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"What happened here?" I spoke to no one. I was standing alone. My hands shaking. I had been digging for what seemed like hours. Trying to find something, anything alive in the ground. Even a small seed. What was once a lush field filled with vegetation had now turned to dust. Nothing left of the soil. I felt my heart race with fear of what was happening. My hands, the dirt, they looked like they were covered in blood. Deep down, sunken into the heart of the world. I could feel it with every step as if the ground was waiting for just the right moment to swallow me whole. Nothing. It wasn't waiting for anything. It had all more or less just stopped. 




Many years ago my people lived in peace and solitude. We worked the land with our hands and ate of its fruit. We existed in harmony with all living things, and avoided any interactions with the other 'intelligent' beings who occupied the land. What they claimed as intelligence, separating them from the beasts, we saw as nothing more than a thirst for war. To conquer, destroy, possess.

	We fauns did not take ownership of the lands upon which we lived and worked, nor did we feel compelled to take the lands of others. Rather, we considered everything as a gift from the gods, who were gracious enough to grant us life and the means to enjoy it.

	In those days, the crops were plentiful, the wine flowed freely, and the dancing lasted all through the night. But those days ended long ago. The day the storm fell silent.

	I had been returning home from a two month voyage through the mountains to the north. I was unique among my people in that way. I knew that the gods had gifted us with unspeakable beauty beyond our own quiet village, and I wanted to experience all of it. My wife did not appreciate my extended absences, but tolerated them so long as I stayed home to work the fields during the summer months. 

	The winter was coming to an end, and the time of sowing was nearly upon us. I was only a few hours from home when the first storm of spring hit, much earlier in the season than I had been expecting. It was already growing dark, so I had hardly noticed the clouds covering the sky until the rain fell in sheets, blanketing the ground in streams of flowing water. 

	Streaks of lightning raced through the sky, casting bizarre, elongated shadows through the trees that surrounded me. The thunder that followed shook the earth so violently I lost my footing and grabbed a nearby branch to steady myself.

	Before long I came upon a crude dirt path that I knew to be a trade route between the various elvish villages scattered throughout the land. I could already see the streams of water cutting deep ruts into the road. 

	The elves knew of our existence, of course, but chose to leave us to our solitude. They did not consider us 'enlightened', as they were; barely better than the beasts which roamed the land. Many were offended by this designation, but I knew it to be a blessing. If we weren't a useful ally in their wars, than we were of no use to them.

	I approached the edge of the path, careful not to be spotted by any elves who might be passing by, but I knew it was unlikely any would be traveling under these conditions. I stepped out onto the road and almost immediately heard the distant crack of splintering wood, and ran toward the sound. Under a flash of lightning I could just make out a toppled cart stuck in a rut ahead. When the thunder finally quieted I could hear a voice crying out for help in the elvish tongue.

	It is a gift of the faun, passed down through the generations, to speak and understand the languages of all living creatures. According to legend, when the first beings were scattered across the land in the aftermath of a great war between the gods, everything was in chaos. It was the first faun, Fennig, who sought to bring order to the world. 

	He sorted the fish into the sea, the birds into the skies, and gave each of the creatures on land a home according to their kind. The Great Mother looked down upon his impossible task and took pity. She granted him the gift of tongues, and entrusted him to maintain the natural order of all living things.	

	For centuries, the faun have taken that as our sacred trust, protecting the delicate balance of life.

	I approached the damaged cart and called out, "Greetings, friend!" as I rounded the corner. A bolt of lightning illuminated the area, and the man cried out in fear at the sight of me. He stumbled backward and unsheathed his sword, brandishing it shakily in my direction.

	It was not surprising that the sight of a towering, horned creature would strike fear in the heart of a lone traveller stuck in a storm at night. I held up my hands to show I meant no harm. When the crashing thunder finally abated, I shouted, "I can help! Come to my home and take shelter until the storm passes over!" I could barely hear myself over the pounding rain. I stepped toward the woods and beckoned him to follow, hoping he would understand. 

	He rose to his feet and put his sword away, so I knew he trusted me. But he still seemed hesitant to follow as he glanced back at his cart. I looked over the edge to take stock of his cargo. There were two large, bulging sacks, and a few smaller cases that must have carried his personal belongings. I gathered he was a traveling merchant on his way to the remote villages. It was understandable that he wouldn't want to abandon his wares for thieves or wild animals to have their way with. 

	I took hold of the two sacks and hoisted them onto my shoulders. They were heavy, but soft. Likely some kind of clothing or fabric. I turned to the elf and his eyes were wide. He scrambled to grab the luggage cases and followed after me into the woods.

	We made the rest of the journey in silence. There wasn't any point in trying to carry a conversation over the roar of the storm. As we came out into the clearing that marked the edge of my crop fields, I took note of the rain-soaked ground. It was much easier to work the land when it was still compacted from the harsh winter. I wasn't looking forward to plowing through this muck.

	My family waited for me inside our home. A small structure with one room held together by the roots of the great trees that had given way from the ground and strung together by the vines of the youth that crawled up towards the sun. What wasn't fashioned by nature was fashioned by my own hands. I lived not far from my village. An hour, maybe less if I ran. 

	"Daddy!" a young girl's voice cried out. I dropped the merchant's bags just inside the door and dropped to one knee as my daughter, Chrysalis, jumped into my arms. 

I heard the door pull closed behind me, and both Chrysalis and my wife, Lavendra, turned to look at the stranger. I rose and turned to the man, who still held his luggage in his hands.

"It isn't much, but you'll be safe for the night." I extended my hand toward the small den. I still had to raise my voice over the rain pounding on the roof, but at least we could hear each other.

The merchant clutched the handles of his luggage, glancing nervously at my claws. "I appreciate your hospitality, mister..."

"Egris," I said. "And this is my wife, Lavendra, and my daughter, Chrysalis." I stepped toward my wife, who was sitting by a small fire in the middle of our den. She had been carving a Nanook from a piece of wood before I had entered. She was an excellent carver. More true an artist than a farmer like I was. Chrysalis, my flesh and blood, had the same natural talent. 

	"I can make a cot in the barn, if you'd like. I'm sorry, we weren't expecting company," Lavendra said to the stranger.

"I'm afraid I should be the one apologizing," the man said. "I didn't mean to intrude --"

"Not at all," I interrupted him as I walked up to my wife and lowered my head. Our two horns touched and I kissed her lips, smiling as I always did when I returned home. 

I turned back to the visitor. "I don't believe I caught your name," I said.

"Malk," he replied. "Purveyor of fine linens."

"Fine linens? Those bags must be very valuable, then."

"Perhaps you think me selfish for refusing to leave them behind --"

"Nonsense," I replied. "A merchant's wares are his livelihood."

"Indeed," Malk said. "I was afraid I would lose everything to the storm."

I could sense that Malk was still uncomfortable as he stood in the doorway holding his luggage, but I wasn't sure how to ease the awkwardness of the situation.

"Why don't you come dry off by the fire?" Lavendra intervened. She always knew just what to say. Malk was visibly relieved as he set his luggage down and stepped up to the fire. 

"Yes," I said, "and I'll go get that cot ready." I turned to Chrysalis and picked her up in my arms. "And as for you, little lady, you should have been in bed hours ago."

"I can't sleep, daddy. I'm scared of the dragon."

"Dragon?" I raised my eyebrows in mock surprise. I turned to Lavendra, who returned my look with a knowing smile. "What dragon?"

"The dragon who will eat the rain!" Chrysalis replied, very sure of herself. "I've been dreaming about it all week."

"Well, dreams must be taken very seriously," I said in a grave tone, trying hard to suppress a chuckle. "Perhaps you should meditate on the meaning of the dream, and I'm sure you'll doze off in no time."

I set her down on her bed and looked back to my wife. She was preparing a plate and a flask of wine for our guest. We rarely played host to other fauns, much less to strangers such as Malk. Did he even eat the same food as us?

I could hear the fire crackling as I made my way to the door to prepare Malk's cot in the barn. I froze with my hand on the doorknob and turned to look at the fire. I could hear it crackling.

"That's odd." I said. Everyone looked at me, confused. "The rain, it's stopped." I opened the door and looked out on the starlit fields. The storm had ended so abruptly that none of us even noticed the moment everything fell silent. 

I stepped out of the house and looked up at the cloudless sky. The Great Mother and Father, our two moons, shone blood red as they hung ominously low in the sky. I looked back inside at the others. 

"Perhaps a dragon ate the rain after all."




The next morning I carried Malk's linens back to his cart and helped repair its broken wheel. He tried to give me an ornately embroidered tunic for my trouble, but I insisted I had no need for such finery. It would only get ruined if I wore it to work in the fields. I returned home and set straight to work preparing the ground for planting.

Plowing through the mud proved to be difficult as I had predicted. Chrysalis was old enough to help now, though keeping track of her only made things more complicated. Still, it was important that she learn. 

Two months later I found myself standing in the middle of a field, bewildered. The crops should have come up to my knees, but they were maybe ankle high. "What is happening?" I asked Lavendra as she stood beside me, wiping her sweaty brow. She had no words. The answer was obvious. There hadn't been water in weeks. Nothing. Not a drop since the storm. 

"I will go speak to Brau-Na tomorrow," I said, rubbing my chin. 

"The village leaders are just as confused as we are," she replied. "Arctis and Ethyos stopped by while you were at the river. They were on their way to request aid from another village, and were hoping to see you before you left." Her voice was soft and sure of itself but her eyes told me a different story. She was scared. Worried. 

"Even the river is running slower than I've ever seen it. I'm afraid if the drought doesn't let up soon it may run dry." We had already started rationing our stores of grain and vegetables. I knew whatever meager harvest would manage to glean would hardly last through the winter.

"Daddy?" it was Chrysalis' voice. She was clinging to my leg.

"Yes?" I knelt down to her level.

"I'm scared. What if it never rains again?"

"It's alright honey, the rain will come, and the fields will recover. Next year the crops will grow twice as strong." I picked her up in my arms and together the three of us walked back to the house.

The next day I awoke early in the morning, kissed both my wife and daughter goodbye, then took up my staff and started off in the direction of the village. There was no use in wasting more energy than I had. The elders would not be expecting me and I would have to wait for my turn to speak to them should there be a committee.

	The village itself was home to nearly a hundred faun. Some were young and strong and worked part time on farms like mine in the valley while others tended to herds of sheep or other livestock and kept the predators that wandered in from the wilds out. As I approached the outskirts of the village I saw a group of shepherds trying to chase off a pack of wild dogs. The dogs looked emaciated. Without stores of food to rely on, the beasts of the wild were fighting for what few scraps remained to be found. The were wandering into our fields with increasing regularity.

	I joined with the fauns, barking and growling in the dog-tongue. One of the hounds bit down on the tip of my staff and attempted to wrest it from my hands, but my grip was strong. I hurled the creature back and it whimpered as it hit the ground. Within a few minutes we had pushed the dogs back to the forest edge and they retreated.

	We were not warriors. We had no weapons. We used traps, loud noises, and magnificent painted pieces of cloth to scare away the larger Praeg that would wander once or twice a year into our valley. 

	I was not old for a faun. Not yet anyway. I was as strong as any of the younglings that ran around the village and wise enough to know my limits. I had been a farmer since my early years, learning from my mother and father how to grow and harvest. The farm was my inheritance, and a gift I intended to give my daughter one day. Not that I presumed to own the land, but that it was my charge to nurture and protect. The land gave me what I needed to support my family and trade. 

	My horns had grown down like my mothers and yet I had the darker hair of my father covering the top of my head down to my shoulders and down across the bottom of my chin. I wore a brown leather shirt that had faded over time and use across my chest and trousers sewn from the pelts of wild scab. I looked like no one special and yet every time I walked into the village I was welcomed as a guest. At least I use to feel welcome. This time I felt like an outcast. The faun around me looked at me with envy. Wondering how it was I was keeping so healthy. 

	I could feel their eyes on me as I passed through the orchard where they worked. What few fruits there were to be found in the trees were small; the last few gleanings not already pillaged by birds or insects.

One of the younger fauns, a malnourished teenager, came up to me and begged me for water. I had none. In return she grabbed my bag and started to run away before tripping over her own feet. The carving of a Nanook fell out of my bag. My wife having snuck it inside as a tome of luck. A part of me wanted to laugh but it wasn't the right time for such cheer. Instead, I reached out my hand and helped the young woman to her feet. I showed her the strange artifact. 

"I saw one once," I said, smiling. She looked up at me wide-eyed, perplexed my calm tone in lieu of whatever anger and punishment she had been expecting. I knew we were all just trying to survive.

"How? What was it like?" she asked, astonished. 

	"Magnificent. It lived in a cave deep in the mountains to the north."

She had never seen such a creature. Like a bear but bigger, larger claws and a more narrow head. I smiled and told her if she wanted she could keep it. To learn to trust others. 

"Young one, what is your name?" I asked. 

"Miev," she answered before thanking me again for the Nanook tome. I told her our paths would cross again someday and that she should go ask one of the women near the entrance to the village for some water. As she went I continued to stroll through the village only finding myself reminiscing on how crowded the streets had once been. How empty they were now. 

While waiting I thought about Chrysalis at home with her mother wondering what we would do when winter came. We could hunt but neither I nor my wife had a taste for meat, and Chrysalis' stomach was weak. I was so sure in my heart both would rather starve. It would do more harm than good. We couldn't survive that way alone. We would still need greens, reds, and water. 

If we couldn't live free could we survive at all? Even the weakest faun could go days without eating. There were some that would fast for weeks at a time. Praying in meditation, focusing on their communion with the spirits. Without water we could last maybe three days. It seemed a treacherous way to go. Even surviving on bare minimum, hungry all the time. All of the world withering away. Why would the spirits allow this? 

What if the Nanook, an animal strong and known for standing tall, fell. There was a name for it. In the North I think they called it 'Gerra'. The undead bear-god. An animal so strong even death was afraid to take its soul to the other side and so it walked among the living. Perhaps that was what my wife had been carving. A Gerra, so strong it refused to die. And what of the other animals in the wild. The larger ones were already running wild, migrating from the wilds into the woods of Idril. Their large appetites would be a threat sooner than later. Others, it seemed, were entering a state of hibernation.

So tired I could have fallen asleep. My legs cramped. I had been sitting in one place far too long. The other faun around me I'm sure were looking to the elder for the same guidance, the same reassurance I was. I watched as one entered with a glimmer of hope in their eyes and came out pale, their eyes hollow. What was the elder telling them? Were they being denied food? Water?

	A part of me wondered how they had run out of resources so quickly. I knew most were not as cautious as I, but their stores should have at least lasted to the harvest if they had rationed them properly. I looked to the fire at the center of the village, and found my answer.

Once the center of revelries and dancing, it was now being used for ceremonial sacrifice. Entire bags of grain were being tossed into the fire as fauns surrounded it in silent meditation. Some of them looked as though they had been fasting for weeks.

 If this continued their would be nothing left! Already I felt a lingering feeling inside of me. I wanted to turn my back, walk away. I could take my family away from here, away from the village. We could live with the faun in the mountains, drinking goat milk. But deep down I knew what had to be done.

After three hours of waiting, Brau-Na emerged from his tent. An old faun. A wise faun. He wore a necklace made of tarnished red vine scrubbed from the tops of the Vaegar mountains. The necklace was covered in small stones that held runes, emblems of power said to let him commune with spirits. Some of the runes I recognized while others were older, ancient. His horns had grown down and out. Parts broken away with age covered only by his grey hair. His skin was pale but calloused. I could only fathom the last time he had left the village. Most likely before I was born. 

"I will take no more requests today," he declared. "I must enter a time of meditation, to seek counsel from the spirits."

"I can help," I said, and everyone looked in my direction. "My stores are limited, but it should be enough to support the village for a few weeks, maybe more if we're careful."

Brau-Na tilted his head down at me. "Thank you, Egris. Your sacrifice is appreciated. A portion shall be presented to the gods, so that they may --"

"No!" I interrupted him. "All of it will be used to feed the people, or I will bring none at all."

"And risk provoking their anger?"

"Better to provoke their anger than starve in their silence."

Brau-Na looked at me several long moments, his face unreadable. "Very well," he said finally. "Go and retrieve your gift. It shall be used according to your wishes." He turned to go back into his tent.

"This is only a temporary solution," I said. He paused and turned his head in my direction.  "We should turn to the Elves for help," I continued. 

"Nonsense! We will wait for the Spirits to guide us," Brau-Na said as he turned back to face me, his voice calm and measured. "They will come, we must be patient." 

"And what if they don't answer our call?" 

"Have faith child. There has never been a drought longer than a few weeks in the Valley. The sky will open up and we will be singing songs of fortune soon enough," he answered, raising his shoulders tall. 

"This is no ordinary drought. Even the river has started to run dry."

"I see," Brau-Na said, lowering his head and shoulders back towards the ground. Gravity was taking its toll. He had lived a long and healthy life, but now without resources even the strongest among us was starting to give out. What would happen if this curse continued for years? There would be nothing left of us. 

"Elder," I began, "have you spoken to the spirits?" He sat there in silence. Caught off guard by my blunt interrogation. I was trying to think of a way I might rephrase the question. He held up his hand, his eyes closed. He turned and retreated back into his tent. 

Several young fauns agreed to help me bring food back to the village. They would travel to my home the next morning, as it was already growing late. I hoped Lavendra would understand my decision.

That night I ran back to my home as fast as I could. Outside the safety of the village, between the dry leaves and breaking branches of trees whose roots sank deep below the ground, came a growl. A cat-like creature. No, a sabre cat. It jumped from the bush with intent. Not to injure or maim but to eat. To kill. To hunt. Normally, Sabres are rare. Living in the North they are enemy to the Firya and scavenge meals like mammoths and old Praeg. Some of the younger ones were even known to hunt the large armored Kamulatitan that roamed on four legs with tails fitted with shards of spikes that could break even the toughest castle walls. This was no day in the North. The Sabre was an apex predator and I was it's picnic dinner wrapped nicely in fur with horns tough enough to use as toothpicks. 

I knocked it back with my staff, and then I ran. Already tired, gasping for air. I ran and jumped, and dived under fallen trees. I could feel bark scrap against my skin as the Sabre followed close behind me. Afraid to look back, knowing if I did the sharp jagged teeth would be the last thing I saw. My body wasn't ready to die. I wasn't ready to give up. 

A sharp pain struck my chest from deep within. One of my hands reached out to grab the ground for stability while the other clutched my chest in agony. I let out a loud moan. Sweat was pouring from my forehead, my hands were clammy and trembling and my teeth were gritting together. Several voices echoed through their head. My wife. My daughter.

I managed to make it a few more steps. My head felt light, everything seemed to spin around me in a blur of motion and my legs could barely carry me. But I managed to block out some of the pain by keeping my mind occupied with other tasks. Chrysalis. Her image. Her voice. Her survival. 

My hands grasped my head and I covered my eyes, desperate for some form of relief from the sharp, splitting pain within my chest. I wanted to stop everything but I knew it'd only make things worse if I tried. I had to gather my thoughts, or at least gather enough of them to think a little clearer. 

Thirsty and tired, the sweat stains across my tunic were clearly visible now, but still I was determined to keep going. Onward. For Chrysalis. 

The Sabre stood back, watching me, pawing at me like a toy. Like somehow I would taste better if I died a slow, agonizing death. Not today. I couldn't. I reached out and found my staff. I swung it and managed to strike the beast across the jaw. As it howled I pulled myself up to my feet, and with both hands used all my strength to bury my staff in the ground in front of me. The Sabre growled and I growled back. 

"Not today!" My voice commanded. The two of us locked eyes. A minute in eternity. Another noise. A high pitched whimper. Something else in the forest. Another creature. A giant Newt on four legs with two arms and remnants of what was once a tail was crawling toward us. It had a thick, but delicate skin covered in a very thin layer of mucous, which was light grey and purple. 

I recognized the creature as something that usually lived in moist areas. Fairly common around swamps and lakes. They were carnivores and their large, long mouths with sharp teeth and narrow tongues were ideal for eating fish. The Newts were crepuscular and relied on their hearing and taste buds to get around. 

They had odd, but interesting eyes, like ruby ovals but their sight was not too great.Thin noses and small, bent ears. Their heads were fairly large in comparison to their bodies. Large enough one could probably swallow a faun whole. This one had come a long way. The lake it came form must have dried up without rain. Already the world was changing. If it continued these fairly common creatures would become rare. 

The Sabre attacked it. It already looked like it had been weakened. Maybe it thought of the Newt as a better meal than me. I wasn't jealous. Rather than watch and see which would get to eat me I ran. Bleeding from my side until I found a small cave to mend my wounds. 

Inside the cave I found myself lying against a Hortorum. The Hortorum was a tiny plant that could be found almost anywhere. It bloomed once a year, for 5 months. Small, rose-like leaves which glowed with luminescent light in the dark cavern were an unusually light orange. It also grew large flowers, which could be light bronze, purple or pink.These plants grew in huge numbers, but it was very easy to control and maintain their growth. 

They could be used as an energizer when eaten, and as a defense mechanism. The Hortorum grew large thorns which had to be picked off before consumption. It wasn't much, but I knew it could keep us from digging into our stores for a few days, at least.

I quickly gathered as much as I could and carried it into the night. I dropped a few as the thorns cut against my skin. When I opened the door I saw my wife carving another tome. She ran over to me and grabbed rags from behind a small wooden table she herself had carved. I let go of the plants, one or two stuck in my skin by thorns. She wrapped a bandage around my wounds. 

"I'm sorry," I whispered, passing out from fatigue. Rather than scold me the next morning I woke up to her beautiful smile. She had already picked the thorns from the Hortorum and sealed my wounds with a sticky substance made from mashing them together. Not only had I managed to bring home food but I brought home a plant with medicinal properties. 

She brought me breakfast and informed me that the fauns from the village had already come and gone while I was sleeping.

"I meant to tell you about that last night," I said apologetically.

"I just knew you couldn't resist doing a good deed," she replied with a wry smile. "I told them to take as much as they could carry."

I told her everything Brau-Na had said as she sat in her chair, Chrysalis playing at her feet. She was carving a wooden statue of Thelsia, a powerful faun of legend that had been born with elemental powers. Most magic takes a physical toll on the user, but a chosen few seem to have an innate connection to the spirits. They are able to control a given element freely, as though giving commands to the gods themselves.

Other believed Thelsia used a magic called Kurya. The magic in Kurya comes from previous lives' power. All the power and knowledge one gains in life is passed onto new life through reincarnation, so those with great powers in the present know their powers continue in a different generation, for better and worse. Strangely enough, powerful souls often seem to be reincarnated in those who are inherently weaker, perhaps as some kind of balancing force in the universe. 

"So what if we did talk to the elves? Maybe the dwarves? What good would it do if the spirits have truly abandoned us?" I asked. She looked at me smiling. 

"Magic comes from a force within. Power flows through every living thing," she said. 

"So you think magic will save us?" 

"I think the deep magic will," she smiled. It wasn't a definitive yes. The deep magic, some believed, was the will of the world. Beyond the spirits. 

Even if the spirits had left us I still believed in the deep magic. There was hope. 

"Perhaps it would be best," she continued, "if you speak to the elves yourself. Maybe you can find Malk and he can tell the others what you did for him."

"I'm afraid a good deed for a good deed is too much to expect these days," I replied. "Besides, what would I even say to them? You know I'm no good with words. I'm a farmer, not a poet."

She looked at me with a faint smile then rose and took our daughter's hand. "Chrysalis, I want to show you something," she said. I watched as she guided her into our meager kitchen and showed her how to prepare what seemed to be some kind of strange tea.

I chuckled as Chrysalis' delicate hands ground up flowers and leaves with a mortar and pestle. My thoughts drifted back to Lavendra's suggestion. I had of course had a handful of encounters with elves on my many travels over the years. Explorers like myself. Those I had met seemed amiable enough, but I had heard enough stories of their greed and blood-lust to be distrustful of their leaders. 

After letting their mixture sit for several minutes Lavendra called Chrysalis back over to boil it, and a foul smell filled the house. Chrysalis covered her nose and Lavendra assured her it was supposed to smell like that.

I imagined myself walking up to the gates of the great elvish city of Fennox-Calil. I had seen it once from an overlook a few miles away. Just the thought of it made my stomach turn in knots. No, it would be better to go to one of the smaller villages nearby. 

Chrysalis approached, interrupting my thoughts and holding out her dark, bubbling concoction in one of our few ceramic cups. A precious offering, to be sure.

"The potion is ready, daddy," She said.

 She handed the cup to me and I took a sip. I struggled to drink down the strange mixture, but as soon as the warm liquid passed through my throat I felt the tension in my stomach easing. 

"Very good, nicely done," I said. Lavendra stepped up behind Chrysalis with the same warm smile she always carried.

"Trust in the deep magic," she said. "Trust in yourself," 




Over the next several weeks, the young fauns who had come to retrieve my rations made regular visits to help me tend the land.

"We made sure your gift was distributed evenly," a young one named Nix told me. "None of it was thrown into the fire."

"Thank you," I said.

We used tar to seal up the cracks in an old hay cart I found in the barn, and used it to haul water from the river. It wasn't much, but at least it kept the crops from dying out completely. 

As the time for the harvest grew near, my storehouses were almost completely depleted. I returned to the village once more, determined to convince the village leaders to ask the elves for aid.

The streets were nearly empty. It seemed that most of the fauns were in their homes, fasting. Waiting for guidance from the spirits.

A young apprentice of Brau-Na's informed him of my arrival, and the aged leader emerged from his tent. I begged him to send an envoy to the elves, but he once again refused for fear of angering the gods.

"The spirits are testing us," he said.

"The spirits have abandoned us!" I shouted back. 

"We must continue with prayer and fasting," he argued.

 "Can you call it fasting when you have no food to give up? You will pray us all to death!" I stormed out. I had nothing else to say. 

Nix and a few of the other faun that overheard us come up to me. They told me they had secretly been sending scouts to observe the elves. They had both food and water coming into their villages. Caravans full of supplies sent from their capitol city. Manse village, the closest to us, even had a small garden outside their Mayor's mansion. 

"Surely they could spare some scraps for their neighbors," said one of the younger fauns. I agreed. What harm could come from asking? 

They asked me to lead them. What could I do? I was nothing more than a simple farmer. I knew how to grow crops, how to carve wood. I knew how to sow a field and reap a harvest. Five of them stepped forward, ready to follow me to Manse Village. There was no point in arguing. My wife would say the deep magic was leading me down this path from the very beginning. I had always been someone the other faun looked up to. 

	We endeavored to embark the next morning, and each returned to our own homes for the night to prepare. They all gathered at my house and Lavendra prepared as harty a breakfast as we could afford to spare. By mid-morning we were on our way.



We were halfway to Manse Village when we came across a small caravan. Small by the way of ten elves. 

I motioned for my companions to stay hidden behind the treeline and I stepped out into the road, far enough ahead of the caravan to give them time to stall their horses. I could see them nervously glancing to one another, fidgeting with their swords.

I held my empty hands out in front of me, and spoke in the elvish tongue, "Friends, I come seeking aid for my people. The land has gone dry and ceased to produce. We ask only for a small portion of your generosity, lest we all starve to death."

After several moments of painful silence, I saw one in the back draw their sword. A very long, broad, curved blade made of steel held by a grip wrapped in high quality, gold colored smooth leather. The cross-guard had an intricate horn on each side, the cost of this weapon must have been high. The blade itself was unadorned. No decorations or engraved patterns. Tempered. He was most likely a soldier from Fennox-Calil

"Look at that, a Satyr begging for scraps," he said as he moved toward me. "Haven't your spirits given you enough tree bark to eat?" The others all laughed. 

A second guard stepped forward. He was wearing a flat top helm with a squared, t-shaped opening leaving the eyes and mouth exposed, a squared nose guard protected his pointed nose. Attached to the top of his helm was a serpent head shaped ornament piece. 

The shoulders were rounded, very wide and large in size. Decorated with a long, curved metal ornament piece on each side, starting at the neck and reaching forehead height. The upper arms were protected by pointed, layered metal braces which sat perfectly under the shoulder plates. 

The lower arms were covered by vambraces which had metal leaves covering the outer sides. It was a beautifully intricate design. The breastplate was made from many layers of smaller metal pieces, mimicking the scales of a reptile. It covered everything from the neck down and ended at the groin. 

The upper legs were covered by a chain mail skirt reaching down to the knee. The lower legs were protected by greaves which have several layered metal sheets on the outer sides and looked like more scales. 

"Crawl back into your hole, beast!" He yelled. 

"We don't live in holes!" I shouted over the taunts and guffaws coming from the other elves. "Nor do we eat bark!" 

I continued to study the others. Some were dressed the same while one held a bow with a helmet unique to him. Attached at the top were two curved animal horns. Taken from a boar no doubt The shoulders were oval, narrow but still large in size. Decorated with a scythe-like blade on each side, the blade started near the neckline and curved outwards. 

I felt it was a mockery of my kind. Armor meant to look like a false faun.On the bow the limbs had been decorated with rows of gems and ended in points ornamented with tusks. The handle was wrapped in thick leather and decorated with magic runes. The large quiver across his back was made from thick leather. The outer sides had been decorated with animal horns, which likely had a significant meaning. Perhaps animals he had hunted. 

I fell to my knees and begged with my face to the ground, "I come in peace, seeking only to feed my family! For years we have lived at peace --" 

"If you want some food, take this!"

I looked up just in time to see an apple hurtling toward my face just before it impacted my jaw. I felt the juices spray into my mouth and wanted to grab the fruit from the dirt and bite into it, but I knew I needed to maintain my dignity. 

I rose to my feet as the other fauns emerged from the forest. They were howling and braying as though scaring off a wild dog. The elves continued to pelt us with fruit. I saw the elf with the bow pull an arrow from his sheath.

"Run!" I shouted to the others as I bolted into the woods. A moment later I heard the thud of an arrow sticking into a tree, only inches from my head. As we ran deeper into the woods we could still hear the laughter of the elves echoing after us.

We had come to them in peace, humbled ourselves before them, and they had made a mockery of us. When we had gotten a safe distance I way I stopped and gathered the others, making sure we were all accounted for. We were embarrassed, humiliated, but not injured.

"Curse the elves and their greed!" Nix spat. "Hoarding their food like dragons."

"Silence!" I shouted. "Me must be careful not to curse another living being. They are acting out of fear for their own survival, the same as us."

"They have never faced the fear of starvation," said Bewhal, whose white fur showed the red stains of tomatoes and other fruits that had been hurled at him. "Half the food in those carts will go rotten before they have time to eat it all!"

Indeed, we could still smell the food even now. Sweet fragrances of citrus and greens. Even some rare foods grown only near the coast. Our senses were heightened more than elves and we could pinpoint the exact location of every piece just as easily as if we were seeing it lay on the ground. 

Puprary, who I recognized as one of the shepherds I had helped chase away the wild dogs, and who bore several scars from his many encounters with wild predators over the years, spoke up. "I say if they won't share willingly, we take it by force!"

"No," I said. "We must not resort to violence. It is not our way."

"Violence is sometimes necessary," he retorted.

"To protect," I replied. "To defend. Never to attack."

"Then what do you propose?" Asked Nix. "That we return empty handed? That will only strengthen Brau-Na's resolve."

"We will wait until after dark," I answered. "After they have set up camp for the night, we will sneak in and take what we can. No more than half. Enough for them, and enough for us."

"If you do this," Yastrye cut in, "you will destroy what little good-will there is between our two species." He was much older than the other fauns in our group. Nearly as old as I was.

"What other choice do we have?" I asked.

"We can still go to the capitol, and speak to their King."

"These men came from the capitol! Do you expect the master to act differently than the servant?"

"There is always hope!" He responded. "If you refuse to see that, then perhaps I should make the journey myself. Will no one go with me?" He looked around to the other fauns. They all lowered their gaze to the ground.

I wanted to stop him. To tell him it was a fool's errand. But I couldn't help but admire his idealism. Hardly an hour ago I myself believed the elves would help us. But the truth was, even if the King was willing to help, there was no time.

The journey would take him weeks. If he survived long enough to make it to the gates, he would have to convince them he came in peace and that they should let him in. There was nothing I could do. My family needed me. If the elves wouldn't share we would take. Or maybe I was just trying hard to convince myself I was right. 

Yastrye departed on his venture and the rest of us tried to get as much rest as we could before the raid. I couldn't sleep. My stomach churned with anticipation of what was to come.

When darkness fell we made our along the path until we found the clearing where the elves had stopped to set up camp. They had erected their tents in a circle around the carts, and a single guard sat awake next to a fading fire. That shouldn't be a problem, we fauns were experts at stealth.

We moved around behind the tents to the opposite side as the fire, and slowly crept towards the encampment. 

"Remember to only take what we need," I whispered. "Focus on grains and vegetables, things that will last. Avoid the exotic fruits, though their smells my be tempting."

We moved silently between the tents, and Vuplait moved to the front of the carts to keep an eye on the guard by the fire. The rest of us found bags or baskets among the carts and filled them with as much as we could carry. 

I heard the sound of footsteps and looked around the cart to see Vuplait stumbling toward me.

"Vu, what are you doing?" I whispered. Just then, he toppled onto his face and I saw the arrow protruding from his back.

"Run!" I shouted to the others as I tossed my basket aside and hoisted Vuplait onto my shoulders. I could feel his warm breath against my fur and knew that he was still alive.

We all turned to make our escape, but it was too late. The elves had emerged from the tents and surrounded us. It was a trap, and we had walked right in.

Without a word, Puprary charged one of the elves and leapt through the air, kicking him squarely in the chest with both feet. We all bolted to the hole Pruprary had opened up for us and slipped through the circle of tents. The rest of the elves converged on us, barely missing us with their swords as we scattered into the forest, carrying only what we could easily run with.

We didn't stop running until we had nearly reached the village. We paused long enough to make sure we hadn't been followed, then took stock of our plunder. It would be enough to last us a few weeks, maybe a month if the harvest yielded anything at all.

I carefully removed the arrow from Vuplait's back, and Bewhal pulled some herbs from his belt to treat the wound. In the light of the early morning, we carried our spoils into the village. We dropped the food outside Brau-Na's tent as he emerged and saw Vuplait in my arms.

"What have you done?" He asked.

"We have fed our families," I replied with indignation.

"But at what cost?" he sighed. 

I knew the cost. We had disturbed the peace between the fauna and elves that had lasted centuries. Our two people had been co-existing, living our way of life as we had we never had a problem with each other before. Perhaps the elder was right and it was wrong. Perhaps this was a test from the spirits and we had failed. It didn't matter. That morning everyone ate. Everyone smiled. Miev and the other younglings no longer dug for worms and I made the journey home with enough food to feed my family until the harvest was complete.

As the weeks went by I gleaned what I could from the crops, but it was barely enough to make a difference. I knew we would have to make another raid soon. Our scouts had observed dozens of caravans going to various villages, and were currently tracking three of them. 

The largest was going towards the south, a village called Glint. It was a modest village, maybe a few hundred elves. They had already delivered there three times in the last week, and it was obvious to us that the Mayor had been bribing merchants to send extra goods their way. Glint was known for having a giant manor and hosting many different kinds of celebrations. 

I walked into my barn and looked around. I had to be more prepared this time. I had to have some way to defend myself. Some kind of weapon. I found a rusted out wheelbarrow and hammered it into a crude breastplate. I tore apart an old plow that probably hadn't been used since my grandfather's day, and sharpened the blades on my grinding stone. 

I looked up from work and saw Chrysalis peeking around the edge of the doorway. There was a look in her eyes I had never seen before. Fear.

I dropped what I was doing and fell to my knees.

"Come here, child," I said.

She rushed into my arms and embraced me.

"I don't want you to go, daddy," she cried.

"I know dear, I know."




The guilt blackened my heart. I had been having nightmares about the raid since it happened. No fauns had died, nor had we killed any elves. Still, everything I was doing went against our very nature.

The next day I marched into the village and met with my party. They were all similarly outfitted in makeshift armor and homemade weapons. Vuplait wanted to join us, but he had not fully recovered from his wound.

"You will come to regret this," Brau-Na said as we made our way to the edge of the village.

"Better to live with regrets than die clinging to old traditions," I said. Without looking back we ventured into the forest once more. It didn't take long before we picked up the scent of lavender and soups, and tracked it to the caravan. Once again using the shadows as our greatest defense. 

We threw our voices across the valley and decaying trees. They echoed and faded into the night sky. There were no answers to our battle cry. No torches. The caravan was deserted. The food inside... rotten. Masked by the smell of soups and cleaning supplies. 

And there, in the largest wagon, there was a faun. Mutilated beyond recognition, but I know who it was. I could recognize what was left of the green hood. 

"Yastrye?" I said in a whisper. There was no answer. He was gone. Nailed to his body was a note.
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"What should we do?" asked Nix. 

	"We should fight," said Bewhal with a clenched fist. 

	"Fighting will only cause a war," I said. 

	"We are at war," said Puprary. 

	"No, we are not at war yet. We are just two peoples trying to survive. No different than a wasp and a fly," I answered, trying to stay calm in front of the others. The truth was I want to rip apart the next elven-kind I saw. I wanted to lead them to a village and burn it down. 

"A fly stands no chance against a wasp," said Bew. 

"A fly is more agile, faster, smarter. A wasp can sting but it is fragile," I came back. Not that I needed to defend such a silly statement. 

"We need to wrap the body, burn the wagons," I said, gathering cloth from the wagon around me. "We will take him back with us. Home." 

We carried Yastrye through the night. Four of us at a time. Swapping out every couple of hours. One taking the lead to watch for animals and elven soldiers that may have been planning an ambush. After we arrived back to the village Brau-Na demanded to see me. Some saw what happened as a punishment for not trusting the spirits. Others wanted to seek retribution. 

"We have lost our way," he said shamefully. 

"We are doing what we must to live," I said, looking down at my hands still covered in Yastrye's blood. 

"Will you see us all die this way?" he asked. 

"I would see my family eat." 

"Perhaps Yastrye's fate would have been different had you not angered the elves."

"The King never would have made a deal," I said. 

Our 'crimes against our Kingdom and the irredeemable savage nature' had been decided long before we raided the caravan. Long before Yastrye went to try and make peace. The elves were blaming us for the drought, for the curse. They had been planting the seeds of our destruction in the minds of their villages and people for years. They called us Satyrs. They mocked us. 

Brau-Na looked at me with resignation and sat down in his wicker chair. I could see a void in his eyes. An emptiness. 

"Do what you must. I understand far better than anyone the way the world shifts. The delicate balance of light and darkness. I can feel your heart blackening. Do not let it wither like the crop in your field. 

"Do what you must for our village. For your family. But do not lose your faith. Look for the signs from the Spirits. There will come a time when they will call upon you. All of us. There is a darkness rising. I have dreamt of it. I have felt it." 

"What do you mean?" 

"When the dragon raged across the sky and the last thunder rolled through the heaven. The ground was stained in blood and bone."

The dragon who ate the rain. So he had dreamed of it, as well. I stayed with him another hour and meditated. Listening to his vocal chords hum in a low vibration as if he was speaking in dragon tongue. I couldn't understand a word. 

Nix and Puprary were waiting for me outside. Wrapped around Nix's belt I could see a small dagger. Something salvaged from the wagon or found on one of his scouting missions. 

"What are we going to do?" Puprary asked. Everyone was waiting for me to give them answers. I looked around at my village and my thoughts once again turned to my family. 

"We will raid again tonight. They are afraid of us. Afraid of the wild. We will use that. We will make them fear the woods. We will take what we can without killing," I ordered. 

More than twelve other faun joined us as we set out into the woods and found the second caravan Nix had been scouting. This one wasn't hiding the scent of rotten food nor dead faun. 

We crouched amidst the trees around them and howled like a pack of wild wolves. Our voices together as one. It was loud and low enough it would have put the fear of death in a Praeg. 

The elves ran. Leaving behind the caravan and food. Except they weren't running form us. 

They had been prepared to defend themselves against a few faun. They had bows, arrows, swords, staves, axes, and many were wearing extra armor. Word of just how dangerous our claws were was beginning to spread. But they weren't afraid of us. Not this time. They were running from what else had smelled the food. They were running from a wild Kamulatitan driven mad with hunger. 

"FALL BACK!" I yelled. It was too late. The Kamulatitan had already broken through our flank and toppled over several of us in a sprint. It laid out on its side for a moment. I could see how weak it had become. It's body, once covered in tough scales, was now broken. The once bright and beautiful red scales themselves had started to wither away and the creature had turned a dull gray. 

As quickly as it fell it began to get up again. Moving towards the wagon. We didn't stand a chance against it and I called out for us to retreat again. Some of the younger faun weren't listening. I could see Bew running towards the wagon. Probably planning to grab as much food as he could, not realizing that that creature would't stop, and even in a weakened state he could never outrun it. 

"Bew! Stop! Run!" I shouted, but I was too late. The creature had bitten down on Bew and I couldn't see him anymore. Nix pulled out his elven dagger and let out a war cry. The same we used to scare off the elves. Does he not know it would take Vaeger steel to pierce the creature's hide?

The Kamulatitan turned toward him and swatted the ground with its tail in a wide circle. We were nothing more than pests to the creature. Nix threw his dagger and hit the Kamulatitan in the eye. It let out an ear-piercing scream and turned all its rage back toward Nix. 

The creature charged him, but he managed to roll out of the way. It looked like he was going to try and climb on top of it for a moment but he hesitated and lost his opportunity. I could only hope he trusted his instincts and ran back alongside the other fauns. 

	I'M TOO CLOSE. The realization was all too late as the creature's tail was starting to swing towards me. I tried to dive out of the way but it hit me right in the chest. First there was a breaking sound. Followed by screaming. I could feel my ribs crack. I felt them warp inside me and press against my insides. My body felt completely shattered. 

I could barely see with the sweat in my eyes. A body shouldn't be able to lay in this position, but I was. Warped and twisted with nobody to help me, I felt my body growing heavier and heavier with every breath. I couldn't move my legs, I couldn't move my arms, I couldn't even move my head. Surely this would be over any second. 

'Not like this...please. Not like this.'

Everything was spinning. It didn't matter which way I looked, everything kept spinning. I felt dizzy. Even with my eyes closed I felt dizzy. 

"Chrysalis... I... Love you." 

I woke up in a cold sweat. I was being dragged through the woods. I looked up and saw Miev pulling me as I lay across a large gurney made of sticks. 

"Miev?" I whispered. 

"Egris, I'm here, you're going to be okay," she said. 




The Kamulatitan left the rest of our party alone after we eventually retreated. It filled itself with food from the wagon. Eating until it couldn't move. There were barely any scraps left for the rest of us. We had become scavengers. 

After a few days I finally recovered. My wounds mended with dragon's bane. Those of us that were left attacked another caravan. We ate. The pattern repeated. Each time I returned home, I felt my heart turning more black.

Miev had been coming around more. I'd started training her to fight and in turn she had been taking care of my wife and daughter while I disappeared for days. 

	

Months passed. We were sitting in wait in the woods. Preparing to raid another caravan. It would be our sixth one in a month. 

	A lone elf wandered along the road. He was wearing leather armor, a short sword on his belt, a small satchel, and something strange on his back. An infant! As I looked there seemed to be a spark of electricity in her eyes. An elemental?

The man stopped not thirty yards away from us and scanned the woods, as if sensing our presence. 

"My name is Carine," he called out. I sat there, frozen in the dark. "I know how to end the drought!" he shouted. 

I stepped out into the path. I was holding a dagger made from the tooth of a Sabre-cat. Something was strange. I could feel something in the air. The smell that came before a storm. Familiar and yet it felt like it was so long ago. 

The child couldn't have been more than a year old. Likely born around the same time the drought started. I felt a deep sense of sadness, imagining what it would be like for this child to grow up in a world without rain. She reminded me of my own daughter. My Chrysalis. And looking at him I am reminded of who I am, who I had forgotten. Lost so much because of my hunger. 

At that moment the man looked me straight in the eyes with a seriousness that could make a Praeg stop and listen to what he had to say.

"I know how to end the drought," He repeated. "But I need your help."

END. 
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