isoka asked. “It almost seems too good to be true.”

	“I agree,” Garoak said. “We have no idea who this person is. It could all be a set-up.”

	“I know we can trust him,” Chass said, “because this isn’t the first time I’ve met him. His name,” he paused and looked me right in the eyes, “is Luuk.”

	I gasped. “What?” 

	“King Drevon told him that you were dead, that I had betrayed you. He knows the truth now.”

	There was a torrent of thoughts flooding my mind. I had left Luuk thinking I would never see him again, that there was no chance we could have a life together since I would be dead in a matter of days. But I didn’t die, and now I wasn’t sure if the ‘me’ that had kissed him had been the true me or just the Lightning Spirit’s impulsiveness taking over.

	Years of tracking him down hadn’t revealed a single clue, and now he showed up out of nowhere and tried to kill Chass? It was almost too much to process. He had gone to Brau-Na’s village while I was on my way back to Manse; had we almost crossed paths without knowing?

	“I want to see him,” I said.

	“That will be difficult,” Chass hedged. “He may join the next round of attacks to deliver his intel in person, but we can’t be certain.”

	“Then I’ll go to the battle, and if he is there, I’ll be his contact.”

	Chrysalis stepped up beside me. “Are you sure you’re ready to fight again?”

	“No, not fight,” I insisted. “I’ll only be there to meet with Luuk and get him out.”

	“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Brinn said. “Are we sure we want to pull him out after only one mission?” I shot Brinn an icy glare. How could he be so cold as to send someone he didn’t even know into danger like that?

	“Each time we send him back,” Chass said, “it only increases the chances that he doesn’t come out alive.” The thought of Luuk lying to the King’s face, knowing one false step would end his life, made my stomach turn in knots. “And depending on how much he’s able to give us, I don’t know that there’s enough potential benefit from sending him back a second time to outweigh the risk.” 

	I was glad to hear Chass speaking up for Luuk. I felt better knowing Luuk and I would be together again. Maybe that’s what I had been missing, why I still felt so empty and lonely and out of place. It could have been that I just needed a partner, a soul-mate, to help me feel complete. Then again, Luuk may not have been that person at all, and seeing him might end with me feeling even more isolated and broken than before.

	“I agree with Chass,” Egris said. “He’s risking too much for us already. We couldn’t possibly ask more of him.”

	It did occur to me that this would delay my trip to find the spirits, but that would have to wait. I felt a little uneasy about ignoring the spirits’ quest to chase after a boy, but the true will of the spirits was so hard to discern sometimes. For all I knew, the timing of Luuk’s reappearance was a sign that I was supposed to take him with me to the Isle of Solart.

	“Not to mention,” Chass continued, “the only way Luuk keeps the King’s trust is if everyone genuinely believes I’m dead. There can’t even be a hint of a rumor that someone saw me walking around Manse.”

	Brinn laughed. “So you can’t even leave the building? That’s gonna drive you crazy.”

	Chass shrugged. “There are worse places to be quarantined. At least I’ll have Chrysalis here with me.” He shot her a suggestive wink, and I rolled my eyes.

	“Actually,” Chrysalis said gently, trying not to burst Chass’ bubble, “if we’re going to make this ruse work, I’ll have to play the part of the grieving widow.” Chass was visibly deflated. “That means staying at the house by myself.”

	Miev nudged Chrysalis’ arm and said, “I wonder how long it will take Bracken to make his move,” which prompted Chrysalis to giggle.

	“Bracken?” Chass asked. “Who’s Bracken?”

	“I believe,” Garoak raised a hand, bringing the rest of the council to order, “this brings us back to my proposed compromise.”

	Chrysalis and I exchanged confused glances while the rest of the room seemed to let out a collective, ‘Hmm.’ Apparently, we were the only ones who didn’t know what he was talking about.

	“What compromise is that?” Chrysalis asked.

	Chass sighed and stroked his chin. “At our last meeting,” he said, “before…” he paused and looked sheepishly at Chrysalis, “…before I realized you were missing…” Now it was Chrysalis’ turn to blush and turn away. She must have felt embarrassed about running off in the middle of the night like that. I gave her hand a gentle squeeze. I knew exactly what it was like to feel overwhelmed by all… this.

	Chass continued, “…Garoak raised some concerns about my leadership of the resistance.”

	Chrysalis’ gaze shifted to Garoak. “There have been almost no Faun casualties. How could you --”

	“Nevertheless,” Garoak interrupted her, “this war has done nothing but feed the forces of darkness from which King Drevon draws his power. By simply playing his game, we are giving him the advantage.”

	“What would you have us do,” Chrysalis started, taking a step toward Garoak, but Chass stepped between them before she could finish.

	“None of that matters now,” he said. He turned toward Garoak. “It seems I have no choice but to step down. As to the other part of your compromise,” he turned to look at Chrysalis, “I will leave that decision to her.”

	Chrysalis stepped back, feeling the weight of every eye in the room on her. Egris placed a hand on her shoulder. “Garoak has nominated you to take Chass’ place as leader of the resistance,” he said.

	Chrysalis’ eyes danced from one council member to the next, as each gave her a slight nod of approval. Chass raised his hands in surrender. “The position’s yours if you want it.”

	Chrysalis’ gaze fell back on Garoak. “But why?” she asked.

	“You are a faun,” he answered. “You can sense the disharmony of the spirits in a way no elf ever could. I trust you will find a way to end this conflict, not prolong it for your own glory in battle.” Chass hung his head. There really wasn’t anything he could say in response to that.

	“Carine and I trained you for war,” Egris said, “because we believed it was the only hope for the survival of our species. If there is another way, you are the only one who can find it.”

	Chrysalis seemed to rise with the support of her father’s words. “Alright,” she said, “I’ll do it. We’ll need to stage a funeral -- I mean, a real one for Brau-Na, of course -- but for Chass, as well. I’ll rally the troops and prepare them for the next battle. Our primary objective will be to find Luuk and bring him back here. Hopefully, he has uncovered some weakness in the King’s plans that we can use to end his reign of tyranny once and for all.”

	There was a noticeable change in the room’s energy; we finally had a clear path forward that everyone could agree on.

	Chrysalis looked at the map on the table, taking note of where the next round of attacks were expected to take place.

	“We’ll focus our defenses on Hanil’s Village in Ghirrazi Canyon and evacuate the other two. Where’s Milla?” Chrysalis asked as she turned back to the room.

	“Here,” Milla said as she stepped forward.

	“What’s the status of that secret weapon you’ve been working on?” A secret weapon? This was news to me. I guess that’s why they called it ‘secret.’

	“We tested the prototype,” Milla answered, “and it worked perfectly. We should have fifteen ready to go in time for the battle.”

	“That will have to be enough,” Chrysalis said. She turned to Garoak and continued, “This will give us a way to allow fauns to assist in the battle without being required to fight if they don’t want to.” Garoak returned her assurance with a gentle nod.

	Chass took hold of Chrysalis’ hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I just hope we have enough troops left to see this thing through,” he said.

	“I suppose,” Brinn said, pointing to the west of the complex, “now would be a good time to tell you about the army outside.”

	I couldn’t help but laugh at the surprise on Chrysalis and Chass’ faces as they both shouted, “The what?!”

	“Wath has joined the fight,” I said. “An emissary from Vaeger -- a faun -- came to them with new technologies to help rebuild from the drought and convinced them to side with the resistance.”

	“A Vaegerian Faun?” Chass said, trying to process the news. “One of Egle’s men?”

	“No,” Castor answered, his distrust of the whole situation evident in his voice, “he claims to have come on behalf of The Count.”
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	A smoky haze filled the cafe, and I was afraid my first few songs would end in a coughing fit before I finally got used to the smell. Images of burning buildings and ashen skies crept into the corners of my mind, but I pushed them aside. I had to focus on the music, on the words I was singing -- and everything else faded away.

	I couldn’t help but feel like an impostor as my radiant blue dress seemed to absorb all of the light in the room and the attention of every noble elf along with it. The cobalt-infused fabric alone must have cost more coin than I’d seen in my entire life.

	The song came to an end, and as the cafe came back into focus, I realized I was staring straight into the eyes of a tall, handsome elf at the back of the crowd. It was him. He was my target. Belluar’s plan was unfolding just as he’d predicted: posing as a beautiful, enigmatic singer had been the perfect ruse to attract the interest of the young noble.

	I whispered to the band leader that I was going for a drink, and he started up an instrumental tune to cover my break. I knew I had one, maybe two songs max before he -- and the crowd -- would insist I returned to the stage. I stepped down from the platform and moved to the bar in the far corner of the cafe. I surreptitiously glanced at the young elf in the corner of my eye and smirked when I saw him pushing through the crowd in my direction. I found a spot at the bar with two open seats, and he joined me almost immediately after I’d settled in.

	“Buy you a drink?” he asked without preamble.

	“I’m in the band,” I said in the disinterested Vaegerian accent that Belluar’s assistant, Titania, had spent half the day drilling into me. “My drinks are on the house.”

	“Now there’s a South-Vaeger drawl if ever I heard one,” he laughed. I gave him an impressed nod.

	“I was raised in Morave,” I said.

	“Then perhaps you’ll let me order something off the menu; a little taste of home.” He asked the bartender for two of a drink I’d never heard of and was afraid I wouldn’t be able to pronounce if asked. Still, I knew when it arrived, I would have to pretend it was the most familiar thing in the world. The bartender sifted through a shelf beneath the bar and pulled out a dusty, brown glass bottle that looked like it had been lifted straight from an ancient Dwarf King’s tomb. I could smell the bitter concoction as he poured it into two crystal glasses.

	I took a sip and pretended to waive a puff of smoke away from my face, hoping it would mask any hint of a reaction I wasn’t able to hide.

	“Shall we step outside?” my unwitting companion asked. “It’s a perfectly clear night, and the moons are full.”

	“Sounds enchanting,” I said with a wink. Titania had insisted I lead him on just enough to keep him engaged without being too easy of a prize; he enjoyed the thrill of the chase. I was afraid it would be a difficult balance to maintain. Still, I found it easier than expected, even though flirting was far from my area of expertise.

	He led me out onto the balcony, and I took a deep, cleansing breath of fresh air. The Great Mother and Father illuminated the city below us, and their reflections danced on the great sea beyond. 

	“A beautiful view,” the young noble said, his gaze fixed firmly on me. I took a sip of the acrid drink and focused hard on the taste to keep myself from blushing. “My name is Folen, in case you were wondering.” Of course, I already knew that, but I couldn’t let on that I did. Belluar had given me a fake name to use, but somehow it didn’t seem right to lie about such a trivial thing. Folen didn’t have much longer to live; what was wrong with giving him at least a brief glimpse of the real me?

	“Scyenna,” I said.

	“Scyenna?” his brow furrowed. “I expected something a little more… dwarvish.”

	“It was my grandmother’s name,” I lied. “She moved the family to Vaeger while my mother was still very young, after my grandfather died in a mining accident.”

	“She made the right choice,” Folen said. “Life in Idril only becomes even more difficult for those who are already disadvantaged.”

	When I didn’t respond, he continued, “We must seem so primitive here compared to what you’re used to in Vaeger; our kings and royal families running things when they have no clue what’s best for the people.”

	“I’m an artist,” I said dismissively. “Politics bore me.”

	He set his drink on the balcony rail and leaned heavily on both hands -- good, now I just had to find a way to distract him from it long enough to slip the poison in. He sighed and said, “I was born into politics; there’s no escape for me.”

	“Why not just move to Vaeger?” I asked.

	“I wish I could,” he shook his head. “But this is my home. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself knowing I’d left so many behind to suffer.”

	So that was why the noble families wanted him dead. He actually cared about the commoners in the villages. It didn’t take much time in the city to see the richer elves believed helping others could only come at their own expense, and that was a sacrifice they weren’t willing to make.

	“For fifteen years, we sent out enough ration packs for every elf in the kingdom,” he continued. “Why should that stop just because the drought is over? If anything, we have an even greater abundance of resources now!” His voice grew louder as thoughts he must have been afraid to express out loud were spilling out and gaining momentum. Clearly, he didn’t have anyone else he trusted to discuss this with. He saw my supposed Vaegerian heritage as a sign that I would be sympathetic to his frustrations. “Imagine,” he continued, “if every elf in Idril had their basic needs met. If no child went to bed hungry. What great things could we as a kingdom accomplish?”

	I let a “Hmm” of agreement slip out before I could stop myself. I couldn’t deny he had a valid point. Those ration packs were the only reason I was still alive. They had sustained me through years of training and preparing myself for revenge. What would have happened if we’d been given that same support in a less tumultuous time? If I’d had the security of never wondering where my next meal would come from and a loving, dedicated mother and father encouraging me to pursue my dreams on top of that? Maybe I actually could have become the famous singer this idealistic idiot seemed to believe I was.

	If he caught wind of my momentary vulnerability, he would jump at the chance to tear my defenses down completely. I did my best to deflect and feign disinterest. “What good would it do if it all gets stolen by the satyrs, anyway?”

	He scoffed. “You should know better than anyone that’s all a lie.” I looked away and cursed under my breath. Had I just blown my cover? “In Vaeger, the fauns live free and in the open. They’re more peaceful than Gnomes and more spiritual than even the Centaurs of the southern continent.”

	I stared straight ahead. There was far more to this world than I’d been taught, and I was beginning to see that elves weren’t the superior race that I’d been led to believe we were. Folen turned and leaned against the rail, his drink still behind him. Maybe I could sidle up next to him and slip in a few drops without him noticing…

	No, suppose I suddenly switched from distant and aloof to touchy-feely. In that case, he might grow suspicious, especially since I had already put him on edge. I needed to get a moment alone with his drink. Maybe I could send him back inside for a refill of my own?

	I downed the last of my drink -- mainly as an excuse to continue my plan, but I also found myself hoping it would strengthen my resolve.

	“Care for another?” he asked, more out of a sense of obligation than any genuine interest in continuing to drink with me.

	“I would, actually,” I said. “I get so used to pretending to be someone I’m not when I’m visiting Idril; it’s nice to remember what it’s like to be back home. I’m glad I met you.”

	He smiled and took my glass. “Maybe if more people were willing to speak the truth, we could make my home a little bit more like yours.”

	He disappeared into the cafe, and I stepped between his glass and the door to shield it from any prying eyes. This was the moment I had been waiting for, but I hadn’t expected the choice to be so difficult. In fact, I hadn’t expected it to be a choice at all. My mission was so clear, my objective so close…

	And yet, here was a man who could become a powerful ally to the resistance, who would actually fight to make the world a better place. The vile was hovering over the liquid in his cup, my hand shaking as it slowly tilted downward. 

	What good could he really do in such a deeply corrupted place, anyway? If I didn’t go through with it, Belluar would find someone else who could. Folen would be dead one way or the other, and the only difference would be that I would never know the identity of my father’s killer.

	A drop of the poison fell into Folen’s drink, then another, and a teardrop splashed on the rail beside his cup.

	I slipped the minuscule vile back into its hiding place and wiped the moisture from my eyes. The deed was done. Now the hard part would be getting through the next few hours of singing without letting my voice shake.
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	I stood on the edge of the cliff, looking down at the various homes and buildings suspended along both canyon walls or built into caves and outcroppings. I knew that fauns were highly adaptable to different environments, but these living conditions seemed almost impossible. 

	It would make my secret mission of delivering a message to the resistance far more complicated. The village stretched miles into the canyon. Tents were scattered from the tops of the sheer cliff walls to the banks of the rushing river below. How could I manage a discrete meeting out of sight of the battle when the whole thing would be taking place in the open air as we repelled down the canyon walls on ropes?

	I'd had no way of getting a message to the resistance, so I didn't know who my contact would be or if they were even expecting me. The only ones among them who even knew who I was were Chass and…

	…Arianna. The thought she might be nearby tied my stomach in knots -- or maybe I was standing too close to the edge.

	 A sudden footstep startled me, and I spun around. My foot slid dangerously close to the drop-off, and I almost lost my balance. I quickly tried to regain my composure as a knight stepped up beside me. It was Sir Talamond. He'd apparently found time to mend his armor and seemed to be healing well since his quest to retrieve the grimoire. 

	"They knew we were coming," he muttered. 

	I looked down at what Faunic abodes I could see in this part of the canyon. It was true that there wasn't a living soul in sight.

	"They've probably prepared all of their villages against the invasion," I said, trying my best to sound like I knew what I was talking about.

	"No, they don't have the resources for that," Sir Talamond retorted. "They've known exactly when and where we were going to attack at every turn."

	"Are you suggesting we have a spy among our ranks?" I said with an air of disgust, as though such a thing couldn't be possible.

	"I'm suggesting we change tactics to catch them off guard," he answered. "They'll have filled this entire place with traps by now."

	He wasn't wrong that this would be a tough battle to win, which worked in favor of my secret mission from the King to deliberately lose. In fact, I didn't know if I could win this battle even if I tried.

	It was vital that I not let any of the soldiers know what our actual plan was, but I was beginning to feel like Sir Talamond could see right through me.

	"The King entrusted me with the destruction of this village," I said, "and I intend to follow his orders."

	"You really think the King trusts you?" Sir Talamond spat. "Answer me this: Did he reveal to you his true form?"

	Was that what the cage had been all about? Had the King used some kind of black magic to transform his body? He hadn't allowed me to look at him, but I couldn't let Sir Talamond know that.

	"He came out of his cage to show me his new weapons -- the ones he's using your grimoire to power."

	Sir Talamond snarled and growled, and there was no mistaking the surprise in his eyes. Had I been privy to even more secret knowledge than he had?

	He turned back to the encampment and muttered, "I should never have given you that grimoire," as he walked away.

	I was walking on a narrow ledge, and I knew that one false step in any direction would send me tumbling to certain death. I didn't know how much longer I would be able to keep this complex charade up. Then again, maybe I didn't need to. What was to stop me from going back with the resistance after this? I'd already uncovered the King's hidden weapon and its greatest weakness: his machines couldn't traverse the varied landscape of Idril. His plan relied on the Fauns coming out of hiding to attack the capital. If they stayed hidden, his machines would be virtually useless. 

	 

	Several hours later, the troops were ready to begin the descent. A secondary battalion had crossed a bridge a few miles down and set up on the canyon's far side. I took hold of the rope attached to my own harness, gave the signal, and stepped over the edge. Two knights at the top slowly lowered me down. It wasn't ideal leaving so many knights at the top instead of sending everyone into battle. I justified it by pointing out they would protect the ropes from being cut by resistance saboteurs. 

	As I came to the first of the suspended buildings, I was amazed at how much care had gone into keeping them secure. There were patches all over the tents and sections of rope that had been mended or replaced entirely. Some of these structures had likely been hanging for many hundreds of years.

	A knight further down lit the house on fire, and I cut the ropes at the top. I watched as it slowly peeled itself off of the canyon wall and fell in a flaming heap onto the floor below.

	"There's no one here!" a voice echoed through the canyon as a second bundle of flaming fabric tumbled down the steep incline.

	"Then we burn it all down!" I shouted. It made me sick to my stomach to order the destruction of so much beautiful history. Still, these elves expected me to be their leader, and for the time being, I needed to play the part.

	I started lowering myself down to my next target when a gust of wind caught me and made me lose my footing. I held tight to the rope as I scrambled to gain some traction but ended up spinning around and slamming my back hard against solid rock. I took a moment to catch my breath, and as I looked down the length of the canyon, I saw something flying toward us. I squinted to bring the winged shape into focus. It almost looked like…

	"Dragon!" a cry rose from somewhere deep in the canyon. It couldn't be, could it? As we all stared in terrified silence, more of the flying figures came into view. Dragons were extremely rare, especially in Idril. There was no way the resistance could have found so many and managed to train them in such a short time without King Drevon knowing about it. 

	There was something off about these creatures… none of them were flapping their wings; they were totally stiff, gliding through the canyon. Our questions were answered in short order when a flurry of arrows began bouncing off the canyon walls, sending our knights flailing into the canyon one by one.

	These weren't dragons at all, but some sort of flying machine! I was amazed that the resistance had managed to come up with such an incredible technology in secret. As the closest of the contraptions grew closer, I could see that it was some kind of complex glider with room for three riders. At the center was a faun, who seemed to be guiding it with a series of pulleys and levers. To either side were elven archers operating crossbows mounted to the glider's wooden framework.

	The faun pulled one of the levers, and the glider careened toward the canyon wall. It pulled up just short of collision, and I noticed a small blade at the tip of the wing sparking against the stone. It snapped the ropes of several knights, sending them falling to their deaths.

	This was my chance; they had almost reached me. I had to find some way to get their attention before I ended up dead, but I also had to be careful not to make anyone suspicious. 

	The glider tilted downward and was about to pass several feet below me. Perfect. I just had to hope it could handle a little extra weight -- after all, my armor was anything but light.

	I released the rope from my harness and readied myself to take the leap. My timing would have to be perfect…

	I jumped. The glider was moving much faster than I had counted on, and I almost missed it completely. Fortunately, it had a long tail off the back, and I caught hold of it as it flew past.

	The glider bucked under my weight and tilted away from the wall. The wooden structure of the tail held fast, and the faun was able to compensate and steady the glider quickly enough. 

	One of the elves twisted themself around and pulled a sword, but I held up my hand to stop them. I was glad the crossbows were stuck facing forward, or I would have been halfway to the bottom of the canyon by now.

	"It's me!" I shouted. "Luuk! I'm the spy!"

	The elf shot a suspicious look at the faun, who waved for him to back down.

	"It's nice to meet you, Luuk!" the faun shouted, though I could barely hear him over the rushing wind and snapping of the fabric wings. "My name is Egris. I think there's someone who wants to see you."

	I held on as tight as I could as we twisted around several bends in the canyon, and the knot in my stomach grew tauter with each turn. When we were well out of sight of the village, we turned sharply toward a cave in the canyon wall. The faun and two elves lowered their legs, and I realized they were preparing to land. We hit the ground running and traveled several paces before finally coming to a stop. With its weight no longer being carried by the wind, I noticed it was unexpectedly light. I was taking a closer look at the rigging when I heard footsteps coming from the mouth of the cave behind me.

	"Luuk?" her voice called. I spun around. In the dark cave, all I could see was her silhouette against the bright, sunlit canyon behind her, but it was definitely her.

	"Arianna!" I shouted as I ran toward her and pulled her into a tight embrace. Instead of hugging me back, she tensed up and seemed uncomfortable with my arms wrapped around her. Was this too much? Should I have asked permission first? Or wait, maybe she wanted me to go straight for a kiss…

	"Hi," she said, "it's been…"

	I pulled back from the unexpectedly awkward hug. "Yeah, it's been… so how have you been?"

	"Good," she said. "I mean, just trying to figure out what's going in with the world, you know."

	"Yeah," I said, though I didn't really know what she meant.

	"So, how have you been?" she asked. 

	"Good, good, yeah," I answered, trying my best to think of some way to steer our unwieldy conversation into more pleasant territory. "I mean, until King Drevon almost tricked me into killing Chass, and I found out he's been lying this whole time, but yeah."

	"Yeah, I guess that was a lot for you to process, huh?"

	"Yeah, yeah, I guess it was." This wasn't at all how I had expected our reunion to go. We'd had such good chemistry before, or had I just imagined it all? I'd spent the last two years fantasizing about what life we could build together just based on that one electrifying kiss. But now that we were finally together again, she seemed like she didn't want anything to do with me. Had she met someone else and was just too embarrassed to tell me?

	Egris and the others had finished prepping the glider to take off again and walked over to where Arianna and I talked.

	"So," I cleared my throat, "King Drevon is building these machines --"

	"Machines?" Egris asked. 

	"Yeah, they're powered by some kind of dark magic, I think. They have flamethrowers that shoot twenty feet and something like a large rifle that shoots enough loose shrapnel to tear through an entire crowd with one blast. I saw him use one against a group of prisoners; it was the most horrifying thing I've ever seen."

	Egris stroked his thick, scraggly beard and said, "This is just what Garoak feared would happen. It is the chaos of this war that gives the dark forces strength to power these machines. If we continue fighting, King Drevon will only grow more powerful, but if we stop fighting --"

	"Here's the thing," I said, hoping to give him at least some ray of hope, "the machines are massive, so --"

	Arianna cut me off with malice in her voice, "Is that supposed to be a good thing?" she asked.

	"Well, no…" I stammered, "but it means he can't really use them to attack the villages. They can't exactly travel through forests and over mountains."

	"Then what exactly is his plan?" Egris asked. 

	"His plan is to let you win," I answered. "To lure you to Fennox-Calil, where he can wipe you out all out at once."

	Arianna furrowed her brow. "So we just have to avoid attacking the capital?"

	Egris shook his head. "Even without his machines, it's only a matter of time before his armies overwhelm us. If only there was some way we could take out King Drevon himself…"

	"I don't think that will be possible, either," I said. "He's done something to himself -- to his body -- transformed it into… I can't imagine what. But I'm sure he won't be easy to kill."

	"I've killed him before; I can kill him again," Arianna said with an iciness in her voice that was genuinely unsettling. Even Egris gave her a concerned sideways glance. Was this really the same Arianna I thought I knew?

	"I'm afraid attacking the castle may still be our only hope," Egris said. "At least it will end the war, one way or another."

	I looked over at the glider, an idea beginning to form in my mind. "I might be able to do something about those machines," I said.

	"What are you thinking?" Egris asked.

	"If I can convince King Drevon to let me get close enough to the machines to learn how they work, I might be able to sabotage them from the inside."

	"How do you plan on doing that?" Arianna asked, clearly indicating that she doubted I could pull it off.

	I pointed to the glider. "By showing him how to make them better," I said. 

	"What?" Arianna spat. "You're big plan to defeat the evil death machines is to make them even deadlier?" Was she really suspicious of me after everything we'd been through? After everything I'd done for her?

	"He's right, Arianna," Egris said. "It's the perfect cover." He turned and looked at me. "Our plan was to bring you back to Manse with us. That offer is still on the table if you want to take it."

	"No," I said, "I can do this." I had to do this. To prove to Arianna that I was worthy. I may not have been some great warrior like Chass, but I was still good for something.

	Egris walked me over to the glider and showed me how to use the controls. They were simple enough: One lever made you go up or down, the other turned you right or left. I took one last look back at Arianna, still unable to read her stoic face. My mind was buzzing with questions, but I pushed them all aside. This wasn't about some childhood crush anymore; it wasn't about me at all. I was a part of the war effort now -- the key to the resistance's victory. If I was going to succeed, I would have to once again deceive the most cunningly evil despot in the history of Idril.

	The two elves helped me get a running start and launch back into the canyon. The glider caught the wind, and I pulled it up over the rim, where I could see scattered groups of knights backed up against the cliff -- battling for their lives. 

	I noticed Sir Talamond making a valiant last stand, and his eyes locked onto mine as I flew past. I could see the question in his posture: Would I stop to help, or would I leave him there to die?

	I turned the glider toward Fennox-Calil and didn't look back. He may have taken it as a betrayal, as a sign that I was a spy who was not to be trusted, but it didn't matter. 

	This battle was lost, and there would be no survivors.
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	The troops were nearly ecstatic when we arrived back at Manse, but I couldn’t bring myself to join the revelries. I had gotten exactly what I’d wanted, and it had been nothing like I’d expected. But I didn’t have time to think about that. We needed to convene the council and deliver the news.

	Egris, Chrysalis, and I found Chass in his old bedroom. Everyone had insisted that staying in the mayoral suite would be more comfortable, but Chass said it would be too weird to take his father’s old room. He already had it rough being stuck inside all the time. There was no need to make it harder on him than necessary.

	“So, how was it?” Chass asked as we entered.

	“It was amazing!” Chrysalis said as she jumped into his arms. She was apparently handling the whole ‘Leader of the Resistance Army’ thing surprisingly well. “The gliders worked perfectly.”

	“They were quite fun,” Egris agreed.

	“Did you find Luuk?” Chass asked. Everyone looked at me.

	“We did…” I started, but didn’t know where to go after that.

	“I’ve meant to ask you about that,” Egris said.

	I shrugged. “What do you mean?”

	“The way you treated him, that’s not like you, Arianna.”

	“I know, it’s just…” I said, still trying to process for myself what exactly ‘it’ was. “…I guess I got my hopes up thinking Luuk was somehow the answer to all my problems. That once we were together again, I wouldn’t have to keep searching for my own identity because I would find it in him. But when I saw him, there was just… nothing.”

	“So what,” Chass asked, “you decided to scare him back into working for the King?”

	“He did go back to Fennox Castle,” I said. I could tell Chass was disappointed. Luuk coming back with us had been his ticket back into the action. “But --”

	Egris held up a hand to stop me. “I think we’d better deliver the report to the entire council. They’re probably waiting on us by now.”

	We walked in silence through the winding halls to the meeting room and delivered our report. Chrysalis talked about how easily we had won. Egris and I told them about King Drevon’s machines and how Luuk was attempting to destroy them before they could be used in battle.

	“We have news of the Count, as well,” Brinn said. “Lindar has joined the cause and sent reinforcements.”

	“Lindar, too?” Chrysalis asked. “How is he converting entire towns when we barely managed to get any recruits at all?”

	“Something isn’t right about him,” Chass agreed. “He’s been visiting towns all over the kingdom but won’t come here to Manse? Why not?”

	Brinn shrugged. “Maybe he realizes there’s too much work to be done, and it would be a waste to come explain himself to us in person. Everyone who’s met him says he’s some kind of economic genius.”

	“Who knows exactly how to game the system for his own benefit,” Castor added. “You think an elf gains so much wealth in Vaeger without breaking a few rules?”

	Chass shook his head. “None of this explains why he tried to have me kidnapped.”

	“He likely thought he could use you for something,” Castor answered. “Whoever he is, he’s been watching us closely. He knew exactly what each town needed to be persuaded.”

	“Huh,” I said, as a sudden realization dawned on me. “King Drevon did everything in his power to keep people from knowing that Chass and I existed.”

	“What’s your point?” Brinn asked. 

	“Her point,” Chass said, catching on, “is that if the Count knew what I was capable of, he must have had eyes at the Battle of Kakara. He could have spies in the resistance and in the capital.”

	I nodded. “I have a hard time trusting someone who bought himself that much power. 

	“I see no reason to distrust Grindor’s word,” Garoak said, drawing all of the attention in the room to himself. “His culture may be different from ours, but he is still a faun. He believes the Count’s intentions are pure; that is enough for me.”

	His words hung over the room for several moments. He had been such a staunch adversary to the very idea of updating Faunic traditions. Now he was embracing the Count and his new technologies.

	“There’s more,” Brinn said. “The Count has formed a Corps of Engineers, led by several Casar, to help rebuild the villages the King has destroyed.”

	Chass huffed. “King Drevon planned to invade Vaeger; it sounds like they’re invading first.”

	“This isn’t an invasion,” Brinn insisted. “It’s an alliance -- one that can help us win the war and rebuild stronger than ever once it’s over.”

	“But what is the cost of accepting the Count’s help?” Castor asked. “How do we know he isn’t making a play for the throne himself?”

	“What is the cost of refusing his help?” Garoak retorted. “Grindor has shown us plans for new, metal buildings which will keep us safe from the King’s forces, and he has personally volunteered to help re-home the refugees.”

	I furrowed my brow. “I thought fauns were all about being one with nature. How can you be okay with metal houses?”

	“Metal comes from nature, the same as wood or cotton, does it not?” Garoak pointed out. “It carries within it the essence the of the mountain spirits. It is sturdy and resolute, like the will of the Faun.”

	“I suppose that’s true,” I said. “But where does he propose to get all of this metal?”

	Brinn leaned over the map of the kingdom. “The Count has reportedly uncovered an abandoned mine, somewhere…” He pointed at a spot on the map, and Chass, Egris, and I exchanged knowing, terrified glances. “…here, in the Cyndarin Mountains. He was even able to hire an entire community of Linwir to work the mines.”

	My stomach churned at the thought of those Linwir toiling away in the mines. Had they really gone back to work willingly, or was there something more going on here?

	“No one knew about those mines outside of the King’s inner circle,” Chass said.

	“What do you mean?” Brinn asked.

	“That’s where the Thunder Relic was hidden,” I answered. “King Drevon was using it to strip the mountains of their ore. That’s how he built his machines.”

	Brinn’s face went ashen white. “There are also rumors,” he said, “that the Count has taken control of a factory near the mines.”

	There was a heavy silence as we all processed this information. Some seemed to be in denial; others seemed to jump to the worst possible conclusion.

	“Could he be building some weapons of his own?” Chass asked.

	Brinn rubbed his hands through his hair, apparently trying to find some positive angle to all of this. “It would certainly give us a way to counter the King’s weapons,” he said.

	Chrysalis shook her head. “No. Machines fighting machines? Entire cities would be destroyed; innocent lives caught in the cross-fire.”

	Garoak fell back into his chair, caught between Chrysalis’ warning and his desire to trust the Count. A thought suddenly occurred to me, “What if the Count is using Grindor’s crystals to power his weapons?”

	“No!” Garoak shouted, slamming his fist on the table. “Grindor would never allow his creation to be used as a weapon of war.”

	“Not willingly,” Egris agreed, “but the Count could easily have deceived him. I’m afraid we’ve all been deceived, and it may be too late to stop whatever he’s planning.”

	“We have to find our own way out of this war,” Chrysalis insisted. “We have to end it on our terms. We can’t trust the Count, and we can’t rely on Luuk to do the impossible.”

	“There is… something… we could try,” Chass said distantly, staring into a far corner of the room. I followed his gaze with my own until it landed on -- no, it couldn’t be -- the Thunder Relic?

	“What are you thinking?” I asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.

	“We ask the spirits for help,” Chass said as if it were the obvious solution. The room erupted into a cacophony of protests. We all knew the story of Alahara, how their leaders had angered the spirits by asking them to join their war.

	“Listen! Listen!” Chass said, rising to take command of the room. “I know what King Drevon said about the fall of Alahara, but think about it: Can we really trust his version of the story?” The room fell silent. No one had a response. “For all we know,” Chass continued, “his ancestors could have enslaved the spirits just the same as he did.” It was a valid point. 

	Chass pointed at the Thunder Relic, mounted on the wall as a reminder of what we were up against. “King Drevon brought the spirits into the war when he trapped them in those relics. If we don’t do something about his machines, he will become more powerful than a god himself. They can kill millions; burn down entire cities -- entire forests! They can level mountains. If the spirits knew what he has planned, what he’s capable of, they would do everything in their power to stop him.”

	We all took a moment to chew on Chass’ proposition. It was a desperate measure, to be sure, but it was at least worth considering. We had no other option.

	“There’s only one problem,” Garoak said. “The spirits have vanished. None of the village elders have been able to commune with them since the curse ended.”

	“Actually,” I started, almost positive I would regret revealing the truth, “I know how to find the spirits.” In a second, all eyes in the room were on me.

	“What are you talking about, Arianna?” Chass asked.

	“At the Oracle of Sarcos,” I answered, “it didn’t show me where my father died. It said I needed to look to the future, not the past.”

	Chass turned to the rest of the council. “This is a sign!” he said. “It has to be! We were meant to find the spirits.”

	“I was meant to find them,” I corrected him. “This knowledge was entrusted to me.” I just wished the spirits had been a little more specific about what they wanted me to do with it.

	“Then you can lead the expedition,” he said. “It will just be the three of us: you, me, and Chrysalis. No one else has to know where we’re going.”

	“I just don’t think --” I tried to protest, but it was no use. Chass was already laying out his plan. Egris would lead a siege against Fennox Castle -- hopefully, before either the King or the Count had time to deploy their machines. Meanwhile, the three of us would try to convince the spirits to join the battle. It was an all-or-nothing gamble. We put it to a vote, and the motion passed.

	Without acknowledging it, the council had pushed Chrysalis aside. For better or for worse, Chass was once again in charge.
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	I sat by the fire in Belluar’s study, waiting for him to arrive. He had arranged for me to stay at an inn with the rest of the band after the party under the pretense that I would be going with them back to Vaeger first thing this morning. It was the perfect excuse to duck out before Folen had a chance to try and continue the evening. I couldn’t stand to look in his eyes another second longer.

	“Flawless execution,” Belluar’s voice came from behind me as he walked around and took the opposite chair. He carried a small piece of parchment -- the answer I was looking for. “You know, I could really use someone of your talents to --”

	“Once this is over, I hope I never have to see your ugly face again,” I spat.

	He sighed. “You aren’t the first young woman to tell me that; I’m sure you won’t be the last.”

	“Just tell me what I want to know,” I demanded.

	He looked down at the paper in his hand. “A team of surveyors believed the drought had been brought on by magic and sought royal funding to investigate the source of the curse.” Surveyors trying to end the curse? I didn’t like where this was heading. “The Royal Families publicly approved of the expedition but privately preferred they not succeed.” He held his hands up defensively. “I don’t know their reasons. I just do their bidding.” The reason, I knew, was that King Drevon himself had been the one behind the curse, but I didn’t feel it was worth jeopardizing my life to fill him in on that little detail.

	“So I hired a handful of mercenaries --”

	“My father was not a mercenary,” I said.

	“I paid him to kill someone,” he retorted. “He was hired muscle, a thug.”

	I gritted my teeth and waited for him to continue.

	“I have here a list of the members of said expedition,” he said, indicating the parchment. “Lervo, who apparently my men did manage to kill. Eger, a mage who died shortly after the surveyors stopped to help evacuate a burning village.” I closed my eyes. I could still see the light piercing through the smoke as the man carried me back to my mother. She held me tight as I watched the mage keeping his staff high despite obvious pain, a beacon to guide the survivors to safety. 

	I grasped the locket hanging around my neck. It was them; it had to be. He had looked me in the eye and handed me the locket only hours after he killed my father.

	“Milla and Charik,” Belluar continued, “who, as far as we know, are still alive.” Milla -- I knew that name. In my memory of that terrible day, she had been a distant, blurry figure, that dark braid hanging over her shoulder her only distinct feature. Now I could see her face in perfect detail. She had been at the Battle of Kakara. Even now, she was a member of the Resistance Council. She had been a part of the plan from the very beginning -- a part of his plan.

	“And --”

	“Carine,” I whispered. I played the memory one last time. ‘Your father was a brave man. He died with honor.’ Only this time, it wasn’t the man who was looking down at me; it was his daughter. It was Arianna. My heart pounded in my chest as pure rage flowed through my veins. Had she known this whole time? Carine may have been dead, but that wouldn’t stop me from getting my revenge.

	“Oh, you knew him?” Belluar asked.

	I got up and walked out without another word.
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	I stepped up onto the platform that had been erected just outside of town. Two closed caskets sat before me.

	I would have preferred to have held the funeral before the Battle at Hanil’s Village, but there just wasn’t time. As a result, the number of those being mourned had increased all the more.

	At least it had given us a chance to make the preparations for a ceremony that would honor both Elvish and Faunic traditions. The entire village had gathered to mourn; some Chass, others Brau-Na, and still more their own loved ones who’d been lost to the war.

	I stepped up to the podium and took a deep breath as a hush fell over the crowd. “War takes a heavy toll,” I began. “It’s not a price any of us should have been asked to pay. Nevertheless, this burden has been forced upon us. Today we have gathered to mourn the deaths of Chass, Brau-Na, and the hundreds of others who have given their lives to keep our families -- our futures -- safe.

	“Marching into battle before I had time to process the death of my husband was… difficult. But it was a sacrifice that had to be made. Many of you have already made that sacrifice, and many more will make it before this is over.” A tear formed in my eye. I found it easier than expected to imagine how I would feel if Chass had actually been killed. It helped that one of the two men I was eulogizing actually was dead, and I knew many in the crowd could sympathize with the pain I was projecting.

	“Both Chass and Brau-Na were great leaders. Each of them played a part in making me who I am today. Chass was more than just my husband. He was a beacon of light, an encourager. He always saw the best in others and brought out the best in me when I couldn’t even see it myself.

	“Brau-Na was a mentor and a spiritual rock that could never be moved. He offered me wisdom when I was confused and guidance when I lost my way. The losses we have suffered weigh heavily on our hearts, and it seems as though there is nothing but more suffering looming on the horizon. We must find a way to relieve this unbearable pain. We must end the war -- on our terms, not King Drevon’s. Instead of waiting around for him to tear down our villages one by one, we are taking the fight to him. My father, Egris, will lead a siege against Fennox-Calil!”

	A cheer went up from the crowd. These people were hungry for hope, for a way out of this nightmare. 

	“This battle will be difficult,” I continued. “On our own, defeat would be all but certain. But we will not be alone.” A wave rippled through the crowd as heads turned side to side, wondering what I might be talking about. I pointed to Arianna, who stood behind me on the stage. “Arianna -- The Savior, who broke the curse and ended the drought -- has had a vision.” The gathered masses leaned forward in anticipation. “The Storm Spirits have called to her and revealed to her their location. Together, she and I will travel to their hidden home and convince them to fight alongside us!”

	I don’t know that I had been expecting applause. In fact, I hadn’t been sure how the people would react. Even so, the absolute silence was unnerving. From somewhere in the crowd, a single pair of hands began clapping. Several others joined, and soon the entire throng erupted into a full-on ovation. 

	Good. The people were with us. They believed in our mission. Our entire army would march on Fennox Castle with complete confidence that the spirits were on our side.

	My own faith in our mission was not so unwavering. I knew that our plan was risky. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was sending all these people to their deaths.
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	I would have loved to stay and hear Chrysalis’ speech, but the funeral was the perfect opportunity for me to slip away unnoticed. Egris had helped us prepare for the journey and accompanied me to the rendezvous point a few miles outside the village. Now we just had to wait for Chrysalis and Arianna to arrive, and we’d be ready to head out.

	Arianna was reluctant to reveal the location of the storm spirits until absolutely necessary. All we knew was our journey would start by heading west. It couldn’t have been a coincidence the direction she pointed us was straight toward Vaeger. If we did end up crossing the border, that might actually make our quest a little easier. For one, I didn’t have to worry about anyone recognizing me; and for two, those dwarven trains weren’t a bad way to travel.

	On the whole, I think I still would have preferred to be on the front lines of the attack on the capital. As it was, I didn’t see any way we would be able to make it back in time to join the fight. Still, I was glad to finally be out of the house and feel like I was doing something useful again. If we were lucky, we might even run into some bounty hunters or slavers, and I’d have a chance to knock the rust off my sword.

	Just as I was about to single-handedly free an entire caravan of slaves from a horde of evil dwarves, Egris’ voice snapped me out of my daydream. “Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?” he asked.

	I took a deep breath and pondered; it was a heavy question. 

	“I’m beginning the think there isn’t a right thing to do,” I answered, “only a necessary thing to do.” 

	“But what will be the cost of our victory?”

	“Hopefully less than the cost of our defeat.”

	We stood in silence for a while longer before Chrysalis and Arianna finally came around the bend.

	Arianna gave me her best impression of a confused face, but I could tell she was hamming it up. “Hey, didn’t we just come from your funeral?” she asked.

	“Yup,” Chrysalis said. “Put him in the ground and everything.”

	I shrugged. “Come on, did you really think being dead was gonna stop me from going on an adventure like this?”

	We all shared a laugh. Even Egris gave a slight chuckle. It was nice to have a moment of levity before embarking on such a momentous quest.

	“It’s just like old times, isn’t it?” I said. “The four of us together, trying to save the world.”

	“Yeah, just like old times,” Arianna repeated.

	There was more that needed to be said, but none of us could find the words.

	Finally, Egris broke the silence. “So, I guess you’re all set then?”

	“Yeah, I guess this is it,” I answered. I placed a hand on his shoulder. “With any luck, the next time we meet will be in a free Idril.”

	He returned the gesture, then grabbed Arianna and pulled us all into a hug. “May the Spirits bless your journey,” he said. 

	We broke the embrace, and Egris turned back toward Manse and disappeared down the trail.

	“So,” I said, looking at Arianna, “you ready to tell us where we’re going?”

	“An island,” she answered, “just beyond the Chasm of Fire.”
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	“Ouch!”

	I pulled my hand back and reflexively tried to shake the pain away. I had scraped my hand against the rough bark of the tree I was attempting to tie my horse to. I examined the injury. It broke the skin, but it wasn’t terrible. I would wrap it up once I finally got this stupid knot right.

	I cursed myself for making such a simple mistake. It had been one of many mistakes I’d made since leaving Belluar’s house inside the capital. I had been preparing myself for this my entire life, but now that I had the scent of blood, I was in such a frenzy that I couldn’t focus. My rage was like a haze that clouded my mind and refused to let me think clearly. I hadn’t even been able to keep my horse on a straight path toward Manse.

	I had finally decided to set up camp after we’d drifted so far off course that we found ourselves on the edge of a swamp. My boots sunk into the muddy ground, and I knew this was far from an ideal place to sleep. Still, I was afraid if I kept going, I would only end up in an even worse situation before falling off my horse from exhaustion.

	I finished tying off my horse and bandaged my hand with a piece of cloth from one of the many empty sacks that had once held my rations. I settled into the twisting roots of the tree, hoping they would keep me from being completely submerged in the muck as I slept. 

	 

	Before I had time to decide if this would be comfortable enough to actually fall asleep, a pair of massive jaws emerged from the bog and swallowed my horse whole! I leaped to my feet and pulled out my sword, but I knew it wouldn’t do much good against the dull green scales that were slithering across the mud in front of me. The creature was like an alligator but several times larger than any I’d seen before. I’d heard stories of a great reptile guarding an ancient oracle -- could this be the Sarcos?

	It turned its body toward me and opened its gaping jaws. I readied my sword to thrust into its throat. Instead of growing closer, its open mouth only grew larger and larger until darkness filled my entire vision.

	I suddenly felt the sensation of falling. When I looked down, I saw the capital city of Fennox-Calil, far below me. Fires were burning across the city and in the farmlands surrounding it, sending great pillars of black smoke into the sky. As I fell, I drifted into billowing ash and was thrown into a coughing fit as the smog filled my lungs. When I finally emerged into clear air, I was much closer to the ground. What I saw ripped what little breath I had left from my lungs. 

	The canals ran red with blood, and the streets were littered with the bodies of elves. This wasn’t merely the aftermath of a battle; it was the absolute carnage of an all-out massacre. What dark magic or terrible machines had wrought this destruction I couldn’t even begin to imagine.

	I screamed and clenched my eyes shut as I hurtled toward inevitable impact but found myself landing softly on my feet. I opened my eyes and saw I was no longer in Fennox-Calil, but in Manse Village. Just like the city, the village had been utterly decimated. The mangled corpses of elves and fauns covered every inch of bare dirt between the burning, collapsed buildings. 

	Chass, Chrysalis, Egris, Miev, they were all there. All of them except Arianna.

	I ran.

	Not toward anything -- only wanting to get as far away from this nightmare as possible. The trees parted before me and the landscape blurred into streaks of color as it flew past me. In the distance, a dusty, barren mountain came into view, and I knew it was the border between the Kingdoms of Idril and Vaeger. There was a storm cloud hovering over the summit, and a bolt of lightning shot toward me. I dove out of the way and rolled across the land, bending trees under my weight and knocking down houses as I went. I slammed into the side of a mountain, which crumbled into the sea under the force of the impact. 

	The lightning hadn’t come from the cloud but from a lone figure at the top of the mountain. 

	It was her.

	She stood there with her arms outstretched, her hair standing on end from the electricity coursing through her. It didn’t matter how much power she had; I had to finish my mission. Her father had murdered my father, and she had known. She had looked me in the eye, and she had lied to me. She had let me spend years unraveling this mystery, knowing full well it would inevitably lead me back to her.

	 

	I jerked awake. I was still sitting in the roots of the tree, my horse still sinking into the mud next to me. The only difference was now the sun shone high in the sky.

	So it had all been a dream, a vision -- an omen of death. 

	Now I knew why my journey had been so unsteady: fate was sending me on a different path. Arianna wasn’t in Manse Village. She was on her way to Vaeger. I was going to find her, and I was going to kill her.
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	We reached the top of the mountain that marked the border between Idril and Vaeger. Between my father’s journals and Chass and Chrysalis’ stories, I already felt familiar with this strange land, though I had never visited it myself. Everyone said you would know when you reached Vaeger as the farther west you traveled, the wider the sky would grow. They hadn’t been lying.

	Idril’s landscape was blanketed with trees and so full of mountains, plateaus, and ravines that you could hardly see the horizon except from the highest points. Vaeger, in stark contrast, was flat and barren as far as the eye could see. I knew from the stories that it certainly had its mountainous regions and more than a few fertile areas, but this next part of our journey would take us through a veritable desert of unending sameness. I wondered how futile it would feel to ride for days on end and still be able to see this very mountain from which we started.

	“No point stopping to enjoy the view,” Chass said as he guided his horse toward a path down the far side of the mountain, “it looks the same from the ground.”

	Chrysalis followed behind him on Emery, then turned back to look at me. “Don’t worry, we’ll reach the first train station soon enough. The going gets a lot easier from there.”

	She had offered to let me ride Emery, but it just didn’t seem right. I may have been the one who found the cuima as an injured pup and nursed her back to health, but Chrysalis had been the one who raised her. In battle, Emery fought by Chrysalis’ side, not mine. They always seemed to be in perfect sync, like each knew what the other was thinking. They had a special bond I would never be able to replicate, so I knew it was best not to bother inserting myself between them.

	I had to remind myself it wasn’t Chrysalis’ fault. The blame rested squarely on my father, who taken Emery away from me. In truth, I knew he had no choice. As a child, I hadn’t known that the cuima would grow to the size of a horse. We would never have been able to keep her hidden, much less keep her well fed.

	As we descended below the crest of the mountain, I spared one last glance back at my homeland beyond. This wasn’t my first time leaving the Kingdom, but it was my first time entering Vaeger. In the two years since I had broken the curse, I spent most of my time visiting the places my father talked about in his journals. I was hoping to get a broader picture of who my father was as a person -- not just who he was at home with me, but the parts he’d kept hidden from me, as well. Maybe if I knew who he really was, I could figure out who I really was, as well.

	I don’t know why I had always put off visiting Vaeger. There was just something so daunting -- almost intimidating -- about it. I’d had no problem venturing all through the Southern Wilds; populated with vicious beasts and the violent descendants of the ancient Alaharan people -- elves so feral we Idrilans colloquially refer to them as ‘south-dogs.’ 

	I hadn’t thought twice about exploring the snowy northern mountains of the Firya; nomadic humans who swore loyalty to whichever tribal leader they thought had the best odds of killing the others.

	I had even traveled to the eastern edge of Idril, where the continent ended, and the Great Sea began.

	The difference was, all those lands were sparsely populated, and my interactions with other beings were few and far between. Not to mention I knew anyone I met would see me as an enemy, so it was best to avoid contact and stay secluded with my own thoughts.

	I wouldn’t have such a luxury in Vaeger. Each of its massive cities was more populous than the entire Kingdom of Idril, filled with millions of diverse beings. The Casar were more advanced than us, both technologically and politically. There was no hope of avoiding interactions with other people. Those interactions would be of a primarily social nature rather than a combative one. Any potential conflicts couldn’t be avoided by hiding in a bush or scared away with a sharp sword. They would have to be navigated with social grace and friendly, tactful conversation, likely with someone who didn’t speak the same language as me. 

	I was grateful to have Chass and Chrysalis with me. Chrysalis could translate any language, and Chass’ cunning wit had always been at least as sharp as his skills in combat.

	We spent several hours carefully making our way down the far side of the mountain. The winding path was constantly looping back on itself, like a snake slithering down the steep incline.

	I paused and looked back up the slope as I heard a faint rumbling sound and noticed a small dust cloud tumbling toward us. As it grew closer, I noticed it was a horse -- scrambling to keep its footing as its rider had eschewed the path for a more direct route down the mountain.

	“Is that…” Chrysalis squinted to get a better look, “…Scyenna?”

	Realization dawned on me. She knew. Somehow, someway, she had managed to uncover the truth of her father’s death. And she wasn’t happy about it. 

	“Do you think the council sent her with a message for us?” Chrysalis asked.

	“No,” I dismounted my horse and squared off toward the oncoming storm. “She’s here for me.”

	“Do you think she knows?” Chass asked.

	“Just go!” I shouted. “Find the spirits. I’ll deal with her.”

	Chrysalis maneuvered Emery to leap over my head and block the way between Scyenna and me. Being a more agile creature, the cuima was far better equipped to handle the precarious terrain than any horse.

	“We’re in this together,” Chrysalis said. “If she has a problem with you, she has a problem with us.”

	“She’s here for me,” I insisted, but I knew they wouldn’t listen.

	“And you know she’s out for blood,” Chass shot back. It took him several tries to find his stance on the loose, uneven dirt. “No offense, but she could take you out with her eyes closed.”

	“Not everything can be fixed with fighting!” I shouted, but it was too late. Scyenna had pulled out her swords. Her horse hit a bad step and tumbled onto its side. Scyenna somehow used the momentum of the fall to propel herself forward and slide down the hillside toward us.

	“Get out of my way!” she shouted, but Emery only dug her paws in deeper, ready to pounce.

	I backed away from the others, hoping to draw Scyenna’s attention. Her eyes were focused on me alone; Chass and Chrysalis were no more than obstacles to be removed. If I could give her a clear path so she didn’t have to fight her way to me, this would all be over that much more quickly. I knew exactly what she had come here to do, and I knew that we would be powerless to stop her.

	She took my cue, and just as Emery sprang forward to pin her down, she launched herself into the air. She used her position on the high ground to somersault over Chrysalis’ head. She landed directly in front of me with her blades positioned perfectly around my neck. She was as graceful and precise as always.

	“Please…” I started.

	“Why should I show you mercy? Did your father --”

	“...make it quick.”

	She froze, and I could almost hear her heart pounding inside her chest.

	“I’m ready to see my family again,” I whispered.

	Her muscles flinched, and I could feel the sharp edges of her blades shaking against my skin. It wasn’t like her to hesitate.

	“Stop this!” Chass yelled as he ran up behind us. 

	“I’ve made so many mistakes,” I said. “So many people have died because of me.”

	Scyenna gritted her teeth and bore down even harder. It would take just a flick of her wrists, and my soul would finally be free to journey beyond the veil. 

	“None of that was your fault, Arianna,” Chrysalis said. “No one would have died -- not your fathers, not Ethyos, not Arctis, none of them -- if it weren’t for King Drevon and his curse.”

	“He’s the real enemy,” Chass added. “And Arianna is the key to bringing him down. If you want vengeance, help us end this.”

	I stared into Scyenna’s eyes, begging her not to listen to them. I was so close to finally finding peace…

	Chrysalis reached out a hand toward Scyenna’s shoulder but stopped just short of touching her. “We all have to put aside our own problems and work together for the greater good.”

	With the snict of metal dragging against metal, Scyenna pulled back her swords. Chass and Chrysalis grabbed her and dragged her away from me.

	There was a slight trickle of blood running down my neck, but nothing more. There was still breath in my lungs, still light in my eyes.

	“I’ve seen a vision of death,” Scyenna growled. “The capital, the village, all of them. Everyone dead.”

	“Then let’s hope we’re on the path the prevents that from happening,” Chass said as he went back to his horse and readied it to keep moving.

	“And not on the path that causes it,” I muttered under my breath.

	“The spirits have guided us this far,” Chrysalis said. “We have to trust them.”

	“So, where are the spirits guiding us next?” Scyenna asked. Apparently, she was part of the team now.

	“There’s a tavern a few miles due west of here,” Chrysalis answered. She looked at Chass with a knowing grin. “I think we’ll find a few old friends there.”
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	I stepped up to the tavern door with a confidence that had been severely lacking the last time I’d been here. Then I had been a fish out of water, scared, desperate, and with no clue what I needed to do next. It had been a harrowing journey, winning Chass back from the bounty hunters, but I had grown stronger and wiser from it.

	It also helped that Chass was by my side this time, instead of in a slaver’s cage many miles away.

	We sat down at a table for four, and the barmaid, Nara, approached. It was clear from her expression that she recognized me immediately. 

	“You looking for trouble?” she asked.

	“I am, actually,” I answered. “Has she been here recently?”

	“Been here?” Nara scoffed. “She owns the place now, doesn’t she?”

	With an exasperated sigh -- knowing nothing good was about to happen -- she disappeared behind the bar.

	“So, who’s this friend of yours?” Scyenna asked.

	“A Firya named Kren,” I answered. “I met her in this very spot two years ago. She helped me win Chass back from the slavers.”

	“And have been living like a king ever since!” a voice boomed from behind me. I turned to see Kren sauntering towards me, her arms spread wide to flaunt the shimmering colors of her gaudy cape, which was trimmed with the thick fur of I didn’t want to know what kind of creature. Her short, round ears were almost completely hidden behind golden earrings. Her hair rose high in some sort of complicated braid.

	I jumped up and pulled her into an embrace. “Looks like fame’s been kind to you,” I said. I took my seat, and she grabbed a chair from a nearby table, spun it around, and sat in it backward, resting her arms on the top.

	“Turns out when you’re the adventurer who won Egle the presidency, people will hire you for all kinds of high paying jobs with almost no risk and even less significance beyond political grandstanding.”

	“Then we have the perfect job for you,” Chass smirked.

	“I’m in,” she said without a moment’s hesitation. “What is it?”

	“Well,” I started, “the fate of the entire world depends on it, it’s so dangerous it requires us to sail through the Chasm of Fire, and there is absolutely no money involved.”

	“Oh, thank Vel!” She pulled her cape off and threw it over the head of an unsuspecting patron nearby. “I’ve been bored to death out here.” She rose and made her way to the bar. “Nara,” she called to the barmaid, “prepare a feast for my friends.”

	I raised my hand, tentatively, “Uh, don’t forget --”

	Kren spun around and pointed a finger at me. “Did you know sigveral mushrooms, if you cook ‘em right, taste exactly like a nice juicy steak? You’re gonna love this.”

	I put my hand back down. So she had remembered, after all. “And where are you going?” I asked.

	“To send a telegraph to Eldrick and Gorrif,” she said, as though it should have been obvious.

	“A what, now?” Chass asked.

	“Oh, right,” Kren said, “I forget you primitives don’t have technology.”

	Arianna and Scyenna exchanged confused glances, unsure of whether or not they should be offended. I remembered my own bewilderment upon discovering how technologically advanced Vaeger was compared to Idril.

	“It’s a, uh,” Kren started, trying to find a way to describe it in words she knew we would understand, “it uses wires to send messages, almost instantaneously. They’ll know to meet us at the harbor. We’ll leave as soon as you’re done eating.” Before she’d even finished speaking, she was through the door and out of sight.
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	Under normal circumstances, our journey across Vaeger to the Chasm of Fire would have taken us weeks. Instead, the train would carry us through the night, and we would reach our destination by the time we woke up in the morning. It was an excellent way to travel, though I wondered if such a system would be practical in Idril. Tunneling through mountains and building bridges over vast rivers and canyons would be an engineering nightmare.

	Nara brought us our food -- all of it tasted excellent, though I decided it would be wiser not to ask about some of the more unusual-looking ingredients. Just as we were finishing our meal, Kren re-emerged from the back room. She was back to looking how I remembered her: An adventurer ready for anything; not that facsimile of a pompous ruler with more wealth than courage she had been masquerading as before.

	We made our way to the train station, and Arianna and Scyenna were just as wide-eyed and slack-jawed as I had been my first time seeing such a contraption.

	“It’s all metal and coal, you see,” Chrysalis said. Kren and I laughed at her over-the-top impersonation of Eldrick, but the humor was lost on the others.

	Emery and the horses were put up in Kren’s personal stable. I hated leaving Emery behind in a strange land, but I knew she was in for the pampering of a lifetime. Kren had reserved a luxury car with a private bar and sleeping quarters for the rest of us. We all decided to sit and have a few drinks before heading off to bed.

	“I’d been dueling the guy for years and still couldn’t beat him,” I was saying, more than a few drinks in, “and then she comes along and brings him to his knees in a matter of seconds!”

	Kren gave Scyenna an impressed wink, and the younger girl instinctively blushed. 

	I felt odd making light of Argentis, considering how his story ended. I couldn’t deny that it felt good to make my friends laugh again, and the drinks certainly made the tale easier to tell.

	“What can I say?” Scyenna said with a shrug. “I know how to hit all the soft spots.”

	“You can’t take all the credit, now.” Arianna raised her glass, more than a little slur in her words. “I did my part, too!”

	“Um, no,” Scyenna corrected her. “All you did was set the building full of innocent villagers on fire.”

	Kren and Chrysalis gasped in mock horror and gave Arianna scandalized looks.

	“Well, at least I distracted him,” Arianna tried to defend herself.

	“Yeah,” Scyenna retorted, “right after you looked right at me and let him know I was there!”

	Everyone laughed. The tension between the girls had been palpable all day -- Scyenna had just tried to kill Arianna, after all -- but it seemed the drinks were putting them both in a better mood. Or maybe it was something else…

	“We’d better be off to bed,” I said as I stood and offered a hand to Chrysalis. “The rest of you can fight over the last two bunks.”

	Kren shrugged. “I don’t mind doubling up.”

	“Oh, you don’t have to do that,” Chrysalis said, ever the gracious host. “Arianna, Scyenna, why don’t you two share a room?”

	“You want me to bunk with her?” Scyenna said, making no attempt to mask her disgust at the idea.

	Arianna huffed. “You’d probably try to kill me in my sleep, wouldn’t you?”

	Kren cocked an eyebrow. “Wait, what?”

	Scyenna rolled her eyes. “It’s a long story.” She looked back at Arianna. “And I might after I got fed up with hearing you shout in your sleep all night.”

	Arianna visibly retreated into herself at that remark. The nightmares were still a sensitive issue. “Fine, I’ll sleep alone,” she said.

	“If it’s an issue,” Kren started, “I don’t mind --” Scyenna grabbed her arm and cut her off.

	“No,” she insisted, “she’ll be fine.” Kren nodded her understanding, and the two made their way to the furthest room. 

	“You okay?” I asked Arianna.

	“Yeah,” she said. “We’ve got a big day tomorrow.” She turned and quickly disappeared into her own room.

	I looked at Chrysalis. “Yeah, a big day.”

	 

	Despite the ominous anticipation of the next day’s task, we all slept surprisingly well. Something about the gentle rocking of the train car, together with the rhythmic clanking of the wheels, had a rather lulling effect. 

	We arrived at the harbor, and, just as Kren had predicted, Eldrick and Gorrif were there to greet us. Eldrick had put on a decent amount of weight since last we’d met, and the gray in his beard served to enhance its dwarvish magnificence. Gorrif, on the other hand, seemed to bear no indication that the mantle of Hero of Vaeger had affected him at all. He still wore the humble garb that was customary for centaurs, though his fur did seem a little more well-groomed than I remembered.

	“We’ve already prepared the boat,” Gorrif said with a gentle bow.

	“Now, who’s gonna tell us why we’re heading back to that cursed mountain?” Eldrick demanded.

	Chrysalis smiled at his feigned indignation. “You mean Kren only told you we were sailing into the Chasm of Fire, and you came along, no questions asked?”

	“For you,” Gorrif said, “we would sail to the edge of the world.”

	Eldrick cleared his throat. “You uh, do know the world is round, right?”

	Gorrif scraped his hoof on the ground umbrageously, and I thought I caught a glimpse of a golden shoe. “It’s just an expression,” he said.

	The ship was a bit cramped for all seven of us -- three elves, one faun, one human, one dwarf, and one centaur -- but Gorrif assured us it was the fastest ship available, and he knew his ships.

	We made good time through the Chasm of Fire -- none of the volcanoes were particularly active -- and all stared in solemn silence as we skirted past Mt. Vel. None of us were eager to relive our adventure.

	At last, we were facing the open sea. “Where to, now?” Gorrif asked as he stood over a map at the front of the ship. Arianna stepped up beside him.

	“The island isn’t marked,” she said as she ran a finger over the vast, blank emptiness on the map. “But in my vision, I seemed to be traveling directly south.” She looked up at the sky. “Yes, the sun -- even all the clouds -- they look exactly the same. We’re heading in the right direction.”

	“Then, in this direction, we will head,” Gorrif announced. He expertly maneuvered the sails, and we took off at an incredible speed. To our surprise, it was only a matter of minutes before we spotted land.

	Arianna peered through the looking glass. “That’s it! That’s the island,” she exclaimed. 

	We anchored the boat several hundred feet from the shore and readied a small paddle boat to carry us the rest of the way. 

	“Only the three of us should go,” I said, indicating Chrysalis, Arianna, and myself. “This is our war and our plan; we should be the ones to talk to the spirits.”

	Scyenna stepped forward. “I should go, too. There’s no telling what ghouls the spirits will have conjured up to defend themselves.”

	“Fair point,” I conceded. “The rest of you,” I said, looking at Kren, Eldrick, and Gorrif, “be ready for a quick departure. If there’s any chance we can sail around the edge of the continent and reach Fennox-Calil before the battle is over, we need to take it.”

	“That puts us a long way from home,” Eldrick said.

	“To the edge of the world,” Chrysalis reminded him with a wry smile.

	Getting to the island had been far less eventful than I’d expected. As we set foot on the blackened, volcanic rock, I knew we were about to face the most difficult challenge we’d ever encountered.

	The mouth of the cave loomed before us. “This is it?” I asked Arianna.

	“This is it,” she replied with absolute certainty.

	Together, we stepped into the black void. There were no lava golems, no draugr, no dragons blocking our way. Only a darkness so complete you felt the weight of it on your very soul.

	A tiny spark jumped to life in the darkness ahead of us. The spark grew and twisted back on itself until it formed the shape of an elven figure -- almost identical to Arianna.

	“Why have you brought these others?” the spirit’s buzzing, electric voice asked.

	“We were summoned --” Arianna started.

	“You were summoned,” the spirit corrected her.

	“We have come to seek your help,” Arianna answered.

	There was a sound like trickling water, and the avatar of the Rain Spirit came into view. “You know we do not interfere in the affairs of mortals.” I couldn’t help but be unnerved by how closely its form resembled King Drevon.

	“Then why did you summon me,” Arianna asked, “if not to interfere in my own life?” I was surprised at how boldly she was standing up to the spirits.

	“We’ve been watching you, Arianna,” the Lightning Spirit whispered, “as you travel this world alone. You do not belong with the others. You have abstained from fighting in their war. All that searching… have you found what you were looking for?”

	“No,” Arianna said weakly. “I have this longing, this desire for… something. But whatever it is, it--”

	“It cannot be found in this world,” the Lightning spirit finished.

	Arianna looked up with hope in her eyes. For the first time in her life, she was being seen and understood. It was no secret that Arianna longed to journey beyond the veil. I had often been worried she might attempt to take her own life.

	Were the spirits offering her peace… through death?

	“Our intent,” the Lightning Spirit continued, “was to allow to ascend among our ranks. To become a Governing Spirit.”

	Arianna gasped and clasped her hands over her mouth. The rest of us stared in stunned disbelief for several moments before the Rain Spirit finally said, “It appears we were wrong.”

	“What? No! I --” Arianna stammered.

	“You have come here to drag us into affairs that are no concern of ours,” the Rain spirit said.

	“This war is affecting you as much as it is us, is it not?” Chrysalis reasoned.

	There was a boom and a sudden distortion in the air just in front of Chrysalis. If I looked closely, I thought it could pass for the shape of Eldrad.

	“So you want us to fight in your war?” the Thunder Spirit demanded. “To murder the children of the Great Mother and Father so you may rule in their stead?”

	“It’s not like that at all,” Arianna said. I placed a hand on her shoulder and stepped forward to confront the spirits myself. It was time to make them see reason.

	“King Drevon has already used you to destroy innocent lives, and if we hadn’t freed you, he would have slaughtered millions more. Now he’s found a way to power his machines without you, and if we don’t stop him, he will spread death and destruction across this entire world until nothing but darkness remains. There will be no worshipers left, you spirits will be powerless. The Great Mother and Father will shine down on a blackened world stained with the blood of their creation.”

	The avatar of the Rain Spirit contorted itself into a stream of water and flew through the air toward me until it stopped inches from my face and formed itself back into the visage of King Drevon. “We cannot interfere!” it said. “If the other spirits saw us participating in your war, they would see it as a violation of our vow of impartiality. They would strip us of our power and rain destruction down on your land far beyond what King Drevon could ever do.”

	“Then why weren’t you punished last time?” I asked.

	“We were enslaved!” the Rain Spirit answered. “Our powers were used by others, not of our own volition.”

	“Then perhaps the same thing should happen again,” I said. The others, both spirit and mortal alike, looked at me in shock. It was a bold move, I knew, but it was the only way. We had no hope of defeating King Drevon without the power of the spirits on our side, whether they came willingly or not.

	The Rain Spirit pulled his watery face back into its body, and the three spirits seemed to confer silently amongst themselves for several moments. Finally, the Lightning Spirit stepped up to Arianna and took her hands in its own. I could see the hair on Arianna’s arm stand on end.

	“Are you willing to let me inhabit your mind, to become sisters once again?” the Lightning Spirit asked.

	“If that’s what it takes to save my people -- my world -- then yes, I am willing,” Arianna answered.

	The Lightning Spirit stepped back to join the others.

	“We will allow ourselves to possess three of you,” the Rain Spirit announced, “to grant you the use of our powers. But the ritual must be performed. There must be a blood sacrifice.”
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	It had been several days since I’d returned to Fennox Castle with the glider. The King was furious that I had left the battle with no survivors. Or at least, that’s what I was told. I hadn’t actually spoken to the King myself since getting back. He had told me to deliberately lose the battle. Apparently, I did my job a little too well.

	The King had ordered me to wait in the castle until he was ready to deal with me. It was quite a luxurious room I was given. Still, there were two unmoving guards outside my locked door. Even my meals were brought to me, so I never needed to leave. I couldn’t help but feel I was a prisoner.

	Each day -- each hour that left me still waiting only served to increase my uncertainty that I had made the right decision. Why had I chosen to come back to the castle? Arianna was right there! I could have gone with her -- I should have -- but she had been so… cold. She had treated me like a complete stranger. All these years I’d spent thinking of her, did she even remember me?

	Even if she didn’t, we had become friends so quickly back then; why couldn’t we do the same again now? What was I hoping to accomplish by risking my life to impress a girl I barely even knew?

	There was a click! as the lock pulled back, and I spun around just as the door swung open. A guard stepped in and said, “Come, you have been summoned.”

	This was it. I had to keep the charade up for a bit longer, however futile it may have seemed. I forced my doubts out of my mind. I wasn’t sure the King suspected me. Even if he did, there was still a chance I could convince him of my loyalty.

	The guard led me down the now-familiar dark hallways and passages to the King’s personal dungeon. I was let into the room, and the cage stood as ominously as it always had.

	“You left your brothers to die,” the King’s slimy voice hissed. There was no anger in his voice, no threat of punishment, only quiet condemnation. I had committed the greatest sin a soldier could commit.

	“We were ambushed, sire, we--”

	“And you did not fight by their side to the end. Your men looked to you for guidance, for the courage to stand their ground to the last man. Instead, the last thing they saw was their general throwing them to the wolves.”

	“I stole the glider so we could--”

	“Yes,” the King interrupted me. “I’ve seen the satyr’s flying contraption. Was it really more valuable than the lives of your fellow soldiers?”

	“I believe it was, sire.” A guttural growl came from inside the cage, but the King offered no objection, so I continued. This was it. Everything hinged on this one, final deception. “I believe we can use it to improve your machines.”

	Silence. Hopefully, that meant he was taking the bait.

	Finally, he said, “Explain.”

	“If you let me study the machines and the grimoire, I believe I can adapt them to use the gliders to fly. You will no longer be limited in where you can use them.”

	“Yes…” the King said, no doubt envisioning what atrocities he could commit with flying machines. “To rain down death and destruction from above, like a dragon -- the ultimate warrior.”

	“Your reign will know no end, Your Majesty.”

	“You understand that to read a grimoire carries a terrible cost,” the King warned.

	“In your service,” I assured him, “I am willing to pay it.”

	I heard a shuffling noise from inside the cage and hoped it meant the King was looking for the grimoire.

	“One more thing,” I said as I rose and approached the cage. “Sir Talamond, before the battle, he expressed concerns about how the enemy always seemed to know where we would be attacking. He believed there may be spies among our ranks.”

	“Don’t worry, Luuk,” the King said. “I know exactly who the enemy’s spies are.” The small door creaked open, and the grimoire slid out onto the tray. There had been no mistaking the accusation in his voice. If he was testing me, I had to hold firm. I couldn’t give any indication I intended to betray him.

	I stepped forward and took hold of the grimoire, projecting as much confidence as I could muster. I opened the book and immediately felt the pull of dark magic on my mind. The pages were covered in ancient runes I couldn’t understand. The runes suddenly began to bleed, as if water had been poured over the ink.

	I dropped to my knees. I tried to look away, to slam the book shut, but the evil tome held me firm in its grasp. Footsteps were approaching, then chanting -- the muffled voice barely cutting through the fog in my mind.

	“I don’t believe you’ve met my mage, Cypress,” King Drevon said. “He is casting a mind-control spell over you. Even now, your friends are readying their forces for an attack on the capital, just as I predicted. When they arrive, you will command my machines to destroy them.”
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	I hoped this would be the last time I made the trek to the elve’s capital city. It was certainly turning out to be the most difficult. It’s never easy to travel through a torrential downpour. It’s almost impossible with an army of several thousand and dozens of supply carts constantly getting stuck in the mud. I hadn’t seen rain like this since the day the curse first started. It had been coming down like a deluge until, as Chrysalis would say when she was little, ‘a dragon ate the rain’. That dragon, we now knew, was King Drevon. That storm had been the spirits’ desperate attempt to escape his terrible curse, but their efforts proved futile, and the rain fell silent for fifteen years.

	I had no doubt this new storm was brought on by the spirits, as well. Had Arianna and the others reached them? Had they angered the spirits? Was this their way of trying to help us, or were they trying to put a halt to the war altogether?

	We had no choice but to press on. The soldiers continued their march, though it seemed there was no hope of victory. This battle would determine the end of the war, one way or the other. If we managed to strike down King Drevon, it would mean the salvation of my people. If not, the deaths of everyone I’d ever loved would become inevitable. I hoped that after Chrysalis and Chass convinced the spirits to join our side, they would have the good sense to stay as far away from Idril as possible, at least until they found out how the battle went. If we failed here today, they at least had a chance of surviving. They could sail across the Great Sea to the Dark Continent. Somehow I knew even that wouldn’t keep them safe from King Drevon’s reign of terror forever.

	After several days we finally reached Fennox-Calil and were grateful the unyielding rain shielded us from view of the castle. We would have the element of surprise on our side. 

	As we set up our camp, an emissary from the Count sought me out. His machines had arrived. There were steam-powered battering rams that could tear down any wall, trebuchet’s that launched explosive projectiles, and more. I don’t know how the Count learned of our siege. We had hoped to launch our attack before he had time to construct his machines, much less transport them to the battlefield. I knew they would only increase the heavy toll of this battle on the city.

	I did my best to direct the troops to their various staging areas around the city. It was almost impossible to hear each other over the constant thunder and pouring rain. We could barely see our hands in front of our faces, much less which direction we were going. We had carefully planned the placements of our attacks to give us the best chance of gaining access into the city and ultimately breaking through the inner wall to the castle.

	It took us almost a day and a half, but we finally herded everyone into position. Or at least as close to position as we could manage.

	A spy from inside the city managed to sneak out and deliver her report. She told us the King had ordered a mandatory evacuation under the pretense of the severe weather, and the entire city was taking shelter inside the castle.

	On the one hand, that meant he wouldn’t be using innocent civilians as living shields. To the elves in the capital, he was a hero, and if he wanted to hold his power over them, he had to maintain that image.

	On the other hand, it meant he knew we were here.
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	“It has to be--”

	“Don’t you even think about it!” Chass cut me off. This was my moment. My entire life had been preparing me for this. How could he not see that?

	“You know I’m ready to --”

	“The world’s not ready for you to die.” Chass was so determined to steal this from me he wouldn’t even let me finish a sentence.

	“I was going to say sacrifice myself for the greater good,” I said.

	“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Chrysalis threw up her hands, “we haven’t even decided if anyone is getting sacrificed today!”

	“What choice do we have?” Chass asked.

	“You can choose not to kill your best friend!” she answered, gesturing toward me.

	“I’m not going to kill Arianna!” Chass shot back.

	I gave a casual shrug. “We can let Scyenna do it since we know she wants to.”

	“Hey, leave me out of this,” Scyenna said, throwing up her hands and stepping away from the group.

	“First things first,” Chrysalis said, trying to be the voice of reason. “Is the power of the spirits really worth all this?”

	“We’ve come this far because the spirits are our only hope of winning this war,” Chass answered. “Your father and everyone else gathering outside the capital right now will die if we don’t find some way to help them.”

	“Okay, second question,” Chrysalis said, “does it have to be one of us?”

	“What,” I asked, “you want to go grab Kren?”

	Scyenna grabbed my arm and spun me around. “No, not her,” she seethed.

	I shrugged her off. “I wasn’t serious.”

	“No, I mean,” Chrysalis started, “can’t we go out and, I don’t know, find a turtle or something?”

	“You saw this island,” I said, “it’s more devoid of life than the surface of the moons. And no, that’s not how the magic works. It has to be one of us.”

	We all fell silent, finally letting the reality that one of us wouldn’t be walking out of this cave settle in. I knew they would never be strong enough to make the right choice, so I had to make it for them.

	“It has to be me,” I insisted.

	“Arianna, you’re too young,” Chass said. I resented his patronizing tone.

	“Oh, right, because you’re so much older than me,” I mocked.

	“I mean, this isn’t your fate,” he said.

	“My fate,” I countered with a forceful gesture, “was to die at the Temple of the Storm. But that didn’t happen.”

	“Maybe it didn’t happen for a reason,” Chass said.

	“What reason?” I asked. “So I could be lonely and miserable as thanks for saving the world?”

	“You heard what the spirits said,” Chrysalis chimed in. “They want to make you one of them!”

	“You think I want that?” I was quickly growing exasperated. “You think I wanted to be the one chosen to kill the most powerful man in the world? I don’t want any of this!”

	“Then what do you want?” Chass asked.

	“I want peace,” I said for the millionth time in two years.

	“You want peace,” Chass said, “but you don’t want to fight for it.”

	“I want to see my parents again.”

	“You want the easy way out.”

	I stifled a scream. I was about ready to pull my hair out.

	“Listen, Arianna,” Chrysalis said in as soothing a voice as she could muster under the circumstances, “you’re the only one of us who’s held the power of a spirit before. We need your guidance.”

	“Just let Scyenna take my place,” I scoffed. “She’s the better fighter, anyway.”

	“No argument there,” Scyenna quipped from the corner where she’d taken a seat.

	Chass shot a warning finger in her direction. “You stay out of this!”

	I could feel the spirits’ perceptive gaze watching all of this unfold, judging us, no doubt.

	“All I’m saying,” I sighed, hoping to put an end to this pointless discussion, “is that of all the people here, I’m the only one who actually wants to die.”

	“No,” Chass said, looking me dead in the eye, “you’re not.”
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	“What?” Chrysalis head spun in my direction, and even from the corner of my eye, I could see her eyes darting back and forth across my face, looking for some sort of answer. I couldn’t bear to meet her gaze.

	“Look,” I closed my eyes, “being dead -- I mean, pretend dead -- has given me a lot of time to think.”

	“And what about these last few weeks has made you want to make it real?” Chrysalis snapped. “You’ve been miserable -- I’ve been miserable!”

	“I know, it’s not that, it’s just,” I finally forced myself to confront the sadness in her eyes, “I know this isn’t fair to you, but neither is what I’ve done to your people; what I’ve done to you.”

	“What are you talking about?” She shook her head, and I felt as though she knew the truth but wasn’t letting herself admit it.

	“Garoak was right,” I said. “I’m the one who convinced the Fauns to fight. I’m the reason you forsook your oath to never kill a living being.”

	She grabbed my arms and shook me as tears streamed down her face. “Don’t you dare put that on yourself, Chass!” she yelled, her voice strained. “I fired the first shot at Kakara; I pulled that trigger. That was my choice. Every elf I’ve killed has been my choice!”

	“I never should have gotten you involved in this,” I said.

	“You didn’t,” Chrysalis argued. “You weren’t the one who trained me to fight since I was five years old. You weren’t the one who filled my head with these lies; who told me I had to protect my people, no matter the cost!”

	“No,” Arianna hung her head. “That was my father. It’s his sins that brought you here, that brought Scyenna here --”

	“And my father was right there by his side,” Chrysalis said. “He stood by and watched while that monster…” -- Arianna flinched at the harsh moniker -- “…molded me into something no faun should ever have become. His sin is no less than your father’s.”

	I almost couldn’t believe they were actually arguing over whose father was worse. They both had their flaws, sure, but they were nothing compared to mine. I looked at Arianna. “Did you forget it was my father who had yours killed?” I asked. “It’s the sins of every father that brought us where we are, but we aren’t here to pay the price for their sins. This is about us. It’s about me. This is my war.” I placed a hand on Chrysalis’ cheek. “I failed to be the hero your people needed. Let me be the hero now.”

	“You can’t become a hero by dying, Chass,” she said. “You do that by living. By protecting those who can’t protect themselves.”

	“I know you don’t want it to be me, but --”

	“I don’t want it to be you because…” she paused, searching for the words to use, or perhaps the courage to say them. “…because I want it to be me.”
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	The pain in Chass’ eyes broke my heart. I knew there was nothing I could say to make him understand, but I had to try. He deserved that much, at least.

	“I’ve never known what it means to truly be a Faun,” I said. “I was raised in a broken world, and I am broken because of it.”

	“No, you’re not --” Chass started. I knew what he was going to say, but I didn’t want to hear it. I couldn’t bear to let him lie to me.

	“Just… let me talk. Please?” He closed his mouth and sighed. It was the best response I could have hoped for. “I know I can’t control how my father raised me or how Carine trained me, but I’ve always known that when it came to it, I would have to make the choice for myself. I knew what they expected of me was wrong. I knew it violated the very core of my being, but I chose to do it anyway. I set that example for my people, and so many others followed.” My voice was nearly failing under the shame and sadness that constricted my throat, but still, I pushed on. “The moment I let that first arrow fly, knowing it would end a life, a little piece of me died. The real me, the me I should have been. The me that little girl bouncing on her father’s knee dreamed I could be. I betrayed her. I killed her. And nothing this side of the veil can bring her back.”

	Chass wrapped his arms around me, and I collapsed into his embrace, weeping as I buried my head into his chest.

	This was an impossible decision, and there was no right answer. None of us truly wanted to die, but in our own way, we each believed we deserved it.
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	“We really don’t have time for this,” I said, perhaps more harshly than I had intended. I knew this was a vulnerable moment between them, but we couldn’t afford to let our emotions get in the way of doing what needed to be done. “As far as we know, the battle could have started already.”

	“Arianna’s right,” Chass said, standing tall but still holding Chrysalis close. “If we’re going to do this, we need to do it now.”

	“Then pull your sword and do it,” I spread my arms, giving him an open target on my chest.

	“Arianna, I’m not going to --”

	“Then give me your sword and let me do it!” I reached down, but both Chass and Chrysalis placed their hands over the hilts of their swords, blocking me from grabbing them. “Somebody give me a sword!” I shouted. “Scyenna --” I turned toward her but froze in disbelief at what I saw.

	Scyenna was standing between us and the spirits, her two blades perched against her own chest.

	“Scyenna! What are you doing?” I cried out. We all instinctively stepped toward her but stopped for fear she would take the plunge before we could reach her.

	“Do you know what I see?” Scyenna asked.

	“We can talk about this, Scyenna,” Chass said. “You don’t have to do this.”

	“I see three people who were offered the greatest power in the world,” Scyenna continued, ignoring Chass, “but instead of fighting to receive it, you each argued why you didn’t deserve it.”

	“Just put the swords down, Scyenna,” Chrysalis said, but Scyenna wouldn’t budge. I could see in her eyes that she had made up her mind, and there was nothing we could do to stop her.

	“I’ve been over here fantasizing about what I would do with that power,” Scyenna laughed, “the enemies I could vanquish, the wealth I could accumulate.”

	“You aren’t thinking clearly,” Chass said. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

	“I’m the only one who actually wants this power,” Scyenna pushed on, “and that’s exactly why I shouldn’t have it.”

	“You’re the best fighter we have,” Chass insisted. “With the power of the spirits, you could become unstoppable! We need you to win this war. The world needs you!”

	“No,” Scyenna said with the same quiet confidence she had always shown in the face of danger. “The world doesn’t need more death. It needs to heal.”

	Her sharp blades slid effortlessly through fabric, skin, and bone. 

	Before her knees hit the ground, a rush of wind blew through the cave and nearly knocked me off my feet. I felt the sickeningly familiar rush of electricity flowing through my veins.

	Hello again, sis.

	I pushed the voice aside and rushed to catch Scyenna’s collapsing body. I could feel her final, labored breaths as I held her in my arms. “Go,” I said as the last bit of light faded from her eyes, “find your father.”

	I looked up at Chass and Chrysalis, who both wore disoriented, confused expressions on their faces. I knew they must have each been having a silent conversation with the spirit in their own head. Chass held his hands in front of him as beads of water began to form around his fingers. So he had received the Rain Spirit.

	Chrysalis held out her hand toward a small boulder and released a shock-wave that blasted it into tiny pieces. She now held the power of thunder.

	I rose to my feet, cradling Scyenna in my arms -- the bloody blades still protruding from her like metal trees in a cursed forest.

	“Let’s get this over with,” I said.

	We marched in silence back to the raft, and rather than grabbing an oar, Chass waved his hands over the surface of the water and propelled us forward.

	Kren, Eldrick, and Gorrif pulled us up onto the boat. They watched in solemn silence as I rested Scyenna’s body on a crate at the center of the deck. They didn’t know how to ask the question, and we didn’t know how to answer it.

	Kren knelt down by her side and recited a Firyan prayer. When she had finished, I placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. A spark of electricity danced down my fingers, prompting Kren to gaze up at me in awe.

	Gorrif busied himself at the mast, loosening knots and readying the sails. “I’ll give her all the speed I can, but even with a much stronger wind than this, it would take days to get around the continent.”

	“Don’t worry,” Chass said as he positioned himself at the center of the boat and extended his arms in either direction. “I know a shortcut.”

	With a jolt, the ship began to rise slowly into the air. I rushed to the railing and looked over to see the water pushing up against us as if we were floating directly above some mighty fountain. The water continued to rise, carrying us up with it until it completely separated itself from the sea below, and we were suspended on a bubble of churning liquid.

	“Chrysalis,” Chass said, his voice strained from concentration, “fill the sails.”

	Chrysalis reached toward sails. There was a low hum and pulsating vibration of the air, and the ship began to move.
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	I pushed through the thick fabric flap into the command tent and was immediately handed a towel to dry off. The tent had at least enough structure to reduce the pounding rain to a dull roar and keep our tactical map dry. Castor and Isoka were already waiting for me. They had been chosen to stay behind and help coordinate the first wave of attacks, while Brinn, Miev, and the others each led a regiment on the front lines.

	Garoak and many other fauns had elected to remain in Manse. I did not object. His constant protests would have been a hindrance beyond what I could have tolerated.

	As I approached the table, I noticed a third figure I hadn’t seen before -- a Casar. “Who is this?” I asked.

	“I am Carzak,” the dwarf answered, “General in service to the Count.” He stood upright in a firm stance and spoke in an unquestionably formal tone.

	“Has Vaeger’s army joined the battle?” I asked, feeling a rush of relief at the thought of such venerable reinforcements, but still harboring a seed of doubt that it was too good to be true.

	“While President Egle sends his regards to Chrysalis and her husband,” Carzak answered, “he was unable to make a declaration of war without the consent of the senate, which he failed to secure. Those of us who are here are in the private employ of the Count.”

	“The man can afford to buy his own army,” I marveled, “what business does he have meddling in our war?”

	“His reasons are his own,” the General said with a vague gesture, “nevertheless, we are here and wish to be included in your plans.”

	I looked to Castor and Isoka, seeking their input on the matter. Isoka pointed at the map. “We believe the battering rams will be best positioned here, here, and here,” he said, indicating three gates on the outer wall. “That should give them the shortest paths to the Castle. We can use the siege towers to move enough troops over the wall to clear the way for the rams once they’ve broken through. We can build the trebuchets along this ridge, and here to the south. Every part of the city should be within their range.”

	Apparently, the decision had already been made. I looked to Castor, knowing he would understand my fear. “I am wary of the destructive power of these machines,” I said.

	Castor indicated his sympathy to my concern but insisted, “We must operate under the assumption that Luuk has failed to sabotage the King’s machines. These weapons are our only means of countering them.”

	“The loss of life will be limited to enemy combatants,” Isoka assured me. “All civilians have been evacuated to the castle.”

	“Even so…” I stroked my beard. I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that there was more to the Count’s intentions than he was letting on. “…I fear many of those civilians will find themselves homeless at the hands of these weapons.”

	Carzak gave a dismissive wave. “The Count is fully prepared to finance the reconstruction of the city once the new regime has been installed.”

	I was unnerved by the nonchalance with which he had uttered the phrase, ‘new regime.’ I had been so focused on deposing King Drevon, I hadn’t given much thought to who would take his place. The Count, on the other hand, must have already had his own plans for the future.

	Despite all my reservations, I knew I was backed into a corner.

	“How long will it take to move the weapons into position through this rain?” I asked.

	Isoka and Castor exchanged uncomfortable glances. “They are already in position,” Carzak answered.

	I sighed. The Count had once again proven that he was always thinking two steps ahead. Despite my best efforts, he had managed to wrest control of the battle away from me. I only hoped it would turn out for the best.

	I became aware of a ringing in my ears in the heavy silence, as if some constant, oppressive noise had disappeared, leaving the shrill tone in its wake. I darted my head back to the door. The noise had stopped!

	I rushed out of the tent, and the world had gone completely still. Gray clouds hung low in the sky, but there wasn’t a single drop of rain; no streak of lightning; no crash of thunder. I grabbed the horn that hung around my neck and blew.

	Chrysalis, Arianna, and Chass must have reached the spirits. One way or the other, the spirits had answered. Either they had agreed to join us and would intercede right when we needed them most, or they had abandoned us entirely.

	Either way, it was time for the battle to begin.
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	I heard the horn from my perch inside the siege tower. The fact that it had sounded so soon after the storm grew silent confirmed my suspicion that Arianna and the others must have reached the spirits. 

	The tower lurched forward, and I could hear the gears straining to give the wheels enough force to move us through the thick mud outside the city wall. I felt uneasy knowing I was being carried into war on a machine powered by stolen faunic technology. Grindor clearly intended his crystals to be used in the areas of agriculture and engineering. The Count had deceived him into handing his invention over to be used in these weapons of war. But then, who was I to say anything? I was faun being willingly carried into battle.

	The tower slammed against the city wall and the door fell open, providing us a ramp to begin our invasion. Two dwarves threw anchored ropes over the far side of the wall. A pair of archers atop the tower had already dispatched any nearby knights to ensure our descent into the city would be unimpeded.

	I had insisted on being the first one out of the tower to lead the charge. Being at the top also meant I wouldn’t have to struggle up the ladder in the heat of the moment.

	I grabbed a rope with my one arm and slid down into the city below. No sooner had I landed than an entire squadron of knights were bearing down on me. I pulled my sword and held them off as best I could, grateful for the reprieve as more and more resistance fighters descended into the fray.

	We overpowered the first wave quickly enough and pressed on toward the gate. Our mission was simple: Clear the main road leading up to the inner wall, so the battering ram could advance as quickly as possible. As soon as the first gate was down, Brinn’s forces would come galloping through on horseback and give us the surge we needed to push back the King’s defenses.

	We wound our way through side streets and alleyways with minimal resistance. I was the first to push out onto the main road, and I froze in my tracks.

	The road leading to the inner wall was crowded with hundreds of knights -- all on horseback, all in that menacingly blue armor. Our entire army would never have been enough to push through these defenses, and I knew there would be just as many knights guarding the other two gates we intended to penetrate.

	I held my sword high, knowing I would be overwhelmed in a matter of seconds but intending to take as many of them with me as I could.

	A whistling sound caught my attention, and I turned to see a projectile hurtling toward us from one of the trebuchets. It zoomed over our heads and landed on a house several hundred feet up the road, exploding on impact. The fireball consumed several of the closest knights, while many others were knocked off their horses by the shock wave. As the black smoke billowed into the air, I heard a rapid succession of pings as bits of shrapnel pierced plates of armor. Some of the shrapnel hit with such force that it continued straight through the elves’ bodies and left gaping holes of mangled metal where it exited.

	I held my arm in front of my face as the blast of hot air blew past me. The smoke cleared, and I saw that several buildings had been demolished by the explosion. Many of the knights at the edge of the carnage had abandoned their posts to tend to the wounded. Many others seemed frozen in abject terror at the sheer scale of pain and suffering that had been inflicted in such a short time. 

	No dark magic, no twisted ritual sacrifice, no weapon devised in even the most demented of imaginations could have wrought such destruction as I had just witnessed with my own eyes. The resounding booms that echoed off the distant mountains told me this same scene was playing out repeatedly across the city.

	I felt the fearful stares of the knights on the front lines. We had heard rumors of the King’s machines inflicting such damage, but these knights knew nothing of those secret contraptions. They knew only what the evidence before them confirmed: The satyrs they had been taught to fear were far more vicious and blood-thirsty than their worst nightmares of us had ever been.

	Those knights that could muster the courage began their charge. I wondered if I should let them strike me down and so be ushered into the presence of the Great Mother and Father, or if the darkness that had been fed in the name of saving my kind had already damned my soul to eternal nothingness. Perhaps nothingness would be better than living with this image of death forever carved in the stone of my memory.

	The charge pulled up short as a loud crack sent a shower of splinters flying off the gate behind us. The battering ram was breaking through. 

	The cavalry was about to arrive. 
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	The first hit split the massive wooden door in two. The second sent it flying wide open.

	I had seen the trebuchets launch their projectiles into the city. I had heard the deafening explosions and felt the ground shake from the impact. I had smelled the putrid odor of burning flesh. 

	None of that had prepared me for the reality that lay beyond the gate.

	Miev’s regiment was engaged with the last few knights who hadn’t been killed in the blast, though Miev herself stood back from the rest -- her sword on the ground beside her. I guided my horse to stand beside her.

	“They don’t know…” she said weakly. “They don’t know who they’re fighting for -- who they’re dying for.”

	I swallowed hard. “That doesn’t change the fact that he intends to wipe your species from existence,” I said. “He would bring the entire world to its knees if given the chance. He must be stopped. He must be…”

	I knew that my regiment stood behind me, waiting for my lead. I spurred my horse into a full gallop. We could debate the morality of this war later. We would have plenty of time to decide if we had gone too far in our efforts to defeat King Drevon after he was dead and gone and no longer a threat.

	All that mattered was that I kept pressing forward. I had to clear a path so the battering ram could reach the inner wall, and we could finally put an end to this war once and for all. No matter how many lives were lost in this battle, it would always be fewer than those King Drevon would destroy if we didn’t stop him.

	We were approaching the inner wall when the gate began to open from the inside.

	I watched in horror as one of the King’s machines came into view, crushing even his own knights who failed to get out of the way in time. It was just as Luuk had described it. Its two lethal barrels were swiveling in my direction. The top barrel fired first: a spray of flames that shot over my head and engulfed the battering ram in its destructive power.

	When I turned back to the machine, I was staring straight down the second barrel.

	I heard the bang. For one terrible fraction of a second, I felt the pain of every cell in my body being ripped apart before my consciousness slipped away from the mortal realm.  
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	I don’t remember at what point I fell to my knees, but that is where I found myself as I watched the destruction playing out in the city below. Castor and Isoka stood beside me on the lookout, equally as horror-stricken. Our worst fears had come true. All of the warnings from the village elders, from Garoak, they were all coming to pass.

	And yet, it wasn’t the fault of anyone on the council. We had been caught in a game of avarice and ambition between two power-hungry tyrants. One maintained control with an iron fist; the other bought it on the open market under the guise of an open hand of generosity. In our desperation to defeat King Drevon, we had allowed ourselves to be wooed by the mysterious Count. I now saw they were two sides to the same coin.

	Worst of all, the only true leaders who could have found a way out of this mess and brought us through to the other side with some sense of salvaged dignity were halfway around the world on a futile and misguided errand. It was clear now that the spirits were not fighting on our side. They had abandoned us, and we had deserved it.

	“We have to end this,” I said.

	“But how?” Isoka asked. It was an unanswerable question, yet it was imperative we find an answer.

	“There!” Castor said, pointing to a steep path leading up the side of the mountain behind the city. I followed the trail with my eyes up to where it ended at a small gate directly into the castle. With the knights preoccupied in the chaos below, this path seemed to be totally unguarded.

	“Could they really have left such a direct opening so vulnerable?” Isoka asked.

	“It could be a trap,” Castor mused.

	“It can’t be any worse than the trap we are already in,” I said.

	We had no choice. It was our only hope of reaching the King and putting an end to the madness. The three of us set out without delay; we had already run out of time before we’d even begun.

	Isoka and I had an easier time navigating the treacherous trek with our agile faun legs, but Castor never fell far behind. We reached the gate, and I spared one last glance down to the city below. The King’s machines had torn through the battering rams and our first wave of attackers. The remainder of our forces were still stationed beyond the outer wall, waiting for their cue to attack, but the battle would soon reach them. The trebuchets had managed to take out one or two of the machines, but they were simply too inaccurate to hit the moving targets with any consistency.

	As soon as Castor caught up with us, we pushed through the gate. Just as we had suspected, an entire squadron of knights was waiting to intercept us. I immediately recognized them as the same squad of elite warriors who had ambushed Brau-Na’s village, and right at the center of the formation was their leader -- No, it couldn’t be! But it was.

	Luuk stepped forward and raised his sword.

	“Luuk! What are you doing?” I shouted.

	“Serving my King.”
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	We flew the ship above the dense cloud cover, relying on the sun to guide our way. We all waited in silently increasing anticipation as the hours passed by.

	I began to fear we had strayed off course until I spotted a tower of black smoke cutting through the vast white blanket of clouds beneath us. 

	“Chass,” I said, “take us down.”

	He was too intently focused on keeping us airborne to answer, but he executed my command just the same. 

	Our world became obscured by a gray void in every direction as we descended into the mist. A part of me wondered if this was anything like taking the journey beyond the veil.

	No, the Lightning Spirit answered, the world beyond the veil is full of color and life unlike anything the mortal world can offer.

	I took solace in the thought that our present suffering was only temporary, and I hoped my time to take the journey was close at hand.

	We finally broke through the dense clouds and were greeted by a city on fire. The King’s machines were already making their way to the outer wall, where our defenseless army was waiting to be massacred. I was surprised to see the Count’s weapons had joined the battle, as well. I wondered how much of the destruction was the Kings, and how much was ours.

	All of it is the responsibility of King Drevon, the Spirit’s electric voice buzzed in my head. He started this war; he brought this darkness upon us.

	Several of the resistance fighters below spotted us flying over their heads. From this height, I could barely distinguish between Elf and Faun, much less identify any individuals. How many of my loved ones had already been killed? 

	I leaned over the edge and waived. When the troops realized we were on their side, the entire army let out a cry of relief that echoed through the mountains. I smirked at the thought of King Drevon hearing their shouts from the cowardice of his throne room.

	“Gorrif, do you think you can steer the ship?” Chrysalis asked.

	“The rudder will be useless,” the centaur answered, “but if I turn the sails just right, I might be able to change her direction.”

	“Good, let’s take a pass over the city so Arianna and I can take out those machines.” Chrysalis turned to Kren. “What weapons do we have?”

	“One harpoon, but that’s it,” Kren answered.

	“I don’t know what good that will do,” Chrysalis said, “but let’s get it ready anyway.”

	Chass let out a strained growl, and I wondered if he was trying to say something or just struggling to keep his concentration. 

	“Just keep us in the air a little bit longer,” Chrysalis told him as she leaped onto the rigging to hang suspended off the side of the ship.

	I followed her lead on the opposite side and wrapped a rope around my arm to hold me fast.

	“Let’s do this,” I said to the Spirit inside me. I held out my hand toward the closest machine. I immediately felt the power surge through me as a bolt of lightning sent the deadly contraption spiraling through the air in a vortex of flames.

	“Yes!” I shouted. It felt good to know that all we’d been through had been worth it. King Drevon had fed everything he could into the darkness, but in the end, the light still shone through.

	I heard the boom of Chrysalis’ thunder, and a second machine shattered into a pile of twisted metal.

	Gorrif and Eldrick wrestled the sails and steered us in a circle around the perimeter of the city. Chrysalis and I systematically demolished the King’s machines one by one until the last of the harbingers of death had been silenced. 

	The thought occurred to me that the presence of the machines meant Luuk had failed to sabotage them, and I hoped it was simply of matter of him running out of time and not that he had been caught or killed.

	As we neared the far side of the city, I caught sight of a skirmish near one of the back gates. “Down there!” I shouted. “It looks like Egris and a few others. They need help!”

	“I see them,” Chrysalis called back. “Can hit the knights from here?”

	“Not without taking out our side, too,” I answered.

	Don’t worry, the Spirit told me, I’ve got another idea. 

	I looked back at Chass and Chrysalis. “Land inside the castle, find King Drevon,” I said. “I’ll meet you inside.”

	Kren shot me a concerned look from her station at the harpoon. “Can you survive that jump?” she asked.

	“No,” I answered, “but she can.”

	I looked down and spotted a clear spot near the skirmish. I felt a surge of power like nothing I’d ever experienced as my entire body was transformed into pure energy, and I launched myself away from the ship.

	I was the lightning.

	An instant later, I was on the ground, a cloud of dust billowing out in every direction. 

	The skirmish came to a halt as Egris, Isoka, and Castor looked back at me, amazed. In awe of my arrival, most of the knights had become distracted as well -- all of them except one.

	My world shattered as my eyes saw what my heart could never have believed: Luuk thrust his sword into Egris’ stomach!

	“No!” I shouted, but it was too late. The fatal blow had been dealt.

	How could he have betrayed us? It couldn’t really be him, could it?

	You’re right; it isn’t him, the Spirit said. Look.

	A shadow fell over my vision, and the world twisted into strange shapes and colors. There was an unmistakable darkness holding Luuk in its grip.

	“He’s under some kind of spell?” I asked.

	Yes, and I can break it, but it will take time, she answered. We need to get rid of the others.

	I held my hands out flat in front of me, my fingers spread wide. “Get behind me,” I said to Castor and Isoka, and they both scrambled to comply. The knights chased after them but were immediately sent flying back by tendrils of electricity that took out every last one of them. Their limp bodies slammed into the cliffside or the castle wall behind them and crumpled lifelessly to the ground. There was no doubt about it; they were all dead.

	Luuk marched toward me with seemingly no awareness of his fallen comrades. I could clearly see the threads of dark magic that were keeping his aura bound with my spirit vision. I projected hands of electric light toward him and ripped his sword from his grip. The hands were mine, but they were also hers. Together we pulled at the sorcerous threads and untangled the knots of invisible energy that were pulsating around him. 

	At first, he struggled single-mindedly to continue his advance in my direction, intending to strangle me with his bare hands, if necessary. The more we freed him from the iron grip of the dark binding, the more we could see his own spirit-light shining through, battling the incantation from the inside.

	At last, we found the thread that led back to the source, drawing power from the life force of the mage who cast it. We formed our projected hand into a blade of solid lightning and severed the cord.

	Luuk and I both collapsed to our knees, now mere inches apart. He ripped off his helmet and shook his head to clear away the last bits of fog that had clouded his mind. He looked into my eyes and saw the tears streaming down my face. He knew that he had just killed someone very dear to me, but I wanted more than anything to let him know I didn’t blame him for it.

	“I’m so sorry,” he said as he dropped his head onto my shoulder and wept. 

	“It wasn’t you,” I whispered. I cradled him in my arms and ran my hand through the hair on the back of his head. It was a small gesture of intimacy to let him know I understood his pain and confusion because I had once experienced them myself.

	“It was my body,” he choked out through the tears. “It was my hands!”

	I pulled his head upright and forced him to look me in the eyes. “You couldn’t control it,” I said.

	He pounded a finger against his temple. “But I was in here… I watched through these eyes!”

	“Listen to me, Luuk!” I shouted. “I know exactly how it feels to be a slave in your own mind. I know because her damned voice is in my head right now, and she just killed half a dozen knights without a second thought. But it wasn’t me who killed those elves, and it wasn’t you who killed Egris.”

	His eyes darted back and forth between mine, and I knew it would take time to make him understand; to make him truly believe in his heart he was innocent. I also knew I would be right there beside him, trusting in him to help me accept the same thing.

	We had spent two years imagining the other as our perfect partner based on a childish infatuation, only to discover the real thing could never live up to the fantasy. Now we were bound by a reality that almost no other living being had ever experienced.

	My attention turned away from Luuk as I caught sight of more tendrils of dark magic weaving their way out from behind the gate.

	“Stay back!” I shouted as I pulled Luuk to his feet and stepped between him and the incoming threat that I knew was invisible to everyone but me. As I watched, I quickly realized this spell was not intended for Luuk. Instead, the threads wound their way around the fallen knights and propped them up like puppets.

	“I killed them once, Cypress!” I shouted to the mage, who I knew had to be close at hand to cast such a spell. “I can do it again!”

	Just as I suspected, Cypress emerged from inside the castle with a sly grin on his face. 

	Castor and Isoka stepped up beside me, ready to fight.

	“Ignore the knights,” I said. “We have to take out Cypress.”

	I projected blades of electricity from my wrists and charged. Cypress pulled on his enchanted threads, and I knew the reanimated knights were closing in around me, but I kept my eyes fixed ahead. A glint of metal caught the corner of my eye and easily deflected the blade without letting it slow me down. I spun around to dispatch the knight, only to freeze mid-thrust when I realized the attack had not come from an Elf, but a Faun.

	I was staring into the cold, dead eyes of Egris. 
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	“Can you do that?” I asked the Thunder Spirit inside me as I looked down at the ring of scorched ground surrounding the spot Arianna had just zapped herself. 

	No, the spirit’s low, resonate voice answered, but I have a few tricks of my own.

	I looked up to the castle. Gorrif and Eldrick were holding fast to the ropes, keeping the sails as steady as they could.

	“There, at the top,” I pointed. “It looks like some kind of courtyard in the side of the mountain. We can land the ship there.”

	Gorrif and Eldrick wrangled the sail to bring us around, and Chass raised his arms to get us high enough to clear the castle walls. 

	“You still want me on the harpoon?” Kren yelled.

	“There may be guards inside,” I answered. “A lucky shot might take out one or two of them.”

	Be careful, the spirit-voice warned me, I sense a great darkness inside the castle.

	We had known it must have taken powerful dark magic to keep the King alive after the Battle of Kakara. Luuk seemed to think he was conducting some sort of experiment on himself in his secluded cage. We were about to find out the nature of those experiments, and if they had been successful. 

	We came over the castle wall and something like a great winged shadow flew past our ship in a blur.

	“Dragon!” I yelled as the beast disappeared into the dense cloud cover above. The wind from its sudden flight sent us spiraling out of control, and nearly capsized the ship.

	Eldrick lost his footing and slid across the canted deck.

	“Eldrick!” Gorrif cried and reached out for him. The dwarf fell just out of his reach and tumbled into a free-fall toward the city below.

	Without thinking, I reached my hand toward Eldrick and unleashed a wave of thunder. A moment later, and he was suspended in midair, held aloft by a gently pulsating cushion of air.

	The ship leveled out, and I guided Eldrick’s floating figure back to the safety of the deck.

	Told you, the Thunder Spirit rumbled.

	It felt strange to have acted under the volition of a consciousness not my own. I was certainly aware of my brain sending the command to my hand, but I also knew that command had not originated with me. Was this really how Arianna had lived for the first fifteen years of her life?

	The dragon emerged from behind the clouds and unleashed a spray of flames at the trebuchets that had bombarded the city. Within seconds, every last one of the Count’s weapons was utterly destroyed. If this dragon set its sights on our troops next, it could wipe out half our army in one pass.

	It looped back around close enough to our ship that I could see a strange protrusion around its skull -- not quite horns, more like… was that a crown?

	It’s him, it’s King Drevon, the spirit told me.

	“Are you sure?” I asked it in the silence of my mind.

	I can sense his life force, it answered.

	“Kren!” I called out. “I just found a use for that harpoon!”
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	My heart shattered as I watched the body that had once belonged to Egris launch attack after attack in my direction. I knew it wasn’t him, I knew he was no longer inside this shell, but I couldn’t bring myself to harm him. I couldn’t desecrate his memory. 

	This is a distraction! the Lightning Spirit said. We need to attack the mage!

	“How long can he hold this spell?” I asked.

	I don’t know, she answered. Most mages must give up a bit of their life force to make magic work, but Cypress has found some way around that. It’s like he’s built a dam that keeps all that dark energy contained.

	“Then let’s break open the dam,” I said.

	Yes… the spirit hummed thoughtfully. Such a flood of pure evil would destroy him for sure, but I cannot promise you and your friends won’t be harmed in the process.

	“I’ve died before,” I said. “It’s not so bad.”

	I disarmed Egris, but he continued his advance and took hold of my shoulders with the full force of his faun strength bolstered by the dark magic that animated him. With a direct link to the dark spell established, the lightning spirit followed the thread of magical energy back to its source. In my minds eye, I watched as she entered Cypress’ pitch-black soul. 

	Just as she predicted, she found the well of pure, concentrated power that Cypress had kept sequestered away, and she unleashed it.

	Egris’ body collapsed in front of me as the dark mage lost his grip over the undead soldiers. Cypress howled in pain as something like a cloud of purple and black smoke seeped out of every pore in his body. The cloud compressed in on itself, reducing Cypress’ body to the size of an apple, and then it exploded.

	A sphere of darkness expanded in every direction, consuming everything in its path. Before I could move I was inside the sphere, and I was tumbling through an empty void of nothingness, Luuk falling by my side.

	I’m sorry, sis, the Lightning Spirit whispered, but where you’re going, I can’t follow.

	The last spark of her power left my body, and so the darkness was made complete.
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	Even with my eyes closed, I could see in all directions at once. The spirit was in the water, and I was one with the spirit. It was as though I was suspended in the water below the boat -- or rather that I was the water itself -- with eyes covering every inch of me. I could shift my focus anywhere in my field of view at will, jumping from the dragon flying through the air to Arianna on the ground instantaneously. If I really concentrated, I could even focus on two points at the same time.

	The entire landscape seemed to dim suddenly, as though a cloud had passed in front of the sun. The source of the darkness was a rapidly expanding black sphere that seemed to emanate darkness in the same way a fire breathes out flickering light. The darkness had originated in the exact spot Cypress had been standing.

	“Arianna…” I whispered. She must have been inside the sphere by now. I could see no sign of her or the others.

	Aboard the ship, I was aware of Chrysalis rushing over to look at the spot.

	The sphere dissipated and the spot where the skirmish had been taking place only moments early was now devoid of any signs of life.

	“Where is Arianna?” I asked the Rain Spirit inside me. I scanned the entire battle-scape beneath me, but there was no sign of her anywhere.

	The world was suddenly illuminated by blinding flashes of white light as streaks of lightning danced across the clouds above, though no crash of thunder ever followed.

	“Why has the Lightning returned to the sky?” I demanded.

	The Rain Spirit’s soft, gently flowing voice answered, If my sister has been freed…

	I could sense a feeling of certainty from the spirit, accompanied by sincere respect. Arianna will find her place among the stars, it said.

	No, it couldn’t be true… after everything. But then, this is what Arianna had wanted. In the end, she had found a way to defeat Cypress, and now she would finally be reunited with her parents.

	“Keep us in the air,” I said to the Rain Spirit. I willed myself to be separated from the avatar of the spirit, the way I had seen Arianna and the Lightning Spirit fight side by side at the Battle of Kakara.

	I collapsed backward onto the deck of the ship. I looked up and saw the avatar of the Rain Spirit -- my own body formed entirely of water -- still occupying the place I had just been standing. 

	Chrysalis rushed to my side and helped me to my feet. I had to lean on her for support until the disorientation of suddenly being limited to the vision of my own eyes faded. I was still aware of the Rain Spirit’s consciousness interacting with my own and could still see through its eyes. Now it was little more than a hazy image in the back of my mind.

	“Is everything alright?” she asked.

	“It’s time to end this,” I said. “For Arianna.”

	She looked out at King Drevon as he bore down on the resistance army below. “For Arianna,” she repeated.

	Our ship swung around to intercept the Dragon King and I launched a volley of water that engulfed his head just as he opened his mouth to unleash a spray of flames. The startled King writhed and gasped for air, and I hoped I could hold it long enough to drown him, just as he had almost drowned me in a bubble of water after enslaving the Rain Spirit himself. The water started boiling over from the heat of his fiery throat, and it quickly dissipated into a cloud of steam. 

	I shot a second stream of water, but he was on guard now and easily evaded it. He was heading straight for us, his massive jaws poised to snap. Chrysalis stepped forward at the last second and knocked him off course with a clap of thunder. The King was so close I could hear his jawbone crack from the impact.

	He careened toward the ground, and I was afraid he would crush several of our troops. He extended his wings and steadied his flight moments before making contact. He struggled to gain altitude, and I could see he was fighting through immense pain. He no longer had his dark mage, Cypress, to heal him mid-battle, and that gave us the advantage.

	He continued his ascent and disappeared into the blanket of clouds.

	“Lead him away from the city!” I called to Gorrif. “He’ll follow us out to the Great Sea!”

	Chrysalis was scanning the sky, frantically searching for any sign of where the King would reappear. 

	“Kren! Be ready with that harpoon!” she yelled. “He could drop down anywhere!”

	I looked straight up from where I stood, and saw a shadow rapidly growing behind the clouds. I threw up a fountain of water to the spot, and not half a second later my instincts paid off. The dragon emerged, ready to attack, but was immediately blinded and disoriented by the water slapping his face.

	Chrysalis raised both her hands and trapped the mutated abomination in an invisible cloud of pulsating air, just as she’d held tight to Eldrick when he’d fallen overboard.

	“I… can’t… hold him!” Chrysalis grunted. Kren spun the harpoon around. She only had one shot, and a flailing dragon was no easy target, but her aim was true, and the bolt flew straight into the beast’s mouth and lodged itself in his throat. 

	Chrysalis released him from her grip and dropped to her knees. He fell behind us until the slack in the harpoon’s rope had run out. With a dragon in tow, our ship lost all of its momentum. King Drevon flapped his wings with every ounce of strength he had left, and began pulling us back toward our own army. If he went down, he was going to take us with him and crush as many people on the ground as he could.

	I knelt down and placed a hand on my wife’s shoulder. “Chrysalis, can you give us speed?” I asked.

	She was clearly exhausted, but she gritted her teeth and nodded. We couldn’t afford to slow down for one second, or we would lose whatever advantage we had.

	She stepped up to the sail and filled it with a wave of thunder that sent us lurching forward despite the King’s best efforts to impede us. He let out a howl of pain as the tow line pulled at the harpoon lodged in his throat, and emitted just enough of a puff of fire to ignite the rope.

	I quickly doused it with a gush of water, but I knew it couldn’t handle much more before it snapped.

	You can’t keep him contained on your own, the Rain Spirit said, you need my full power!

	“The boat will fall,” I reminded him. 

	Would you preserve your own life and so let King Drevon win?

	I clenched my jaw. He was right. We weren’t doing this for us; we were doing it for the kingdom, for the world.

	I closed my eyes and used the spirit’s vision to check how far we’d come. We were nearly over the water, but a fall from such a height was still likely to shatter the boat.

	I felt a rush of heat on my face, and opened my eyes to see a vortex of flames spiraling straight for me. I thrust both hands in front of me, and the full force of the Rain Spirit was unleashed to repel the dragon’s fiery breath.

	The rope snapped, and I felt a sudden sensation of weightlessness as the boat began its free-fall. King Drevon was free, but mortally wounded. If he reached our troops, he could still do a lot of damage before finally succumbing. I couldn’t let that happen.

	I pointed my fists to the ground and two powerful streams of water launched me into the air toward the Dragon King. I gathered water around me and formed it into the shape of a giant sea serpent, leaving a pocket of air inside so I could breathe while floating in the towering, watery beast.

	I was once again fully intertwined with the Rain Spirit; I could feel the serpent’s body as my own. I lashed out at the escaping King and clamped onto the edge of his wing in my razor-sharp teeth, which I had frozen into solid ice. I yanked with all the might of the Rain Spirit and sent the crippled dragon careening back to the sea.

	In the back of my mind, I was aware of Chrysalis doing her best to slow the descent of the ship with the Thunder Spirit’s power, but I had to keep my focus trained on King Drevon.

	He ripped his wing free of my jaws and settled into an unsteady glide over the surface of the water. He was determined not to die.

	I propelled myself high into the air and prepared to launch an attack from above. I directed my serpent’s body to intercept the King as he flew, and came down with the force of thousands of gallons of water. The impact sent him plunging deep into the sea. I could feel him fighting against my grip, emitting clouds of bubbles as his attempts to breathe fire were thwarted by the water filling his lungs. He scraped and clawed haphazardly, unable to tell the difference between the hostile water of the serpent and the docile water of the ocean. I was at once invisible and all-consuming. I was in the sea, and the sea was, in a certain sense, contained within me.

	I had no thought but to push the King further down into the murky depths. As the darkness of the deep sea surrounded us, his futile struggling finally came to an end. I halted my own descent and watched as his lifeless carcass disappeared into the abyss, where it would remain hidden forever.

	I turned back toward the surface, and could just make out the shimmering sunlight dancing through the waves far above. I was filled with a sudden sense of dread when I realized how deep I had gone. It was like I was trapped in a world where I didn’t belong; my own home was within my view, but still out of reach.

	With the King’s death, I take my leave.

	“Wait, no! We’re too --”

	It was too late. The Rain Spirit was gone. My pocket of air collapsed around me, and I began to frantically paddle. No matter how fast I swam, the surface never seemed to grow any closer.

	I could feel my pulse pounding in my chest, and my lungs burned like fire. I was quickly running out of energy.

	A tapestry of darkness began weaving its way into the corners of my vision, and I finally gave in to the stillness. I took one last look at the eternal emptiness around me. There was nothing for as far as I could see. No movement, no striving, no ambition, no war. Nothing but never-ending tranquility.

	I felt a sudden pressure against my back -- arms wrapping around my chest… fur rubbing against my neck. It was Chrysalis!

	I willed myself to stay conscious, to stay alive. We were being pulled through the water by a rope, and I knew I had to hold on for just a few more seconds!

	We broke the surface of the water and my lungs were once again filled with air. Chrysalis hoisted me above the waves to keep my head from going under, and I focused on nothing but my breathing until the world finally came back into view.

	The sun was setting, casting its golden-yellow light across the burning city in the distance. There was a gentle rain dappling the surface of the water. Several broken planks floated past, and I turned to see our boat leaning nearly all the way on its side, half the deck already underwater.

	I couldn’t help but laugh at the irony: I was floating in a peaceful sea, and rescued by a sinking ship.
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	The aftermath of the battle was almost as harrowing as the war itself. While the citizens had been safely hidden within the castle walls, both armies suffered countless casualties. By the time Chrysalis and I reached the city, both sides worked together to dig survivors out from the rubble of fallen buildings. Many others were tending to the wounded, some of whom were barely hanging on to life as they held their own internal organs in their hands.

	The weapons that this terrible conflict had spawned were destructive beyond anything this world had ever seen. I was grateful they had all been destroyed in the battle. Still, I knew the only hope of restoring some semblance of balance among the spirits was to burn down the factories that produced them and bring those responsible for their creation to justice. King Drevon had paid the price for his own part in all of this, but I knew the man known only as ‘The Count’ was equally as guilty.

	The loss of life was on such an unfathomable scale that we found it almost impossible to properly mourn, both for those whose bodies we recovered and those we didn’t. Arianna, Luuk, Brinn, and so many others were presumed dead, though there seemed to be no evidence they had even taken part in the battle.

	The resistance council -- those that were still alive -- relocated to Fennox Castle and, over the following weeks and months, did their best to maintain order and oversee the rebuilding of the kingdom. True to his word, the Count financed much of the reconstruction, but we were wary of letting him be more directly involved in the process.

	As members of the royal families began vying for power, the need for appointing a new leader was becoming increasingly apparent. Eldrad had been King Drevon’s only son, and since he had died at the Battle of Kakara, there was no rightful heir to the throne. The council at first offered to elevate Chrysalis and me to the post as joint rulers, but we both refused outright. We had gotten more than our fill of leadership and decided it was time to settle down and lead the simple, quiet life Chrysalis had always longed for.

	At any rate, we didn’t see any point in continuing the archaic monarchy, where power was granted not to those with the best policies but the most well-paid assassins. We all agreed it was time to follow in Vaeger’s footsteps and establish a representative democracy. It quickly became apparent that the job of building an entirely new government from the ground up was far too monumental for the resistance council to handle on its own.

	Fortunately, the Casar were more than willing to offer their guidance. Even President Egle himself visited the capital to help facilitate the process. Chrysalis and I greeted him as an old friend, then disappeared from the world of politics entirely. 

	We buried Egris with his ancestors, and his widow, Lavendra, was more than happy to let us take over the responsibilities of the farm. We sought no news of the outside world, and no news reached our quiet village.

	It was almost two years later that Idril held its first presidential election. Miev entered the race and garnered a significant amount of support from the Fauns. She had seen the worst of the battle and knew the only path toward healing required us to confront the demons of the past. We couldn’t ignore the toll the war had taken on so many lives.

	In the end, none of the other candidates stood a chance against the Count. He won over the capital elves with his generous contributions to rebuilding the city, never mind the fact that it was his weapons that destroyed it in the first place. He won over elves in every city, town, and village across the country by using his ingenuity and business acumen to solve problems they didn’t even know they had. And he won over the Fauns by providing them with innovative new technologies that allowed them to participate in the modern world without sacrificing their deeply held traditions and connection to nature. Most of them never knew he had stolen that same technology to power weapons that ran counter to everything the fauns believed in.

	Neither Chrysalis nor I had any interest in attending his inauguration, but when he personally offered us a position of honor in the ceremony to recognize our contributions to ending the war, we decided it would be improprietous to refuse. After all, we had always wanted our marriage to inspire unity between our two species. What better way to do that than to publicly support the new president’s efforts to bring us together?

	We certainly harbored our doubts about his true intentions. It was less than five years ago he had hired bounty hunters to kidnap me. Still, we knew it was best to put aside our personal grievances so the country could heal and move on.

	The Count wasn’t able to greet us personally when we arrived -- he was too busy rehearsing his speech, we were told -- so as we sat on the stage waiting for him to make his appearance, we speculated about his true identity. Had he used his real name when campaigning? If he had, neither of us ever heard it. It was a testament to our self-inflicted isolation that we didn’t even know the name of the man who was about to be sworn in as our first democratically elected leader. We had saved the world and promptly decided we wanted nothing more to do with it.

	A herald came out from behind the curtain, sounded his horn, and announced the name we had been so curious to hear: “President-Elect Talze.”

	I nearly jumped out of my chair as I spun around to see the man whose mere introduction had garnered a standing ovation from the gathered crowd. The man who stepped out onto the stage looked nothing like the Talze I had been expecting. This man projected far more confidence and charm, and was at least a few hundred pounds lighter.

	But then he looked me straight in the eye, and his face contorted into a sly, malicious grin, and I knew beyond any doubt it was him.

	He had burned Fennox-Calil to the ground then won the love of its citizens by rebuilding it. He had betrayed the trust of the Fauns but won their votes despite it. He had ripped me away from my bride on the way to our honeymoon. He was now moments away from becoming the most powerful person in the United Republic of Idril.

	He was my father.
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	Epilogue

	 

	I opened my eyes. I was no longer falling. I was no longer engulfed by darkness. I was lying on my back. The ground was wet. There were tall trees all around me; their dense leaves seemed to form some kind of canopy that completely blocked out the sun. If there even was a sun shining down on them.

	I sat up and looked around. Luuk was still by my side. I was grateful for that.

	“Is this… are we… dead?” My head felt foggy. I couldn’t remember where I was -- or why.

	“No,” Luuk answered, “we’re not dead.”

	The plants growing all around us were like nothing I’d ever seen before. There was something about them that felt almost… ancient.

	“What is this place?” I asked, though I was certain Luuk was just as clueless as I was.

	“I’ve read about this place,” he answered, much to my surprise. “A place frozen in time, where the colossal beasts from the dawn of the world still roam free. A place where few explorers have dared venture, and even fewer have lived to tell the tale.”

	“What are you talking about?” I asked.

	“I think,” he turned and looked at me with absolute dread behind his eyes, “we’re on the Lost Continent.”
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	He peaked in his early teenage years when he posted emo poetry on Xanga, and now writes young adult novels to help him relive his glory years and pretend like he's not 30.

	 

	He lives in Arkansas with his talented wife, Amy, and their two head-strong daughters, Lucy and Hero.

	 

	 

	Stephen Landry

	Stephen Landry is the author of the LitRPG series Star Divers, Sci-Fi series Deep Darkness, and multiple award winning short stories. After graduating from Nossi College of Art in 2012 with a degree in Graphic Design, he discovered a new passion for the creative process and started working on his first series. Deep Darkness released at #1 on Amazon in Cyberpunk in 2016. In 2019 Stephen released his first GameLit short story titled HUSK in the anthology Game On! A GameLit Anthology which reached #1 New Release in Virtual Worlds and followed with a full length novel from LEVEL UP PUBLISHING called Star Divers: Dungeons of Bane, a brand new LitRPG series that combines Stephen’s love of science fiction, video games, and survival horror.

	 

	Twitter: @AstralStrikes

	Instagram: Stephen.Landry

	Website: www.stephen-landry.com
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