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Hammer of Maripes
 
My love, you cannot leave. You will fail.
 
It is for that reason I must leave. Even if I fail, I will have failed knowing I did more than nothing.
 
We are at peace. They do not threaten us.
 
If we are to move beyond “peace,” we must do more than simply wait. We must unite. I must follow the commands of our Lord of Light.




 
 
I
 
 
“All rise for her Majesty, Empress Emelia II, Her Excellency of the Ten Kingdoms, Matron of the Holy Empire, Anchor of the . . .”
The Voice drones on, listing the many titles of the woman seated in the ornate throne. As I look up the dozens of marbled stairs toward the Empress, her piercing eyes meet mine. I refuse to look away until the Voice says, “Maripes, Envoy of Lethotar, kneel before the Empress.”   
I obey without question—my task is not one of political or religious opposition. My shins hit the stone, and I stare at the steps at eye level. Just a few seconds pass before a woman’s voice speaks with rough edges and harsh tones. The Empress. And her Voice says, “Envoy of Lethotar, you may speak.”
I raise my gaze to look upon her once again. “Your Majesty, Matron of the Holy Empire, Empress Emelia II”—three titles, as instructed—“I am Maripes, Son of Peras and Amar.” Two signifiers, both informal. After my first sentence, the Voice begins translating. “I come on behalf of the people of Lethotar and the Clans of the Three Valleys. I come offering you my talents—in exchange for free trade between our peoples.”
As my lips emit the word trade, the Empress’s eyes widen. So she understands . . . does her court know? “I supplicate myself before your throne, your Excellency, and humbly request you consider my proposal.”
She shifts toward her Voice, standing a few steps down from the throne.  She speaks again, and he delivers her response. “Maripes, we shall consider your words. What talents do you offer?”
I hold back the grin aching to stretch from ear to ear. A few of my counterparts back home didn’t expect I would even make it this far. “Your Majesty, while as the great Empress of your people, everything within your domain is yours by right, I have knowledge, and in the words of your Holy Scriptures, ‘knowledge is the foundation of all power.’ ” My hand trembles, and I form a fist to stop the shaking. “Therefore, I offer you the gift of sunsteel and the power of moonstone.” There it is again. The flicker in her eyes. “I will teach your people the secret of our people, in exchange for passage along the High Roads.”
Murmurs rumble throughout the hall. The Court of the Holy Empire certainly hadn’t expected those words to leave my lips. Sunsteel. Moonstone. Every relic of their people, formed from metals they couldn’t smelt . . . and I offered the knowledge to reforge their history—if they pay a small price.
“Why would you offer such a gift?” says the Empress through her Voice. Her eyes narrow, their green tinge peaking beneath her long, dark eyelashes. Her powder-white skin contrasts with the dark, woven up-do forming her headdress. “Why give us such knowledge?”
“Because, your Excellency, we are the People of Light. We give to you that which we can give, so that you may see our way of peace.”
The translator stumbles over the phrase “People of Light,” and I can’t recognize the term he uses in its stead. It didn’t sound derogatory, but I’m certain he failed to translate properly. In any case, Empress Emelia nods, raises her left hand as if to shush the already frozen crowd, and stands. 
“By decree of my station,” she says, “Maripes, Envoy of Lethotar, shall find safety within our walls.” I predict the meaning of her words before the translation arrives, given the gasps rising behind me. “You shall treat him as you would a member of the royal family until my Office declares otherwise. Maripes, my Guard shall escort you to your quarters for the duration of your stay in Esmeraldi.”
I bow my head, and with the flick of her hand, she ushers me away from her throne as if I was the least important meeting of her day—entirely possible, given the line of other diplomats and bureaucrats behind me. Standing, I turn in stride, my grey wool cloak sticking to my sweaty skin. 
My steel boots click against the tiled floor, and the eyes of a hundred paleskins watch my march. No—not paleskins. I can’t think in such terms here, especially if I expect to break down their walls too. The people of the Holy Empire watch me. Still, their lingering stares tell me all I need to know. Their hate runs deep, and they wish me dead just for speaking in their presence. 
Reaching the end of the cavernous throne room, I sigh, two armed guards wielding pikes approaching. I hold out my hands, expecting the return of the shackles used in the morning, but they shake their heads. They mutter something in their strange language, and I nod as if I understand. They push open the great oak doors, sunlight streaming in, and I follow the soldiers into the city.
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
Esmeraldi is beautiful. Nothing like Lethotar, of course, but since the day I was “escorted” inside, I’ve marveled at its architecture and splendor. While my people—the People of Light—build in harmony with the land, the Holy Empire has constructed a metropolis honoring the ingenuity of its citizens. Spiraling cathedrals scale the clouds, and towering mansions declare the opulence of their owners. It simultaneously sickens and awes.
For the second time today, I follow the two stoic guardsmen down what I’ve come to call as the Main, except instead of left, toward the military prison I’ve called home, we turn right, toward . . . the Palace. So the Empress wasn’t kidding—she’s honoring me as one of her own. I may have a greater chance than I thought.
As in the throne room, Esmeraldian eyes dart toward me with every step. I presume the Empress permits me to wear my formal attire because she wants her people to recognize the foreigner walking amongst them. In some ways, it’s a perverse statement of power: “I am your Empress; you are safe, even when one of your greatest enemies walks our streets.”  As if my skin and height didn’t already reveal my origin, a wool cloak, black tunic, and armored, steel boots signaled my presence from a block away. Only a fool wears such attire in summer heat this far south . . . unless you’re one of them from beyond the mountains. 
In any case, as the guards lead me through the iron gates of the Imperial Palace and into the gardens beyond, the crowds conspicuously trailing behind exhale confusion. Let them wonder. If all goes as planned, they’ll see more of my people by the end of the year, including inside the Palace. I’m here to forge an alliance, not threaten war. 
The Palace Gardens are a world of their own; exotic flowers, drooping trees, and vibrant bushes of all shapes and sizes spread in waves outward. Incased by a ten-meter sandstone wall, it’s shameful the royal family keeps these treasures from its people. Yet another cultural disconnect to overcome, I suppose. 
We reach the immense pillars adorning the outer walls of the Palace, and without pause, we step beneath, through a giant iron door, and into a red, carpeted hallway with pristine, white walls.  We wind in and out of bizarrely decorated rooms until we reach a staircase winding upward in a corkscrew. After passing three doors, we enter a long hallway with windows on the right side and wooden doors on the left. Reaching the fifth door, one guard steps to the side while the other opens it, ushers me through, and closes it with haste. 
Inside is a bed, a desk, an oil lamp, and . . . my bags. Curious. More curious than I’d expected. For my belongings to already be here, the Empress would have needed to order their delivery from the prison hours ago. She’d already made her decision before I said my piece. She’s playing a game high above my head, and I need to catch up quickly. 
Unsure whether I’m a prisoner inside this room—though I heard no feet retreating away from the door, the guards standing outside may as easily be for my protection as to keep an eye on me—I sit at the desk and organize the contents of my bags. No need to leave without being called for. I place my clothes in the drawers, and upon the wooden surface, I place pens, inks, and papers. It’s the first time I’ve had access to these tools in over four weeks. Dipping a pen in an inkwell, I write, just in case they permit a letter sent to the border and onto my family.
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
To my love, Vona, and my son, Mono,
 
I have arrived in Esmeraldi. I wish you were here with me, and at the same time, it is absolutely necessary that you remained home. I believe I have an opportunity; a window has opened, and I must seize it. The Empress granted me audience today, and she wishes to speak with me further. 
 
I love you both, and know that in giving away the gifts of the People of Light, I will bring honor to you both, to the Three Valleys, and to Lethotar.
 
All my soul is yours,
 
Maripes, your servant in life and death.
 
 



II

 
Moonlight streams through the small, grated window inset into the door, and moments before my mind drifts to sleep, a soft knock raps on the wood. Approaching the door, I look through the gap in attempt to see my visitor.
No one.
Lifting the latch, I pull the door toward me, revealing a short, scraggly-haired boy wearing red silks. Looking up at me with wide-eyes, he motions for me to follow. The two guards are nowhere to be found. Brave boy, considering I’m at least three times his size. 
It could be a trap . . . or, it could be an opportunity. Through the open windows, a cool evening breeze chills my calves. I nod, grab my cloak, and follow the child. He leads me away from the stairwell and further down the hall. At the end, we turn left, away from the windows, heading into the center of the Palace. Around another turn, we head up a set of emerald-carpeted stairs, reaching a long hallway. Standing at attention at the far end, I see two royal guardsmen, though most likely not my previous entourage. They flank a purple archway, hands on the hilts of their swords. 
Their eyes through helmet slits narrowed with every step I take, and I eventually reach the end of the intimidating hall. The boy says a few words I can’t decipher at all, and they nod, reaching in sync to open the oak double-doors. 
It isn’t worth hesitating, so I proceed underneath the arch and through the open threshold. Inside, a young woman sits in a red wingback chair, her legs crossed beneath a shimmery silk dress. I barely recognize her without the makeup. She motions for me to sit in the chair across from her, next to a table holding a bottle of red wine and crystal goblets. 
I lean slowly into the cushioned chair, and its warmth envelops—it’s beyond soft, an evasive comfort these past few months. The woman reaches forward, picks up a glass, and sips the wine. I follow suit, its wooden flavor drying my tongue. 
“How are your accommodations?” she says. Her accent is choppy, but the grammar and pronunciation flawless.  So the Empress can understand and speak our tongue, too. 
“Pleasant, your Majesty,” I say, bowing my head. “You are too kind.”
“Oh, Maripes, cut the act. When we speak privately, there is no need for political platitudes. I am Emelia, and you are my guest.” She takes another sip of the wine. “Now tell me. Don’t hold back. Why are you in my city?”
A trick? Her words, designed to lower my guard. Clever. “I have been nothing but honest with your people, and with you.  We wish nothing but peace between our peoples.”
“But you must have a catch. You know what our religion teaches of your people. You call yourselves the People of Light, yet our Holy Church says otherwise. The Inquisition wanted me to kill you on the spot.”
“And why didn’t you?” Unconsciously, my fingers tense against the velvet armrest. 
“Because I know you are not accursed, as my people believe.” She watches my eyes, but I don’t flicker. “History is much more complicated than any wish to accept. Our people, your people, we are of the same blood when it boils down to the core.”
“How . . . enlightened of you.” Her words could be truth, but they could also be weapons honed to ensure I give my knowledge. “If the Empress of the Holy Empire denies the teachings of her Church, what happens?”
“I think you already know the answer to that,” she says. “So the question for us to resolve—how do we come to an arrangement without the Inquisition destroying us both and igniting a holy war?”
I swallow. Her words ring of truth, and if this is the opportunity, the window into the future to stave off the inevitable, I must take it. “We show them I am true to my word. We show them I am not evil, and that my people are not evil. We can’t tell them. But proof; visual proof; it can go a long way in the minds of people.”
“You don’t know my people.” She lets out a loose sigh, almost a laugh. “But I agree. We must keep up appearances for now, but know this: I am on your side.”
“Why?” I can’t help myself. 
“That is a story for another day, Maripes. Tomorrow, you will show me the power of your hammer. You are dismissed.”
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
Exiting her quarters, I walk back down the long hallway alone. As I near the steps leading toward the floor with my quarters, a man rounds the corner below and leans against the wall, eyes on me. He watches until I reach the bottom step. 
“Welcome to the capital,” he says. “I see you’re already making waves.”
Another who knows my language? Curious. “Can I help you?”
“I just wanted to see the Empress’s pet creature.”
Intentional antagonism. Don’t engage. “Here I am in the flesh.” 
“She’s using you, you know. They’re all going to use you in some way.”
I turn right, striding away from the man. 
“I can help you,” he adds. “I can be an ally for you in this place. You need friends. More than you know.”
I twist in stride, pointing a finger in the man’s face. He’s closer behind me than I expected, and I tower over him by at least half a meter. “You don’t know what I need, man. The Empress has welcomed me into her home, and that is enough for me.”
“Do you know what her father did?”
“Am I speaking with her father?”
“If you ever get the chance, ask her about her father. And the Border Wars.”
He takes a step away, out from under my reach. Backpedaling slowly, he turns and walks in the direction from whence he’d come. The cloak he wears is dark, with a red tinge to its embroidery. I wonder if the Empress knows the Inquisition walks her halls this late at night. Regardless . . .
Snakes in the grass with every step I take. 
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
The next morning, the small boy meets me at the door. I’m dressed not in my regal cloak, but in my smithing garb—brown pants, a black smock, dark goggles looped over my head. He looks me up and down, almost as if some of his fear has faded, then motions for me to follow. 
Sun streams in from the east, reflecting off the child’s blonde hair. In the daylight, he looks more official than I’d previously thought. His silk vest is green today, and he wears black, leather pants. His features remind me vaguely of . . . the Empress. Her son? Must be. 
Lost in my thoughts, it doesn’t take long for us to arrive at the entrance to the palace. Three carriages await, and the boy leads me to the third before he skips over to the first, presumably the Empress’s car. Squeezing inside the carriage, my head bumps the top. I’m completely out of my element, save for the hammer resting in my lap. And they know it.
After a few minutes, the carriages roll forward without a word. Exiting the palace grounds, I embrace the opportunity to sit in silence. I don’t even look out the window to observe the city. 
The letter to my wife and son sits unsent in my room. I’ll need to breach the topic to either the Empress or one of her advisors today. My thoughts continuously drift to them. It took far too long to make it here. Our original timeline hoped I’d be on the way back to the Three Valleys by now. Mono’s on the border somewhere, acting as a scout for our people. It’s his life at stake. If I fail, he’s one of the first to die. 
And Vona . . . she was insistent my mission was a fool’s errand, but understood why I’m the only one who could try. She should have traveled with me. A human statement, perhaps; to see two partners in the world, and not just the beast I am to them. 
The carriages roll to a stop, the door opening within moments. I look up, sliding haphazardly to the ground. No Maripes-sized carriages in Esmeraldi—a shame.  The sun blazing through the clouds, we stand on a bluff cleverly situated within the metropolis, overlooking a river below. Placed atop the cliff: a forge, complete with an anvil, smelter, and other tools necessary to smelt sunsteel and moonstone. However, the forge looks untouched for generations. 
It’s a relic of bygone era. They know this place was once used to make artifacts of great power, but they’ve forgotten the methods. It looks similar to the forge in Lethotar—my forge. We found it, just like they found this one. On the other hand, perhaps “found” is the wrong word; for the forges have always been where they’ve been, waiting for hands to work them. At least, according to our legends. I don’t know what stories the people of the Empire tell about them.
“The Empress wishes to see your power,” says the Voice, stepping out of the first carriage. Behind him, the Empress gingerly steps onto the rock, followed by the boy. “You shall step forth to the forge, take the bars of sunsteel and moonstone, and craft a sword.”
I nod, bowing my head toward them. Approaching the forge, the bars laid out for me I instantly recognize. They’re from the smelters in Vicor. It’s as we’ve suspected—they have agents somewhere in the Three Valleys, smuggling the metals out. Yet they should have their own sources of the ores . . . of course. They don’t even know how to transform it from the ore into the metal. 
I set the hammer beside the forge and stoke the coals to heat it to the appropriate temperature. Just like back home, an unknown fuel source ignites, heats, and prepares the forge in mere seconds. Into the cauldron, I place the sunsteel metals, and even more quickly, they melt. 
I’m too focused, and it takes a second for me to notice the ring of royalty surrounding. I look up as the metal liquefies, noting the Empress in her ornate regalia, her son, the Voice, and . . . the man from last night. In the Inquisitorial robe. Who are you? As if recognizing the question in my eyes, he winks. Beyond him, other faces have gathered: members of the court; other important persons I’ve not yet met. 
Once the metal reaches the necessary consistency, I carry the cauldron to a large, marblite slab. Pouring the contents straight onto the white, nearly translucent stone, it spills into a perfect circle. With my hands, I begin to knead the liquid like dough. 
The second my fingers touch molten sunsteel, gasps ring through the crowd. I hear the curses, words even I can recognize without knowledge of their language. Empress Emelia mutters something indecipherable, and her Voice says, “Silence, if you do not have the stomach for this, then leave.” 
Powerful words. Nevertheless, she’s right. If they don’t want to recognize what’s necessary to achieve a welding of sunsteel and moonstone, they should absolutely leave. 
They believe the molten material is hot, too hot to touch. It is hot . . . but my skin does not burn. It’s a magic I can’t explain, though that doesn’t mean there isn’t an explanation. Yet their belief—or lack thereof—is part of the problem. I knead; it bends. It yields to my touch. It forms a long, flat, thickened beam—the start of the blade. Walking back to my hammer, I lift it onto my shoulder, and return to the formless weapon. 
Before using the hammer, however, I set it on the marblite, the tool’s shaft toward the sky. From my belt, I pull a knife. On the back of my hand, a healed scar I know well awaits the blade. Slicing it open, droplets of blood stream onto the mallet, the slab, and the sunsteel, now cooling into a golden ripple of untamed potential. 
“Demon!” The word knocks me out of my space. It’s the inquisitor man, taking a step forward to turn and face the entourage. Some friend he claims to be. “Blood magic? Do you not see his game? He intends to murder us here.” Somehow, I can understand his words, but he’s not speaking my language. 
The Empress raises her hand before he says another word. “High Inquisitor, if you cannot accept what is necessary for Maripes to show us his work, please leave.”
There it is again. A strange moment, her words clear as day, but it’s now faded. Their words continue, but I lack the knowledge to ascertain their meaning. Blood still dripping onto the slab before me, I chance a glance toward the clouds.
“So, Lord of Light,” I whisper under my breath. “You grace me with your presence on this day.” An important moment, revealing the nature of the dark-cloaked man.
Satisfied with the sacrifice of blood, I wrap a line of cloth around my hand. The pain persists, but it’s numb pain, pain I’ve experienced a thousand times before. In both hands, I take my tool, swing it over my shoulder, and bring it down upon the caking metal. 
Like thunder, the crash of the moonstone mallet against the sunsteel thrashes through the air, a sound like no other.  Over and over again it swings, working the formless into the formed. Imperceptible fractures form in my mind, and as they shatter, I use them to bend the blade into its final shape. Hours pass; to me, they are seconds. They are nothing. This is who I am. I am Maripes, hammer of the People of Light. 
It’s over. A sunsteel blade—lacking a moonstone hilt, but ready for one—rests upon the marblite. I look up, and only the Empress and her Voice, her son, and the High Inquisitor remain. 
Sweat glistens on my skin. At some point, I removed the smock, revealing my hairless, darkened chest. Gingerly, the blade in hand, I walk toward them. When I’m five or so meters away, I kneel, lifting the blade. “As you requested, Empress Emelia, a blade of sunsteel. If you wish a hilt of moonstone, I shall need to work by night, but I can prepare the entire weapon for you.”
No words. Her Voice has communicated the message to her, but no words from anyone. 
Then: a sound from the boy. I look up, and he’s smiling. His eyes gleam with anticipation, recognizing the blade and its beauty. He wants it. He craves it. 
And it is his. “Your Majesty, I offer this blade as a token to your son, a weapon worthy of an heir to the throne of Esmeraldi.”
The Empress lifts three fingers to her lips, her eyes squinting. Before she can speak, the High Inquisitor rumbles some guttural phrase toward the Voice, who looks to his liege for affirmation. She nods.
“High Inquisitor Trallius says the Church will need to inspect the weapon before the boy touches it,” says the Voice. “To ensure it is safe in his hands.”
Still unable to read the oscillating intentions of the High Inquisitor, I stand and bow. “Then I will remain here through nightfall, finish the weapon, and return it to the palace, where the High Inquisitor can retrieve it for safekeeping.”
 



 
III

 
It’s well past midnight when I finish, my only companions the two Royal guardsmen left to watch my work and act as an escort. By the end, I’ve merged both sunsteel and moonstone into a final, forged blade. I wrap it in white silk. The carriages have long since departed, so we walk through the dark city in silence. 
At night, Esmeraldi reminds me of Lethotar. Stars in the sky, clouds wisping in front of the moon, the night looks almost the same here. Pity our peoples couldn’t see each other similarly. 
Leaving the bluff, we walk along wide, cobblestone streets. Around us, mansions of the wealthy tower, surrounded by ironclad fences and lush gardens, declaring their opulence. All is quiet. The palace looms in the background, and—
Out of the shadows, ten men holding axes, swords, and clubs. I look to the flanking Royal guards, their eyes shaded by helmets. Is the empress so foolish as to let an ambush like this happen? Something else is at play. 
“Run!” The Guards know one word in my language, but it’s all I needed to hear. They kick into a sprint, and I follow suit. The crowd forming around us converges. 
My longer stride quickly outpaces the royal soldiers, even with a hammer roped to my back and the sword in my hands. Glancing over my shoulder, I watch one of the guardsmen fall to the ground, raising his arms in defiance. The mob gnashes and slashes, breaking through his shield and mutilating his arms. 
I stop, for the crowd nears the second guard. He motions with his arms for me to flee, and I shake my head. 
“Run!” he screams again. I comply. Those two men, loyal to their Empress even for a man they know as accursed. Even as I flee, a stray thought bounces around in my mind—what could possibly generate such obedience to their sovereign? 
Reaching the steps of the palace, I rush inside. High Inquisitor Trallius waits, three sycophants in tow. “Welcome back, Maripes. Where is your guard?” 
Apparently, he has no qualms speaking my language in front of his servants. “We were attacked. In the streets. Not far from here.”
With his left hand, he beckons the black-robed men out the door. Without question, they exit. “I’m sure it’s just a misunderstanding. My men will handle it. Give me the blade, return to your quarters. Everything will be all right.” 
I step forward, handing him the weapon. 
He uncovers it.  “A beautiful blade. Well done.”
“What game are you playing?” I can’t help myself. He’s an enigma. “Do you think I’m a demon, or are you something more than just the High Inquisitor?”
“I am who you think I am, Maripes. I am the guardian of the people of the Holy Empire, and their faith, and I will ensure they remain untainted by evil. You’ve made the right step toward ending this conflict, let’s see if you can follow through.”
His answer satisfying, I take leave and head to my room, after one last look out the door. Those guards . . . I didn’t even know their names. They deserved better. 
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
Before reaching my quarters, the blond boy—the prince—stops me on the stairs. Motioning with his tiny hand, he points toward the gardens out a window. Without waiting for my response, he walks away. Looking out the window, I see the Empress seated on a marble bench beneath two culipa trees, their blue blossoms glowing in the night. 
The night is not yet over; my host desires more time. 
Even with my long strides, I can’t keep up; the boy skips ahead down the hall and into the private palace gardens. Once I reach the exit, he’s waiting for me by the edge of an immaculately trimmed hedge. The path to his mother is visible. I pass by the boy, my boots crunching the small pebbles along the path. Empress Emelia lifts her eyes. She’s reading. 
“Thank you, my son,” she says. “Please, rest. Get your sleep. You’ve had a long day.”  He sprints back toward the palace. “Thank you for joining me, Maripes. I heard what happened in the streets. This will result in . . . problems.” 
News travels fast here, apparently. “If you need to imprison me while the matter is investigated, I understand.” 
“No, no, none of that. It won’t come to that. But with my guards not making it back to the palace . . . the story will be told by the hooligans.”
“The High Inquisitor sent his men to help,” I reply. “Perhaps they made it in time to rescue one of your guards.”
“We shall see.” Her eyes mist, as if a deeper thought lies beneath the surface. “I apologize for Trallius’s behavior. My brother . . . he is zealous in his convictions, but he rarely follows his words with meaningful action.”
Brother. The politics of Esmeraldi click into place. Her brother is the High Inquisitor . . . which means they both were once potential heirs to the throne. Questions linger. What motivations might a brother wish to keep secret from his sister? His words: When you get a chance, ask about her father. I hold my tongue. 
“Of course, he does believe you are evil,” she says. “He’s certain of it. Nothing will ever change his mind.”
“Except you.”
“No, not even me.”
“Then if you can’t convince the High Inquisitor, what am I doing here? Your Holy Church is the glue of your empire.”
She sighs, closing the book in her lap. “I appreciate your blunt and straight-forward approach to all of this, but it’s all much more subtle than you can possibly imagine. There’s a battle for the soul of the Empire occurring every day, and it’s not necessarily between my brother and me, even if superficially it may appear as such. It’s inside the heart and soul of every one of my citizens. We live in opulence, we live in splendor, yet we have oppressed people living on the streets of every city. They are in pain, and they see the wealth of their overlords; people like me. And in reaction, some lash out . . . latching onto hate toward people like you. Still others . . . they’re finding new philosophies to explore.”
“You’re the Empress,” I say. “Is it not easy for you to break down these barriers? Give to the needy? Heal the sick?”
“From where does my power come, Maripes?”
“Your religion proclaims your family as the perpetual and eternal ruling class of the Holy Empire.”
“Yet without the support of the Lords, the Guilds, and the Generals, I am nothing. So where does my power come from?”
“Those who benefit from you remaining in power.” 
“Precisely.”
“So what is the battle? Where do my people enter the picture?”
She smiles. “If I establish an exclusive deal between your people and the Throne; where the Throne becomes the exclusive source of sunsteel and moonstone, then I have a new card to play.”
“And you think it’s enough to break the cycle of power crippling your people.”
“That’s the hope.”
I lean against the tree, and she turns on the bench to face me more directly. I say, “What happened to your father?”
Her eyes flash. “My brother told you to ask, didn’t he.” It isn’t a question. 
“He did.” 
“Sit beside me.”
I sit. 
“My father was an evil man,” she adds.
“My father fought in the Border Wars,” I say, “thirty years ago. I’ve heard the stories.” 
“What do you know of the stories we tell, here in the Empire?”
“I can’t imagine they’re kind to my people.”
“They are not, and they are false, at least generally so. Anyway, when I was a child . . .”

 
 



Interjection
 
 
Emelia walked through the forest, tears in her eyes. Her father wouldn’t let her play outside? Then she’d just run amongst the trees. Their army was entrenched for miles around—what could go wrong? Besides, she was twelve. She could take care of herself. 
Skipping along a deer path, she came across a darkened patch of dirt. Crouching, she sniffed it, the faint scent of iron on the air, like the medical tent in camp. Blood. Maybe an animal was wounded nearby. Looking into the brush, she saw red droplets on leaves of ferns and mossy roots. Striking off the trail, a moan rose from the other side of a juniper trunk. 
 Furtively, Emelia stepped around the tree and came face to face with . . . one of the enemy. Adorned in golden plate armor, his greyish skin almost looked green. Sickly. Blood seeped from a wound in his shoulder. Her eyes widened, for his eyes darted toward her. He grimaced, unable to lift his hands. 
“Help.” The word was in Emelia’s language. Her father had taught her the basics of the enemy’s vernacular, though, and she doubted this warrior knew more than a few of the Empire’s words. 
She said, “Let me go get help.”
“No.” In their language this time. 
“You’re dying.”
He said something unintelligible. Pointing at a pouch on his hip, he said, “Medicine. In there.”
Emelia nodded, rushing to his side. In the bag, she found herbs, bandages, and vials of swirling, multi-colored liquids. Holding each up, one at a time, he pointed at the third vial and the bandages. “Open.” Words in her tongue, this time. “Put on bandage.”
She nodded, dumping the fluid onto the cloth. Holding out the soaked wrapping, he took it from her, pressing it against the gash. He sighed, as if instant comfort enveloped him. Streams of steam floated into the sky. 
“Thank you,” he said. “You not bad, like they say. Some of you. Some of you good.”
Her mouth hung open, unsure of what to say. She started to back away when a screech echoed through the branches above. With a glance back toward the wounded soldier, she noticed his widened eyes. Fear. 
“Caracrow.” He stumbled to his feet, picking up an axe she’d not previously noticed. “Will eat you. Be ready.”
She rushed to his side, leaning against the tree. Shadows flirted with the ground, every sound in the forest having ceased. It was as if everything waited to see what the creature would do. 
Without warning, a darkness descended from high above. Black feathers, crimson beak, emerald eyes, golden talons. The Caracrow dove. It was bigger than she imagined any bird could be; like a lion, its aggression was present just in its sheer bulk and power. 
The accursed one guarding her—he was ready. Even seriously wounded, he lifted his axe in both hands. The creature screeched. He swung his axe with grace, as if it were a feather floating on the air. The blade connected with the creature’s neck, but its momentum carried into the soldier, and both man and beast crashed into the undergrowth. Her terror-induced paralysis lifted, Emelia hopped to the rescue, pushing the mutilated creature off her patient-turned hero. 
“That was amazing!” she said. “A brilliant move.” The creatures brown blood dripped onto her dress, but she didn’t care. “I’m sure my father will give you safety, I—”
“Father?”
“Yes, my father. The Emperor?”
His eyes shifted, from fear, to pain, to resignation, to . . . something else. Then again to pain. “You leave. Leave me. Your father no help me.”
“Why not—”
An arrow whizzed into her hero’s leg, and Emelia screamed.
 



IV
 
 
“I never learned his name,” says the Empress. “But my father executed him on the spot. Well, not immediately. They dragged him back to camp, interrogated him, and made me watch as the Inquisitors ignited him in a blazing inferno. Burned at the stake.”
“And did you tell Maripes that soldier’s mission?” The voice of the High Inquisitor, in the garden. Shuffling noises come from all around—I’m certain not just the Empress’s brother joins us. 
“Does the mission matter?” I say. “War is war. Amidst war, each side has its terrible moments. Come join us, Trallius. Let me tell you of the horror I witnessed as a child. Perpetrated by your people.”
“Maripes, he’s not supposed to be here,” whispers Emelia. “Be on your guard.”
I nod, and out of the bushes, Trallius trots, his cloak fluttering in the midnight breeze. There’s a crunch behind me, and I spare a glance over my shoulder. Three of the High Inquisitors’ minions emerge from deeper in the garden . . . alongside the thralls from the street brawl. 
“Neither are they,” I say, pointing over my shoulder. 
Empress Emelia rises from the bench, and I follow suit, but she motions for me to sit back down. “Trallius, what do I owe the pleasure of your presence in my private garden? You are supposed to tread here by invitation only.”
“Dear sister, I’m here to protect you from this beast.”
He’s purposely choosing to speak in my language, I note. He wants me to hear his words . . . and he doesn’t want his followers to know what we say, perhaps? Alternatively, he doesn’t care. 
“He’s not a beast,” says Emelia.
“Fine. Accursed one. Demon. Whatever you want to call him; I’m not sure the exact word in this vile language. But tell him—why was your friend in the forest that day?”
“It doesn’t matter. As Maripes said, war is war.”
“So he has corrupted your thoughts? Can we trust you as our Empress?” 
Trallius slides his hand to his side and pulls a sword from his hip. My sword. The sword built for the prince. My hand slides to the hammer looped across my back before I realize my mistake. 
Trallius shouts a command in their language, and Emelia’s gaze darts toward me. “What are you doing?” The foes close in around us. 
“He means to harm you,” I say. “He thinks you intend to kill me.”
“No, he means to harm you,” she says. “He cannot touch me.”
“You’re wrong.” I slide the hammer from its sling, resting it in my hands. Trallius approaches, and I circle, the sycophants approaching from under the trees. 
“Give it up, Maripes,” Trallius says. “Your people are liars and cheats. You send wolves in sheep’s clothing to us, but you have only one thought on your mind. You wish to topple our Empire.”
“Trallius, stop,” Emelia orders, still in my language. “Maripes is harmless.”
“Just like the soldier in the woods? The one sent to assassinate both of us in our sleep?”
Before either of us can reply, the parties converge. I swing with my hammer, but it’s easily blocked by one of the lesser inquisitors. I’m too tired from building the sword all day. They grab my arms, knock the hammer to the ground, and push me to my knees.
Emelia steps back, holding her hands out. She stumbles away from me, and Trallius stalks toward her, blade in hand. 
“You see, Maripes, it’s pretty simple. I have the weapon you made. You are in the Empress’s garden.” He pushes Emelia toward a hedge. “I found you here, the blade still wedged in her stomach.”
“Trally, what are you—”
The sunsteel blade darts forward, slicing with terrible beauty. Piercing her dress, she lets out a gasp and falls to her knees some ten meters from me. Her eyes are filled with pity and sadness. 
“I tried to save your people,” she mutters, her words barely audible. “I tried.”
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
My thoughts drift in and out of consciousness. Images of Vona, back home, and Mono, scouting in the borderlands. A stray memory hits; it shatters my resolve. Mono is marrying Ero in the spring. I never could have imagined a more perfect man for my son, and I’d miss their wedding. I never even had the opportunity to mail my letter.
The hours pass, the beatings continue, and days and weeks blur together in icy, burning pain. I don’t know how much time passes, but suddenly . . . light blinds my eyes. I’m shoved into an arena, an executioner’s block in the center. Inquisitors guide me forward, and I comply. I’m long past opposing the inevitable. 
On a dais set off from the jeering crowds, the High Inquisitor stands tall, a golden scepter in his hand. Next to him, the prince watches, anger in his eyes. The boy couldn’t be more than ten or eleven, but at his hip, the sword I made for him rests. I can see it now; a boy told by his uncle to use the weapon to enact vengeance against an evil enemy. A boy, now the holder of the throne . . . yet for the next half-decade, his uncle will rule as regent. He will certainly bring war to my people. He’ll have his opportunity to destroy us, the so-called accursed. 
I step onto the wooden platform. I failed. Emelia hadn’t failed—I had. I wasn’t vigilant. I wasn’t ready for the games played by the imperial tyrants of an empire crushing its people, and my own, under its heel. 
I can’t understand any of the words echoing throughout the stadium. Of course, the High Inquisitor doesn’t have a reason to translate his words for me anymore. He’s won. The people are on his side. Though . . . I wonder. I remember the teachings of our priests: In the final hour of our people, The Lord of Light will return.
“Lord,” I whisper. “I have forsaken your truth. I have failed our people. History descends toward our darkest hour. We are the People of Light, your humble servants. Join them, and rend our enemies as they strike our lands.” The executioner pushes me to my knees, and I lean my head onto a stone block stained with dried blood. “With my life, accept this prayer, and may Mono, and my love, Vona, find peace and safety in your arms.” 
With a whistle, the blade descends.
 



 
 
 
 
Legion of Mono
 
If only they’d known us as something more than simply accursed. For we are so much more.




 



V
 
 
Incense wisps through the air. Plated in gold, the shrine flickers in the dancing candlelight, spraying shadows on the sandstone walls of the room. Kneeling before the shrine, facing west toward the setting sun, I pray.
“My lord, have you forsaken us after all this time?” My left fist flexes. “We are the last bastion of our people, yet you have not stepped onto the battlefield to protect us from their endless hosts. Without end, they pour through the passes, yet you have not brought upon them disasters to halt their slaughter. Where are you?”
I prostrate myself on the floor, spreading my arms wide, palms facing the ceiling. Breathing in, the smoke-filled air rushes into my lungs. I savor the flavor, the bitterness of the incense scratching the inside of my throat.
“Today, we face our enemy on the greatest of battlefields. On your battlefield. I ask for a sign. I ask that you bring us victory.” My eyes close, my mind envisioning the future I know I’ll never see. “I ask that you smite our foes so that our children can live in peace, as we once lived in peace before the enemy arrived at our gates. Lord of Light, hear my prayer.” 
Propping myself up onto my knees, I swing both arms against my chest, pounding my pectoral muscles. Satisfied with my prayer, I stand. “Ero,” I call through the door, “I am ready to begin.”
The door opens, and my husband enters, carrying a pitcher of oil and a basket of rags. His spindly elbows dangle at his sides in his unassuming grey tunic. Those arms hold our family together, even as I leave for battle after battle, breaking his heart.  Even in this final hour, he doesn’t object, not once. 
And the rose! A single rose from his garden rests in the basket.
“You look beautiful today,” Ero says.
“You always look beautiful,” I say in return. “Is Ermo asleep?”
“She is. She believes you said farewell last night, but also believes you will return by the end of the week.”
“I will return by the end of the week.”
It’s most likely a lie, but he won’t push the issue. We can’t afford to lose hope, even to each other, even if we both know the Holy Empire cracked our resolve years ago.
I slip out of my white tunic and strip my loose cloth pants, standing naked before my spouse. As much as I love him, though, it’s not a romantic ritual. All across Lethotar, my soldiers join me, all embracing the Spirit of Rejuvenation.
I bow my head, and Ero approaches with a pitcher of oil. The golden liquid drips into the creases of my neck, down the muscles of my shoulders, and into rivets and crevices, forming vertical streams and pools. The coolness of the liquid invigorates me, my skin glows. 
As the final drop of oil leaves the pitcher, my husband sets it before the shrine to our Lord. From the basket, he takes the rags, gently smoothing the oil into a sheen across my entire body. His touch comforts me. It reminds me: I am loved.
After each rag absorbs the oil, Ero says three words. In death, life.
My love places each used rag in the empty oil pitcher. When the final rag lands, he circles me twice with a still burning stick of incense before it follows the rags. The sealed pitcher ignites, and flames lick the air just above its rim.
“In death, life,” I say. I try to smile, but I can’t lift my cheeks. The pain overpowers me.
Still without clothes, I walk toward the closet near the back of the room. Before I reach it, Ero squeezes my bicep. Turning me, my husband holds the rose in his other hand. I don’t say a word, and Ero places the rose, sheared of its thorns, between the gold ring looping through ear cartilage and my bony head.
I pull Ero into a tight hug, kissing him on the forehead. “I will return to you and Ermo."
“Yet you will not, if it is your duty to die.”
I close my eyes, knowing my husband speaks the truth. He always speaks the truth. “I will only die if it means you have died also.”
Ero kisses me on the lips and leaves the room. Even if I see him before I leave, it’s our final moment together. Before hell arrives, before the soldiers of the Holy Empire arrive to obliterate us, he accepts my duty one last time. I cherish the moment in my heart. The rose means more than Ero can ever know.
I return to the closet, opening the door. In the center, neatly folded in an open drawer, leather underclothes lie ready. I slip into them, buttoning the shirt and tying the belt. Above the drawer, my hand-forged armor hangs, gleaming brilliantly in the candlelight.
It’s time to face my fate, and the fate of my enemies, on the battlefield. I step into my armor, ready for war. This responsibility will break my bones. 
I remember the battle of two weeks ago vividly, at the Gates of Vicor. The fortress guarding the only viable mountain pass into the Caris Valley withheld the probes of the paleskin armies for two years—until they arrived with overwhelming force. We lost Commander Tathias, and the Second, Third, and Fourth Legions. They held the line—we escaped to hold another line for a few days more. I remain the sole surviving commander of our military.
Satisfied my armor is ready, I grab my spear from its stand. I walk into the living room of our small abode. Ero sits near the fire. Ermo must have awoken, for she’s bundled in my husband’s arms, snoring. Ero’s asleep too, so I approach them quietly, lean down, and kiss them both on their foreheads. I reach the door, look back at my family one final time, and whisper, “If only we could have done more to save you.”
Entering the evening air, I look down toward the war camp slowly forming outside the city gates. I’m both terrified and looking forward to our final stand. Their army has entered the Caris Valley; they’ve given us no other choice. The forward scouts arrived two nights ago, informing the Council that “the enemy approaches with a thousand swords, a thousand bows, and a thousand horses.” 
So just one week after our retreat to Lethotar, just one week after I reunited with my family, just one week after my Ermo’s fifth birthday, I once more step toward the battlefield.
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
They first arrived in the night.
Fifteen years ago, on my second tour along the slopes of Mount Wistir, Zet and I tracked paleskins we thought were just smugglers, infecting our frontier villages with their scummy drugs and drinks. Instead, we found so much more.
Sliding down a rocky slope, we followed their hour-old trail. Reaching the bottom, I looked back just in time to watch Zet stumble into a boulder.
“You’re making too much noise,” I hissed.
“Oh hush,” Zet replied. “They’re probably trembling in their boots, knowing we’re on their trail.”
We continued, the path leveling off and into the forest adorning the mountain. After another few kilometers, a branch snapped. I took my spear from my back, Zet unsheathed a dagger, and three seconds later, two paleskins zipped out from behind a grove of pine trees, intent on attack. 
We were ready, however. I whipped my spear toward the first vagabond, and it sliced him in the chest. Zet threw his blade, the steel digging into the second enemy’s skull. Just like that, the battle ended. We approached our victims.
They wore grey cloaks with red trim, belted at the waist with a black and gold clasp. Lying next to my foe, a book written in a language I couldn’t read splayed across the moss. Hanging from a gold chain from his neck, contrasting against the blood dripping from his chest, I noticed a silver triangular pendant. The man coughed, his eyes staring with terror up at me as his life drifted toward the abyss.
“These aren’t smugglers, Zet,” I said. “This one’s an Inquisitor of the Holy Empire.” At the sound of my words, the assailant trembled even as life slipped from his grasp. “They aren’t supposed to come near our border, though, based on the peace established after the Border Wars.”
I glanced at my fellow scout. He slid his weapon out of its target, tilted his head toward the sky, and sniffed. “I smell smoke,” he said.
The scent registered inside my nostrils, too. “That’s no ordinary smoke,” I said. “We must hurry.”
Leaving our enemy to rot in the woods, we sprinted into the underbrush to the north. For three more kilometers, our run took us in and out of old-growth forest, beneath the great veliper trees and cresting redwoods. At last, we reached the ridge overlooking the frontier town of Ut’ome.
Except it was engulfed in apocalyptic fire. Surrounding the small village, we could see the banners of the Holy Empire, our supposed new ally in this world. Hundreds if not thousands of troops watched the flames eviscerating the bodies of our people piled in the center of the village.
“My father failed,” I said. “They’ve chosen total annihilation.”
I dropped to my knees on the ridge, but Zet placed his hand on my shoulder. “Mono, we don’t have time to mourn. You know all too well they’ll do anything to acquire what it is they desire. We must return to the Three Valleys. We must warn our people.”
 
 



VI
 


I call my spear Flame of Maripes, the weapon given by my father when I graduated from the Academy of War. Crafted from sunsteel and moonstone, the fire of his soul always burns in my hands when I fight. His presence is by my side as I approach our war camp outside Lethotar, our Fortress of Light. As the tents come into view, I stare longingly back up the streets of the only true home I’ve ever known. Oblivion will not claim the final refuge of my people. Except—I know it will.
Built into the sheer rock face of Mount Intir, the streets run zigzag across the rocky face and deep into the ground. I know those tunnels well—I helped dig some of them. My eyes halt on one outcropping, behind which my house nestles. Where my family rests. Ermo’s hardly a baby anymore, but she’ll always be a tiny bundle of joy in my heart. Lethotar could crumble to the ground, but if Ero and Ermo are safe, I’ll have succeeded in my duty as a husband and a father.
Beneath the cliffs, the city spreads atop the slopes and foothills of the mountain, roads and bridges crisscrossing from hill to hill and stream to stream, forming an intricate network of agriculture, commerce, and life. The first night I met Ero, when we were still children, we created a makeshift raft, placed it in one of the aqueducts, and foolishly believed we could sail out of the city and into the river.
It sank in three minutes, the beams drifting apart.
The memory almost forces me to return home. My feet twitch, but my head involuntarily tilts toward the war camp, my duty. I turn away from the visage of Lethotar and its environmental majesty. Below my vantage point, the rolling hills surrounding our capital intermingle with patches of farmland and forest. Beyond the outskirts of hamlets and villages, the valley spreads. In the distance, a snaking gap in the trees forms the path of the Caris River, flowing out of Lethotar and toward the Chasm, where we’ll make our final stand.
Death rests on the faces of my brothers and sisters in arms inside the camp. Like me, Zet stares longingly back at Lethotar, holding his warhammer over his shoulder, his massive shield on his back. It’s nearly impossible for me to believe we’ve been by each other’s side for every day of this war. As I step into the center of camp, he looks up. He nudges my fellow Masters, and they call for their troops to drop their work—their commander has arrived.  
Though I want to flee back to the arms of my husband, my feet somehow pull me onto the stump in the middle of the camp.
“All rise for the words of the Master of the Spear, Mono, son of Maripes, Commander of the Fifth Legion of Lethotar,” says Wikar, my first lieutenant, standing dutifully below me. “His words are law, and we will follow them to the letter, to our last breath.”
The first ritual words before each battle. Today, they hold truth I’ve never heard before. I place a hand on Wikar’s shoulder, his muscles loosening at my touch. Inhaling sharply, my attention turns toward my soldiers.
“My brothers and sisters,” I say, “today, we fight for the freedom of our people. For fifteen years, we have fought this enemy, and we have had many victories, but we have also had many defeats.” I internally sigh—I can give them more hope than that. Those words are weak. “Our true victory? Not once, not once have our people wavered. Not once have we given up in the face of overwhelming odds. Even as we march to war today, our people continue their lives in Lethotar. They prepare for what is to come, they prepare for their flight into the caves, into the deep, into the world beyond our own.”
My eyes turn toward Reata, my Master of the Bow. She’s glancing from soldier to soldier, but she subtly nods, acknowledging the truth in my words. I add, “Yet even as they prepare, they live. They go to school. They worship our Lord. They love. They argue and fight, and they believe in us.”
I pound my spear twice into the stump, and my troops reply with a guttural hurrah. “We play our part in history. This supposed Holy Empire may wish to erase us from their history, but tomorrow, we will ensure all who face us, face our blades, face our spears, face our arrows, face our hammers—we will ensure they know and remember us for the rest of their lives. Lives we shall shorten considerably, throwing them deep into the pits and rocks of the Chasm!"
It’s not a perfect speech, but it’s the best I can do. We all know our duty. I see it in Reata’s eyes, in Zet’s toothy grin, in Yero’s crooked stance, my Bearer of the Shield. “We will fight with honor, we will win with honor, and we will die with honor. However the Lord wills the outcome of today’s battle, we embrace it with open arms.”
I roar my battle cry, a deep inhuman shout into the evening sky. The Fifth Legion joins, their voices cascading and creating a crescendo of five hundred soldiers prepared for war. I find hope in knowing our loved ones can hear the sound from their homes, even deep in the cliff-side streets of the city.
“We face them at the Bridge of our Lord.” My spear points northward. “Every last one of us will fall before our enemy crosses the Chasm. For Lethotar, for the Lord of Light, for the love we protect behind these walls, we will fight forever!”
 
◆ ◆ ◆


When I was a child, I often traveled with my mother, Vona. She’d married Maripes to cement an alliance between the Woodland and Iron clans, and her people lived in the treetops above the River Wi, their forest cities sometimes spanning kilometers above the rushing waters.
I loved visiting those trees, swinging from house to house on vines or clomping across rope bridges spanning hundreds of meters. My favorite memory? Hiking with mother to observe the bolog. We would enter the cherry groves managed by her pa, and, lumbering amongst the tree trunks, we always found one or two of the creatures.
“Why don’t they eat us?” I asked, our silent footsteps rounding the edge of a massive auburn redwood.
“That’s a good question, my son,” she replied. “The bolog do not eat us because we do not threaten them. It’s that simple. We have a symbiotic relationship with them. We provide them food, we provide them safe shelter amongst our groves, and in return, they protect our flocks, our crops, our lands from pestilence.”
We trotted down the trail, arriving at a clearing. Leaning against a tree was a particularly large bolog, its scaly arms and legs the width of the trunks nearby. I was no larger than its chest. Full-grown bolog grew to six or seven meters in height, but this one was nearly fifteen or sixteen meters tall. Thick, grey skin covered its arms and legs, its stomach and neck a patchy white. Its back, armored like stone, reminded me of the turtles that swam in the creeks of Lethotar.
Unfazed by the massive creature, my mother walked straight to it, handing it the dead rabbit clipped to her belt.
“Thik,” she said, “I’ve brought you lunch.”
The bolog peered down at us, a strange smile crossing its face. It grunted, but it reached out its massive hand. With two fingers, it took the corpse dangling from Vona’s outstretched arm. In one gulp, it swallowed the snack whole. It pushed against the tree, and I could hear the branches high above creak from the strain.
“They are harmless,” said my mother. “Our friends.”
 
 



VII
 


I step onto the bridge, its metallic sheen reflecting the moonlight high above. My three captains walk by my side, and in the distance, the war horns of our enemy reverberate, though they’ve not yet arrived at the canyon. Kilometers below, the river flows as it has always flowed. To the west and east, the gorge expands in glory.
It is our final line of defense. The bridge is the only way to cross the river, and the Council decreed: we, the Fifth Legion, will hold our ground, ensuring not a single enemy makes it to the walls of our home. Its solid form symbolizes our dauntless resolve, one single piece of metal cast across the three kilometers of the Chasm, the narrowest section of the canyon. We will fight fathoms above the river for days—weeks, if necessary. We will fight for our families, for our freedom, and for the soldier beside us.
“Has a battle ever occurred on this bridge?” asks Zet. “I scoured the histories, but I found nothing.”
“Neither did I,” says Reata.
“Yero?” I ask.
“There is one tale, though it comes from legends before our Confederation formed.” Yero scratches his cheek. “And it’s from before this bridge existed. I think it applies. We all know it well.”
I nod, clasping Zet on the shoulder. “We do, but you should remind us. We must remember who fights with us today.” I try to smile, more for my own sake than their own, but my lips can’t move.
Yero scans the breadth of the canyon. “Our Lord of Light stood on this side of the gorge, facing down his enemies, the demons of Hell. He smote them with lightning. Upon their deaths, he molded this bridge from sunsteel, connecting Lethotar to the other kingdoms. Before long, the people of Lethotar became the people of the Three Valleys; the People of Light.”
“I thought that was an apocryphal legend,” Reata says. "More importantly, I thought he used moonstone."
I give my Master of the Bow a sideways look. “More importantly? I don’t think it’s time to argue dogmatic semantics. The story has power. Use it in your soul.”
“If the Lord stands with us today, where—”
A trumpet sounds from the other side of the gorge, cutting her words into pieces. I turn toward the noise, looking for signs of our enemy. To reach us, they must cross all three kilometers of the bridge. To reach Lethotar, they must meet us in battle. We’ll face them in the center of the expanse above the Caris, forcing them to fight on our terms. At its widest, the bridge can hold fifteen soldiers at a time. We have the advantage.
“I do not expect them to attack tonight,” I say. “It would be quite foolhardy of them to assault this position while we have the cover of darkness. But . . . we will be ready.”
I pull Flame of Maripes from my back, holding it to my side. The shaft rests on the sunsteel of the bridge, and a tiny jolt runs up my arm as the two identical metals touch. “Bearer of the Shield, you will follow my men and me in pairs to the center of the bridge. They
will not break us.” I don’t look at my captains; I continue to stare across the void toward our unseen enemy. “Master of the Blade, your men will hold in reserve behind the Master of the Bow, until I give the command to charge. Master of the Bow, you will stay out of range of their archers—we know our arrows reach further. Otherwise, give them hell from the sky. We will make them face us on the ground, where we will win.”
The words taste like ash in my mouth. We’ve all stepped foot onto this bridge to die for our families. We will not
win. Strategy and tactics don’t matter anymore. I turn to face my troops one final time, doom beginning to overwhelm reason. Thoughts of the Lord of Light surge from my subconscious soul in attempt to give hope, but he can’t breach the shadows clouding my mind. Even still, I prepare to speak the remaining rites of war, the passage heard before every battle for the last fifteen years.
I don’t believe it anymore. My brothers and sisters probably don’t either. For the first time, though, I’m the one who will utter the verses. I glance at my spear, moonlight brilliantly reflecting off the ever-sharp spear point at my weapon’s tip. If only my father could actually fight by my side today. Raising the weapon to the sky and inhaling the cool night air, fear evacuates my heart. Somehow.
“Fifth Legion!” I cry. “We are the bastion of hope for our people. We are the last bulwark, the final defense. We stand, we fight, we die. Yet we still live!”
I can see the eyes of every soldier; they glint with starlight, terrified and brave. Even those I can’t see, I know their eyes. I know all five hundred men and women standing before me. I’ve trained them, I’ve sparred with them, I’ve raised them since they were babes. I close my eyes.
“I declare to you the words of our Lord of Light!” Raising Flame of Maripes further into the sky, I point its shaft toward the Moon. “In the final hour of our people, I will return to fight by your side. I will stand beside you, before you, above you, beneath you, and behind you. When all hope has lost, regain it, for I will smite the stones that block your path, rend the rivers that oppose you, and return peace to the land of our people.”
“So says our Lord,” my soldiers reply in unison. “We fight for him as he fought for us; we fight for our love as he fought for us. We fight for Lethotar as he fought for us!”
I roar, turning to face the far side of the bridge. I cannot see its composition, yet an army slowly steps onto the battlefield. Marching in columns, they’re like copper and iron toys ready for us to cast into the icy depths below.
“Perhaps you are wrong, brother,” says Yero. “Perhaps they attack tonight.”
“Better now than later.”
 
 



Interjection
 


“Why I have no grandpa?”
“He left a long time ago, my Ermo.”
“But why?”
“I don’t know the best way to tell you.”
“You can tell truth.”
“I don’t know if you’re ready.”
“I ready.”
“Grandpa died fighting the Empire.”
“So how?”
“You know my spear?”
“The Flame of Maripes.”
“I named it after him, because of how he died.”
“Why?”
“They wanted our moonstone and sunsteel weapons. They can’t make them, you see. They have no sources, and they don’t know how to bend the metals.” 
“Why not?”
“I don’t know. However, your Grandpa could, and he offered to teach them. He proposed a trade between our peoples. We’d trade moonstone and sunsteel, and they’d give us free passage through their lands. Open their borders. Let our people interact and learn from them. Even travel to the southern nations or beyond, across the seas and deserts leading to distant lands.”
“What Grandpa do?”
“Grandpa taught them, and after they believed he’d taught enough, they killed him.”
“But Grandpa fought back?”
“Oh Ermo, how he fought. He didn’t tell them a single thing.”
“I think I know now. He stood up to them. Like a bully.”
“He was a flame until the end, my Ermo, and he died doing what he loved. Helping people. He tried to stall the inevitable. But he didn’t realize he faced a truly impossible task.”
“Do you face an impossible task, father?”
 
How could I lie to my daughter? How could I tell her I don’t know what actually happened to my father, that no one does? That one day, he left on his mission, and we never heard from him again? Just . . . the next we knew, the Holy Empire arrived and ignited the war anew. We knew he failed. We just didn’t know why.
 
 
 



VIII
 


The bridge rumbles. It shouldn’t rumble. The enemy troops don’t put that much force in their steps. We don’t put that much force into our steps.
Something is wrong.
“Master of the Bow, what do you see?” I say, squinting.
“I cannot see that well in the dark, Commander, but I see an impending charge, just like you.” Reata pulls out her spyglass, staring through the long ocular tube. Her eyes widen. “Probably two kilometers out still.”
“Composition?”
“Unknown. Wait. It’s not horses. They’re not charging with cavalry. I think I see—no.”
She hands me the spyglass. I almost don’t want to look, but the instrument rises to my eye, and I peer through the lens. It focuses, and in the dim light, I can see a dozen or so beasts charging across the bridge. Larger than anything the Empire has ever fielded, I can’t believe what I see.
“The bolog.” The spyglass drops, shattering at my feet. “They’ve tamed the bolog.”
Stifled gasps explode behind me, and I chastise my stupidity. Fear had dripped into my words.
“Tamed them?” Yero’s exasperated breaths are behind me. “Not tamed. They must have starved them.”
“Is there a difference at the moment?” Broken glass crunches beneath my boot, and I face my Master of the Blade. “They are now our enemy, whatever has happened to them.”
“Yes, in fact there is.” Yero crosses his arms. “It means they don’t care what they attack. The bolog starve. Let’s give them something else to eat, in addition to us.”
I nod, understanding and recognizing the plan. “We charge.” I face all three of my Masters at once, the enemy at my back.
Zet and Reata both bare their teeth. “Yes,” they say in unison. “We charge.”
Yero shakes his head. “Not exactly what I had in mind.”
“We know bolog, Yero.” My legs pivot, knees bent, spear pointed toward our enemy. “They do not. Do you not remember our days as children, do you not remember playing spook the bolog?”
Their grins burn the back of my neck as they recognize the truth in my words. I hear Yero pull his greatsword from its harness on his back, signaling his agreement with the plan.
“Shieldbearers!" I shout, preparing our cadence. “Spearmen! Archers! And Blades!”
Zet lowers his massive shield in front of me. Behind us, the unsheathing of blades, the clink of weapons hitting steel, the twanging of bowstrings, it all crashes through the night’s stillness. Five hundred legionnaires prepare to charge. Our finest hour.
“One hundred twenty paces!” I bellow the words, and a metronome ticks inside my mind. 
Two steps. 
Per second. 
Our charge begins, Maripes in my left hand as I jog. 
Two steps. 
Per second. 
Zet’s stride perfectly matches mine. 
Two steps.
Per second. 
Wikar marches beside me. Yero and Reata have returned to their companies. We each command one hundred and twenty-four men, each ready to die today.
Two steps. 
Per second. 
Our eternal stampede shakes the bridge. Ahead, we see the bolog, immense globs of saliva dripping from their mouths. Massive scars lace their stomachs. 
Two steps. 
Per second. 
Not only did the Empire starve them, it tortured them. Once peaceful creatures reduced to beasts. Tears well in my eyes. If only I could give them Ero’s rose. They were more than mere carnivores.
Two steps. 
Per second.
Crunch. Crunch. Crunch.
Tiny, stray pebbles crack beneath my feet.
Rumble. Rumble. Rumble.
The mighty steps of the bolog shake the entire bridge, but it holds strong. They’re just fifty meters from us, so it’s time for phase two to begin.
“Two hundred paces! War cry!”
Our march transitions into a full sprint, and our five hundred voices roar. No context nor substance emanates from it, for the roar is that of anger, that of strength, that of fear, that of love. The bolog understand; the bolog stop. The bolog cower, and the bolog run—back to their torturous masters.
“One hundred sixty paces!” As we slow, the bolog pull ahead on their reverse rampage. In less than a minute, they smash into the troops hidden behind their initial charge.
“As I suspected,” I utter through my labored breaths. “They hoped. To mask. Their own attack. They will. Pay.” 
Zet replies with a simple grunt.
I run a few numbers in my head, counting the number of strides taken over the duration of our charge. Six minutes have passed—we’re nearing the center of the expanse. Perfect.
“Hold!” Five paces later, we halt our march. “Turtle!”
Shields rise, spears ready, and soldiers crouch. A shieldbearer behind me shadows us with his immense arms. From the outside, we’ve created our impenetrable cocoon.
“Volley!”
I don’t need to look over my shoulder to trust Reata’s heard my words. The beautiful crescendo of bowstrings resounds, and through the slit between Yero’s shield and the next scale of our chrysalis, chaos unfolds. The bolog smash their arms into the supposed Holy Empire’s soldiers, and one of them even picks a soldier up, throwing him over the edge. At the same time, a dozen or so spearmen rush a bolog, pierce its flesh, and push it to its death below. Arrows descend upon the scene, and I hear the cries of pain as arrows pierce the Empire's ranks. No bolog falls to the volley, for their armored shells protect them from the attack. They don’t even care, the pieces of wood glancing off their backs like annoying gnats.
“Bows, range!”
My archers begin their retreat, and by counting the paces through vibrations, I feel them halt after fifty. They release another volley, and our projectiles descend upon the enemy once more. Another fifty paces. Another volley.
“Halt!” Reata’s words are distant, but I agree with her unilateral command, unable to provide it from my current position.
Minutes pass. The Empire defeats the last bolog, shoving it over the side of the bridge and into the Chasm below. As if on a timer, a distant twang shrills through the crisp air. The Empire’s archers have targeted us with their own arrows, but we’re ready. We’ve been ready. Arrows bounce soundly off our shields, clattering harmlessly through the cracks.
“Twenty paces!”
We push forward, the turtle remaining in formation until another assault commences.
“Halt!”
The gaps close. The arrows pepper our turtle. No casualties.
“Thirty paces!”
We’ve closed the gap to twenty meters, and a line of enemy spearmen faces us. Unlike the Legion, the Empire uses leather shields held individually by each foot soldier. They’re mobile, but our weapons can pierce straight through their flimsy shields. They might as well not even use them.
“I can see the whites of the damn paleskins' eyes,” Zet mutters. “Let’s get this over with already.”
“Patience, my friend,” I say. “You’ll have your chance.”
Another twang. Followed by another. And another. And another. Reata issues new commands, and more arrows fly into the helpless soldiers even as they raise their shields. At the same time, arrows from the Empire’s own bows rain down upon our formation in constant waves. They’re finally learning. I order our march to cease, lest arrows slip through the gaps that form during our slow shuffle.
“So we let them throw away all their shots?” Wikar asks from beside me.
“Indeed.” I sigh. “We can wait, at least until they adjust. We’ve waited a long time for this day. Let’s wait a little longer.”
For a time, we crouch beneath the incessant rain of cedar and copper. The rhythm becomes a melody in the dark, pounding uselessly against our steel. I stare toward our enemy, and they slowly back away from us. We’ll lose our advantage if they retreat too far.
Through the slit, I witness a new sight emerge. Red light arcs above the battlefield, traveling a steady course straight for our position.
“What new devilry is this?” Wikar exclaims.
“I don’t know.” I clench my hand around the shaft of my spear. “Do you trust me?”
“Don’t ask that question.”
I let out an involuntary chuckle. “Hammer!”
In swift transition, Zet charges forward, shield straight ahead yet at a slight angle above his head to deflect any incoming arrows. I follow in stride beneath the massive hulk of metal, and by my side, Wikar and his own shieldbearer join the sprint. Behind us, everyone falls in step, and we, the Hammer of Lethotar, lash at the Empire’s troops. We collide even as my Legion cries in anguish behind me, experiencing the pain and torment of whatever the accursed imperial Inquisitors have beset upon us.
Now the real battle begins.
I leap into the fray, Flame of Maripes striking out from behind Zet’s shield. It slices open the cheek of one foe, and, while pulling the moonstone blade back, I whip it to the side, slicing the face of another paleskin. They bleed a much lighter red, but it’s still red.
“To arms!” I cry, but I know Yero has already begun his charge. My Master of the Blade ached for his weapon to strike at these bastards, and now that the battle’s started outright, his swordsmen can join the fight. The archers of the Empire will cease their fire, lest they kill their own men. Reata, too, will cease her fire, at least until she puts troops further along the bridge in range.
A spear juts toward my neck, but I step back, out of its reach. Every time I enter battle with the paleskins, I marvel at their diminutive size. At least a head shorter than us, they’ve only managed to win this war because of their sheer numbers. When the people of the Three Valleys field five thousand soldiers, the Empire brings twenty thousand. When we field two thousand, the Empire charges with ten thousand. They always bring enough to overpower, but never so much that it’s a massacre. They know how many soldiers they need to win, and how many they can sustainably feed. Their strategy has intelligence, and I pity its use to obliterate my people. In another life, perhaps I could have shared a bottle of cherry wine, fresh from the grove, with the enemy’s commander.
I strike out with Flame above Zet’s planted shield, this time in a wide arc. The blade slices through three spearmen, sending them sprawling to the ground. Even as I take down these opponents, I look to my left. A spear has pierced Wikar’s neck; the lieutenant falls. A new spearman steps forward to take his place, yet the future is clear. Even as we kill our enemy, we fall, and we can only fall so many times.
Shouts emanate from the Empire’s troops, and the spearmen retreat a few dozen meters to reorganize their battle line. For a moment, I question the tactic, but their reasoning doesn’t take long to reveal itself.  
Marching forward through their ranks, the telltale armor of their knights clinks like coins in a purse. Finally, a battle worth our mettle. A few seconds later, I feel the pitter-patter of raindrops strike the sunsteel beneath my feet, my helmet, my hands. My ear twitches, feeling the leafy touch of the rose given by my husband. It still rests there, unmoved. A night truly worth remembering.
 
◆ ◆ ◆


I was fourteen, sitting by the fire, my mother and father lounging under blankets beside me.
“You know the legend of our Lord, yes, my son?” Maripes said.
“Of course, father,” I replied.
“But do you know the truth behind the legend?”
“I don’t think I understand.”
Maripes stood and walked to the mantle above the fireplace. He grabbed a massive rock and gingerly placed it on the ground in front of me. “Moonstone. You know I work it. You know I use it. Do you know why it is holy to our people?”
I furled my brow. “I don’t, father.”
“Most don’t know this part of our story,” said Vona. “Moonstone is holy to our people for it was given to us by the Lord as a gift. Its true power comes from him, for he used it to destroy our enemies in the War before Time.”
“What can it do?”
Maripes laughed, sitting down next to me again. “That’s the thing; no one knows all it can do. I know what I can do with it, but I don't know what it can do.”
“What’s the difference?”
Vona raised her eyebrows. “Only the Lord knows.”
 
 



IX
 
 
Seventy-five of our men and women have fallen. By my estimates, we’ve killed five hundred enemies. Not enough.
Thunder cracks above us, lightning tingling inside my spear each time its crash rattles the sky. Since their arrival on the battlefield, I’ve killed five knights, piercing their armor between the neck and chest. Yero died three hours ago, but Zet still stands by my side, having dropped his shield in favor of his warhammer. The pouring rain drenches our skin, but the sun will soon rise. I await its growing warmth.
We may hold the line, yet we face an endless throng of paleskin Imperial soldiers. The battle lulls, for both sides tire of fighting, even as our enemy brings fresh troops to the line. It’s late. We all desire sleep. Nevertheless, Zet and I step forward. I know they can’t understand me, but I will speak regardless, hoping my words strike fear in their minds.
“You have fought bravely, but you have seen your brothers fall,” I say. I’ve always found it ridiculous that the Holy Empire refuses to let women fight. “Why throw your lives away? You have no chance. We are the harbinger of your death.”
The soldiers take steps back, pointing their spears at me even as fifteen meters separate us. They murmur in their strange language—short, guttural sounds, like crackling ice.
“I am Mono, son of Maripes, bane of your existence.” I pound my chest with my gauntlet, the iron on iron clang echoing through the rain. “I have slain hundreds, if not thousands of your kin over these fifteen long years, do you have anyone who can face me?”
I don’t expect a response, but a soldier in white and gray chainmail armor steps forward. He holds an ornate sword in hand, and through the eye-slits of his helmet, I see pale blue eyes and blonde hair. The blade’s made of sunsteel—must be one of their few artifacts from a time before time. A hero. However, he will not die a hero
as long as I stand. I will strike this puny paleskin down, for I too, am a hero for my people.
“You are the accursed ones, the ones who scourge this earth,” the man says, and to my surprise, it’s in my own language. “We will cleanse the world of your filth, and claim this land as foretold in the prophecies. Just like we cleansed the world of Maripes.”
“My father was a great man.”
“He died for his crimes. It was a magnificent day.”
The soldier enters a combat stance, and I lower Flame, ready for this ridiculous duel. Zet takes a few steps backward, and behind me, my troops begin their chant.
“Mono, Mono, Mono, Mono.”
“I don’t know how you know our language,” I say, “but in this final hour, you gain one measure of respect in my mind.” I don’t know why I say it, but it seems the right thing to do. I’m trying to ignore his comments regarding my father, but . . .
“I neither need nor desire respect from you.” The soldier lunges, his sword held in both hands. His sword—it glistens. It’s sunsteel. Curious.
I bend my knees, stepping to the side to catch the swordsman off guard and use his momentum against him. As if expecting the counter, the swordsman twirls, bringing his blade in an arc toward me. I parry the attack with the sunsteel shaft of my spear, pushing the sword away. As the identical metals clash, the hero’s eyes widen, as if he hadn’t expected the power of my weapon.
“I am Mono.” I whip my weapon toward the man’s head, but he ducks. Another thunder crack emanates from the heavens. “My father was Maripes!” I jab with my moonstone spear point, but my opponent parries. “Your people murdered him in cold blood.” A decade’s worth of spite lacing my words, I kick the chest of the paleskin, flinging him backward. 
“Your people have murdered throughout your entire existence!” cries the hero, water dripping from his helmet. “One crime does not outweigh an eternity of evil. And your father committed the greatest crime of all.”
“We are the people of Light; we fight for love and life, not death.”
“Liar!”
The swordsman somersaults backward just out of my reach. A tactical mistake, putting his back to me, but I fail to take advantage of the acrobatic folly. Instead, I position my right shoulder forward, my left hand on the back half my Flame. I will defeat this boy; the war will continue. It’s taken too long already. The silly paleskin pulls his fist out of a pouch at his hip; it’s not clear what he holds. In one hand, his sword dangles at his side. The other conceals a secret.
“Don’t play tricks with me,” I say.
He charges. While closing the gap, the boy throws the contents of his hand into the air, a fine dust cloud descending. Even the pouring rain cannot clear it, and the particles crash into my eyes.
He has no honor.
Darkness envelops me, mixed with flashes of white light, eyes burning as if acid drenches my pupils. Before I comprehend my circumstance, inferno pain flares, a blade crashing into my collarbone.
The faces of Ero and Ermo drift across my clouded vision, safely at home. My bones echo the cries of my men, seeing their commander fall. As if they’ve always been there, my parents watch from above. A voice says, “Look to the east.”
Forcing my neck to bend through the cloudy darkness, I see white. Beautiful light, but it’s not sunlight. The sun hasn’t yet peeked over the mountaintops. A mighty hand much more powerful than my own strikes out from the rain clouds above, and, raising my weapon in defiance, power surges through my soul. It travels to my toes, to my fingertips, to the tip of my spear along its shaft. The core of this newfound source of strength forms where the sunsteel of my weapon meets its moonstone pike.
Even as blood drips down my chest, I heave Flame of Maripes with both hands, arcing it in a powerful sweep. The energy surging through my body clears my vision, and in icy clarity, the paleskin steps back, already preparing his killing blow. He’s not yet realized my transformation, for only I see the truth only in my mind. 
My spear, my father’s spear, my Lord’s spear slices straight through the hero’s helmet, onward through his neck, and partway through his shoulder before it finds air again. The blade continues its path until it connects with the sunsteel of the Bridge of our Lord, the very bridge laid in place by my Lord of Light. It’s my bridge now. A shockwave crackles and shatters, and as I drop to my knees, the surface below me fractures. Releasing Flame, I fall face forward to the ground. The sunsteel breaks, the expanse welcoming me.
It also welcomes my enemy.
As I fall, I twirl in the air, watching half a bridge crumble with me. Hundreds—no—thousands of paleskins cry in terror as they plummet to their deaths, but I smile, for I look toward our side of the bridge. My troops are alive, halfway across the massive causeway, where their enemy cannot reach them. Can never reach them. My final moment of life is one of happiness and joy. For drifting before my eyes, I, Mono, see Ero’s rose. I’ve saved him. Ermo. My Legion. My people.
 
◆ ◆ ◆


Ero tills the soil of his garden. Ermo plays in the dirt, building mounds into castles. She’s so beautiful, and Ero wishes Mono could've seen what she’d look like once grown. Their daughter deserves a better life.
“Dad, what’s father doing right now?” Ermo says.
Ero looks to the sky, seeing the sun reach mid-day. The night’s rain clouds have already disappeared. If Mono’s predictions about the battle are correct, then they’d be commencing the fight just about now.
“Well, I imagine he’s telling his troops the Prophecy, their Rite of War, as he calls it.”
“The one he recites every night?”
Ero digs at the soil with the hoe. “Yes, you know how it goes.” Satisfied, he drops a seed into the new hole.
Looking up from her dirt castles, she says, “In the final hour of our people, I will return to fight by your side. I will stand beside you, before you, above you, beneath you, and behind you. When all hope has lost, regain it, for I will smite the stones that block your path, rend the rivers that oppose you, and return peace to the land of our people.”
Ero smiles. “You’ll make a wonderful teacher someday. Do you know the next verse?”
“No, father never said it.”
“It’s not a verse for the warriors. It’s a verse for the people.”
“What’s it say?”
Resting the hoe against the side of the house, Ero sits in the dirt next to his daughter. “So says our Lord. We fight for him as he fought for us. We fight for our love as he fought for us. We fight for Lethotar as he fought for us.” He pauses. “This is the part most forget: And when I return to your side, my sacrifice will usher in a new age. A Daughter of the Lord will rise to the throne, and no longer will the world know us as the accursed ones.
No longer will they know us as the orcs. They will know us as the People of Light, our true form. The People of Peace. The People of Love.” 
“I don’t get it.” She returns to her dirt castles.
Drumbeats resound through the streets far below their cliffside home, and Ero recognizes their meaning. Their double meaning. Their Commander has fallen, but the Fifth Legion returns, victorious. He looks toward his daughter. Their daughter. The Lord of Light’s daughter. “Love, I’ve never understood until today.”
 
 
 
 
 



Thunder of Ermo
 
You will usher in a new age. 
 
For whom?




 



X

 

I walk along the bridge, suffocated by the entourage of priests, soldiers, and clan leaders. The upcoming coronation is dumb. Unnecessary. They’ve decided my fate; why have an entire ceremony devoted to telling me who I am?
My father, Ero, is on my left. I remember his words from the morning: “In the end, it’s your choice. You must accept the mantle; otherwise, your power is meaningless.” Here’s the problem no one seems to understand.
I don’t want power.
I want freedom. 
After hours upon hours of agonizing walking without purpose, we reach the Edge. Just a few meters away, the fractured bridge disappears, kilometers of empty expanse expanding below. A few hundred meters away, the remainders of the northern section of the bridge remain—beyond, forsaken land. 
We halt, and my dad’s hands rest on my shoulders. High Priest Reano turns to face me, his back to the Edge. “Step forward, Ermo, daughter of Ero, daughter of Mono, daughter of our Lord of Light.”
I step forward. 
“Do you accept the task laid at your feet, established by scripture and brought forth through prophecy by the actions of your father?”
Right to the point, then. It’s been ten years since my father died, and they’re certainly brushing past the details to get on with their ritual. No consideration for what I want. “I accept the task,” I say.
“And what is your task?” 
They want me to say . . . they want me to declare a task to bring restitution to our people. To propose a world where we no longer cower behind the Chasm, our sole source of protection from the Holy Empire. They desire a declaration of my divinity, the heralded daughter of the Lord of Light ready to step into her role as savior. 
“My task . . .” I look up and behind, at my father. 
“I am the beacon of light . . .” he whispers. 
I thought I had a choice. Instead, even my father—my father—is pushing me toward an unwanted fate. 
“My task . . .”
“I am the Daughter of Light,” he adds.
“My task?” I step out from under my father’s entrapping hands. “My task? My task? I will find my own way.”
I dart beneath the outstretched hands of the High Priest, not bothering to catch his glance of surprise. Stepping toward the Edge, the expanse welcomes me. A decade ago, my father broke this bridge, fracturing our connection to the world beyond. A voice groans in my soul, telling me to jump.
Do it. 
What am I thinking? I’ll die. There’s no question.
Jump.
No. This is insane.
You wanted a different destiny. I’ve opened a path for you.
I jump. 
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
I never knew my mother. Or, I suppose, I should call her my aunt. She died when I was only a few months old. In the middle of the war, she died not from useless slaughter, but from the common pox. Her death was preventable. The nectar of the yellowbrush bush cures the ailment instantly. 
Except by the time she contracted the disease, the Holy Empire controlled the cliffs where the yellowbrush grow. She died. Within three weeks. Ero, her brother, and his husband, Mono, became my fathers. I remember loving Mono. A long time ago, when I was a small child, I remember his touch, his gentle grasp, even though I rarely saw him.
The war with the Holy Empire tore my family apart too many times. I hate everything they stand for. Yet . . . I am not the vessel my people believe me to be. I am not the weapon to destroy the Holy Empire. The prophecy was wrong; I cannot finish what my father started above the Chasm, ten years ago. 
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
Wind rushes past my ears. I hear screams, but they’re not my own. They’re from above—from the Edge. As for me, I’m at peace. Somehow. Straight as an arrow, my body dives toward the rushing river kilometers below.
I have no fear. Strange. An indecipherable voice reverberates in my skull, its words echoing and pulsating and—
Ermo, my daughter, remember—follow the light.
A voice from my past—Mono. My father. Is he with me? No, that’s silly. He’s dead; I’m probably hallucinating. 
From above, the Chasm makes the river look so small. As I near the torrent, it grows, revealing a dark expanse larger than I could have thought possible.
How could I be so stupid? I jumped from a bridge into a gorge kilometers deep, assuredly leading to my death. Nothing can save me now. 
Follow the light. 
I see no light. Only waves. Only darkness. 
Follow the light.
“Stop telling me to follow the light!” 
They’re the words I want to leave my mouth, but at the speed I’m falling, nothing escapes my lungs. My vision begins to blacken. Blur. Spots dance. 
Child, follow my voice. I am the light.
I can’t. This is it. The end. 
Before I hit the water, my mind slips into the void. 
 
 



Interjection
 
 
Darkness surrounds. I’m outside time, beyond all experience yet experiencing everything at once. A faint sensation of murky wetness envelops me, but I can’t tell if it’s water . . . or something new. If I’ve entered the world of the dead, it’s different than I expected. Though, I don’t know what I expected. To meet my father, perhaps? To face the Creator, or The Lord of Light?
I try to lift my hands, but it’s like sliding through molasses. Nothing moves. Eyes. Toes. Fingers. Ears. Nothing moves. 
Opening my mouth, a wet warmth floods my throat. I choke. The darkness rushes, not just around, but into me, it’s trying to destroy me, make me its own. 
Follow.
I can’t. I have no strength. All will left my soul when I leapt off the Edge, stupidly defying my father and the other elders. I should have listened.
No. Follow.
The damned voice won’t stop. It’s probably death taunting, telling a story to trick me into letting go. Embracing hell.
No. Look. I am here. 
Breaking through the darkness, a spark of white emerges. It’s tiny, no more than a single star striking through an otherwise cloudy sky. Yet, it is there. For me. 
My daughter, I am here.
“Where?” To my surprise, words leave my mouth, foggy mist escaping purple lips. 
You took the first step on your own. You can take the next, too. Follow the light.
I focus. With a guttural scream, my limbs break free of their invisible bonds. My fingers grasp in the darkness, and I fall to my knees, but the light doesn’t waver. My hands find something solid—metallic. Grasping it, I don’t let my eyes break from the light. 
You are the light. They were the light. They are the light. You are all the light. Will be the light.
 The light grows. No—it’s not growing. I’m getting closer to it. Ripples of blue and grey flutter beneath the white. The light takes form. The sun, shining through waves of water. Mind, soul, and body thrust me back into the world of living, and in my hands, I hold a spear. It’s . . . the spear is pulling me toward the light. Or am I telling the spear to draw me upward? Crashing through river’s surface, my body explodes in pain. 
 
 



XI
 
 
Something wet licks my cheek. It’s coarse, and rough, and it’s . . . a tongue. 
Eyes fluttering open, I’m greeted with the floppy smile of a water-wolf. The mongrel-brown creature lazily stares, as if I should expect it to be there. With my left hand, I push its snout away, and then the memories flood my perceptions. 
I’m pretty sure I died. At least . . . it was something like death. It’s impossible to survive a three-kilometer fall, but here I am, lying . . . somewhere. 
Every inch of my body aches. I remember bone-crushing pain from the fall, but it’s fading, replaced with a dull throb, like I’ve gone for a long run and now I’m recovering the next day. 
Sand surrounds me, and a few meters away, the Caris River flows. Sitting on my haunches, I look up and down its banks, but in neither direction are the walls of the Chasm. I must have floated kilometers down river before washing ashore, reaching the wider portions of the canyon.
Next to me, sticking straight up, is a long, metallic shaft. At its end, an ornately curved blade forms a spear-point, almost like a pike. The weapon is . . . sunsteel and moonstone. 
No. 
I know this weapon.
Two memories flash. First, from the darkness, a spear in my hands, pulling me out of the void and into the light. 
Second—an identical match, hanging in my father Mono’s war closet. Flame of Maripes. The weapon forged by my grandfather, the blade that ended the war and split the Bridge of our Lord in two. 
Previously lost in the Caris River following my father’s death. 
But here it is, waiting. Wanting me to wield it. 
My weapon will reveal your path.
“I want to follow my own path.” I don’t know why I say the words aloud, but it’s better than thinking to myself. At least it feels like I’m speaking to someone. The dead voice of my father—or grandfather? The Lord of Light? My crazy mind?
And it will help you find it. 
I push up from the sand, approaching Flame of Maripes. Even after the ten years since my father last held the weapon, it bears no scratches. Flawless carvings engrave its shaft, depicting religious prophecies etched by my grandfather. It’s at least a meter taller than me, if not more, but when I wrap my hands around it, energy flows from it into my fingers, into my arms, into my heart. It’s light. It’s mine. 
“Ruff!” 
I turn, the water-wolf sitting on its hind legs, barking. Not an angry bark, but one of joy, as if I made the right choice. 
“We’ll see, friend,” I say. “But where do I go?”
I half expect the disembodied voice to reply. Instead, the tiny creature stares at me, wagging its tail. 
“I’m leading then? All right. Well . . .” I study the river. The water’s flowing south, away from Lethotar, the narrower portions of the Chasm, and my people. I’ve started down a path away from home, so there’s no point turning back now. Spear in hand, I trudge through the sand, heading away from the river and into the forest beyond. 
The water-wolf follows close behind, panting at my heels. “You’ll need a name,” I say. “Do you have a name? Of course. You’re a wolf. You can’t talk. Except I’m talking to you. What a way to start an adventure.”
Naturally, the wolf doesn’t respond. 
“I’m going to need to call you something.” I pause, listening to the sounds of the forest ahead and the water behind. “River. I’ll call you river. I found you there—well, more so you found me. So you’re River.” 
“Ruff!”
“You like the name?”
Pant-pant. 
“Perfect.”
Up a muddy bank we go, stepping beneath the massive juniper oaks. Leaving the sand behind, I use the spear to brush bush and fern away, forming a makeshift route through the overgrowth. Before long, we stumble upon a dried creek heading slightly uphill and away from the Caris. It becomes our path, and periodically we discover small pools teaming with algae and fish. The water’s too dirty to drink, though every so often, we stumble upon a tiny waterfall, and I use it as a makeshift water fountain. It tastes despicable, but it’s hydration. 
For hours, I trek side-by-side with River. When I’m hungry, I find mushrooms, nuts, or berries scattered throughout the forest. Sustenance is plentiful. As the sun starts to disappear deep behind the trees and the unseen horizon, we stake a campsite beneath a rocky outcropping shadowing the creek bed. I collect dried wood and a few rocks, forming a tiny fire pit. 
“Now how to ignite the wood. . .” I glance at River. He—or she, I’m not certain—tilts his head. Sparks of energy resonate in my left hand, calling me toward Flame of Maripes. “What the hell?”
I step toward the spear, pick it up, and approach the fire. My right hand holds the weapon, while I hold the other over the wood. “What do I do next? Father? You there? Any help?”
Silence. 
“Great. So you only speak when it’s convenient to you?”
Silence.
Silence and—sparks.
“Ow!” Dancing along my arm, tendrils of energy sting and stab. “I need help here; I don’t even know what I’m doing!”
I drop the spear, and the glow fades. “All right. Progress. So the power is linked to the spear . . . but not entirely. Because the sparks formed before I touched it.” Kneeling, I pick the spear up again, the energy flowing back into my arm. 
“Now . . .” I glance toward River. “Why didn’t this happen when I was walking? And just holding the spear?” The stinging continues, like my arm’s asleep. I’m getting used to its annoying presence. “Maybe . . .” 
I probably look absurd, but I bend my knees, point the spear at the dried wood, and shout, “Fire!”
Nothing. 
“Ugh! What do you need from me?” The forest is already starting to chill after hours without the sun. In my anger, I envision the comfort a simple fire would bring. As the emotion builds, the knives in my arm dig deeper. From my hand, an arc of yellow light branches toward the wood, enveloping it in an inferno of crimson flame. 
Anger shifts into surprise, and the pain in my arm fades. “Okay, okay, now we’re getting somewhere. Not sure how, but it’s something.”
I sit down in the dust, enjoying the flames. River struts to my side and places his head in my lap. Magic. We’ve always had legends, stories of wizards and sorcerers capable of incredible feats. Of course, we’ve all heard what my father did above the Chasm. But this . . . it’s something new. 
I scratch River’s forehead, and beneath a canopy of rock and wood, we drift to sleep. 
 
 



XII
 
 
I wake. In pain. Terrible pain. My stomach, my mouth, my head, my freaking tongue. It burns. All of it. 
To top it all off, it’s raining. 
We’re beneath the outcropping, but the torrent periodically blows a wave of mist and salty water onto my face, even as I lay writhing in pain. I moan, trying to move and scoot further back and away from the storm, but I can’t move. Legs lock, arms dull. I can barely open my eyes. River, for his part, curls closer to me, whimpering. 
My brain, trying to break through the hammer pounding my skull, contemplates the sickness. Is it because I used my new power? Or something I ate? There’s no way to know. I’m immobilized, acid welling in my throat.
The storm fades, but the eternal agony continues. I lay in my own oral excrement, hyperventilating. It’s as if my skin is on fire. Fading in and out of consciousness, I vaguely recognize the shape of dead rabbit dropping into the dirt before my eyes. River curls up next to me. He hunted. I can’t move to eat, but he hunted. 
Light turns back to dark and dark back to light. I plead for the pain to end—anything, to save me from endless torment. When my eyes are open, they deceive me. Shapes drift amongst shadows, dancing on the mossy rocks and trees. Creatures, immeasurably large and impossibly shaped, drift, dart, and evaporate in smoke. Fear grips my soul. I just want it to end. 
At some point, my fingers manage to grip the spear, as if my new power can heal me. I try to will the energy to kill whatever afflicts my body—or, in the alternative, to kill me, ending the pain—but the spear doesn’t respond. It can’t hear my plea. 
Here in a ditch, lost in a forest, the People of Light’s chosen one will die. I’ve failed them. 
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
I awake again. The pain is gone. I don’t know how long it’s been, but I’m alive. 
Hungry—and thirsty, but alive. 
As I sit up, River bounds into the clearing, a squirrel in its mouth. The fire from a few nights ago is an ashy soup, drenched by the rain. I can’t remember if it stormed more than once. Everything blurs together. Dripping from the outcropping above, though, is crystal clean water. I stand beneath the droplets, quenching my thirst. I collect another round of wood from the brush on the other side of the creek—which now flows freely—and ignite it, just like last time. 
“Here’s to hoping I don’t get sick a second time,” I mutter to River. After skinning it with my spear, I stab the squirrel with a sharp stick and cook it over my second fire. Breakfast. Or lunch? Dinner? More like all three at once. 
After finishing the meal, I strip and bathe in the creek. I’m filthy, vomit and other bodily fluids are everywhere. It’s disgusting, and I wash my clothes too, both the grey tunic top and the leather, parted dress. While they dry on warm rocks, I drift lazily back and forth in the water. It’s refreshing for both my skin and mind. River dives into the water too, floating about on its (his? I’m not sure) back and squirting streams of water into the air, reminding me of otters in the aqueducts of Lethotar.
Afterward, while donning the now dry garments, I wish for something other than a ceremonial outfit to wear. Picking up the spear, I kick sand about the campsite to eliminate traces of the fire. “It’s time to go.” I motion for River to follow, and we continue upstream. 
Curving along the edge of the outcropping, a small path leads up and above the creek. Stepping over boulders and blasted tree roots, we swiftly ascend a ridge. At the top, a ghastly sight awaits. 
Slumped against a tree, a dark, morphic form lies, mutilated and deformed. It’s grotesque; its skin is jet-black, shades darker than my own, with white spots dotting every inch like inverse freckles. White fangs stretch over its lips. 
Fortunately, it’s very dead. Its throat is torn out, a bloody and mangled mess. As we approach, River growls a low, rumbling moan. I step closer to the strange creature, and River barks, roars, darts in front of me, baring its fangs and blocking my path toward the corpse. 
“Okay, we can avoid it if you’d like,” I say, stepping back. “But what is it?” A vengeful gleam flashes in River’s eyes as I say the question. “Did you do this?” I remember the shadows from during my sickness. The creatures I’d thought were hallucinations. “Impossible.”
I’ve never heard of any such creature. My entire life, Ero has drilled facts into my head, many of them useless about places I’ll never see. I learned about the digestive tracts of the Bolog, the hunting patterns of the water-wolves, the culture of the frost giants—a creature most consider myth—the strange “cacti” of the deserts far to the south, plants capable of living without water for years on end. 
And yet . . . this thing . . . it’s something else. 
Stepping away, we skirt around the dead, dark, demon-like corpse. “If you saved me from that, River,” I say, “I owe you more than my life.” As we travel further from the grisly scene, River’s kind demeanor returns, his (we’re going with his) tail wagging and tongue panting. 
With every step, I expect my sickness to return. Yet, with every step, I feel stronger. I am stronger. It’s as if my body was fighting its new journey, but my will to create a new path won. 
Perhaps I’m just imagining the metaphor. It was almost certainly something I ate. Nevertheless . . . I like the symbolism. If I’m the subject of prophecy, might as well give substance to every moment of my life. 
Like the first day—after the beach—River and I trudge through the forest, finding a new path away from the creek. We’re slowly heading uphill, and if the dated and murky map in my head is accurate, I’m traversing the hills of the former Kineto clans. If I continued following the Caris River, I would have eventually reached the Emerald Falls, spilling over the cliffs for hundreds of meters before lazily entering the other valleys and the expansive plains beyond. The only real way down the immense cliff-face is . . . the Gates of Vicor. The final battle before my father’s death, where he watched many of his brothers and sisters in arms fall. To properly reach Vicor and its nearby fortress, I need to veer away from the river.
I gulp. I’ve heard stories from the survivors of our final battle, especially those who also fought by Mono’s side at the Gates. They called it the bloodiest and longest battle of the war. I dread what I will find. But, seeing as I don’t know what I’m looking for, it’s the only destination I have available. If I’m to discover my own destiny, I must go somewhere.
“I just hope I don’t run into any more of those fiends.” River growls, somehow knowing exactly what I’m thinking. “You’re smarter than you let on, aren’t you? Well, with you by my side, no fiend can get me. I like that name for them, too. Fiend. I think it’ll stick.”
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
Three more nights pass, and other than an upset stomach following poorly cooked rabbit, I’m sure my sickness has passed. On the morning of the fourth day, I crest a ridge. To my right, a little ways away, the Caris River reaches a massive cliff face and flows over the edge. Beyond, the vast plain and rolling hills of the Three Valleys spread in their glory. Joy wells in my soul as I witness a visage I never hoped to witness. 
To the left—some three or four kilometers away by my reckoning—nestled between two giant, rocky monstrosities, sits the decrepit fortress known simply as the “Gates of Vicor.” 
It’s occupied.
By now, I’d thought the Holy Empire had simply abandoned the Three Valleys. Since my father’s death, no one has seen evidence of their activity on the other side of the Chasm. As I traveled toward the Gates, I’d seen no traces of any people—anywhere. 
Faced with the truth in front of me, it all clicked into place. If the Holy Empire held the Gates of Vicor, they would indefinitely trap us beyond the Chasm, even if we managed to somehow rebuild the bridge. 
So, after ten years, their troops remain, ever vigilant. The fortress itself wasn’t very large; two towers buttressed the rock faces, and an immense wall spread between the two vantage points. Beneath the wall, various buildings built of the same stone spread out haphazardly in no order. Then, an empty plain and rocky bluff . . . and the actual town of Vicor, abandoned and ruined and burnt to a crisp. Flags fly from the parapets of the fortress beyond, however, signaling its occupancy.
“All right River, what’s next?” 
He sniffs the air, whimpers, and lies on his belly. “I agree. We wait until nightfall.”
I step away from the ridge and out of sight of the towers. There’s no telling whether they can see me against the trees from this distance, but there’s no reason to risk detection. Once I’m a few meters into the trees, I lean against a trunk, considering my options. River follows and flops at my feet like a loose rag. He’s tired. 
Sighing, I lift Flame of Maripes into a battle stance. While I’ve not been training for the Legion like others my age, I’ve learned enough about how to use the weapon from practicing with my classmates. The reach of a spear cannot be matched, especially a spear like Flame. However, I’m not interested in practicing my attacks, guards, and counters. I need to see what I can do with my newfound power. 
“All right, River, if I’m correct, then the energy is somehow inside me . . . but when I’m holding the spear, it like . . . channels it more powerfully? Or allows me to direct it in specific ways?” 
No response from the wolf. He continues to pant, drool dripping onto the dirt next to his front paws. 
“All right, well, here goes nothing.”
Sparks flash between fingers. I choose a bush at random, envisioning it igniting in flame. I want the bush to burn; I need it to burn. My arm numbs, daggers stab my veins, but a beam of light leaves my hand, descending upon the poor plant. It burns. Way too quickly. 
“Oh, shoot!”
I panic, not sure how to avoid a forest fire. Without thinking, I wish for the flames to die. In a similarly bright flash of light, it listens, energy sucking right back into my hand. 
“Well . . . that could be useful.” 
I prance around the clearing, considering my options. What else could my power possibly allow me to do? I approach a sapling—it’s not much taller than I am. I grasp Flame of Maripes in both hands, swing it back, and slice in an arc straight in front of the baby tree, envisioning a slice straight through the bark. 
The spear doesn’t touch, but a noticeable slice drives almost entirely through. So . . . not only can I blast fire from my fingers, I can enhance my weapon. Perfect. 
 
 



XIII
 
 
The next few hours pass by as I practice my abilities. Day turns toward twilight, and I halt for rest and for food. As the sun sets beyond the Emerald Falls and across the valleys, I stop my practice, worried the flashes of light will alert the troops within the Gates of Vicor. Sitting on my ridge, observing the fortress, I’m unsure of my next steps. While practicing, I hadn’t considered what to do once darkness arrived.
River shuffles to my side. Nibbling at my tunic, he pulls me away from the cliff’s edge. I follow. We head into the trees, down a trail I’d not previously noticed. It winds down a slope, and before long, I can see my vantage point to the right and above the tree line. Minutes later, we’ve cleared the trees, and as the sun hides behind the mountains, we near the edge of the abandoned town of Vicor.
The Holy Empire doesn’t have troops patrolling the town—surprising. I’m sneaking close to their fort at night, and given the lack of torches or light around the decaying structures, I can easily dart from shadow to shadow, remaining invisible to the towers buttressing the Gates of Vicor. 
Beneath ruined windows and crumbled walls, I chart a path through former homes and shops. I imagine legionnaires probably lived in many of these buildings, prior to the city’s demise. Strips of cloth indicative of Legion colors tatter about in the wind like mice. Supposedly, I lived here a lifetime ago, when Ero stayed closer to the frontlines with Mono. I can’t remember that far back, though. 
When we near the center of town, a scraping noise scratches stone. It’s like chalk on a classroom wall back in Lethotar. I stop, River at my feet. He’s growling. Like when we found the fiend. Great. 
I turn around—right into a trio of fiends, creeping down from the roof of a burned-out house. I’m starting to understand why the Holy Empire has no presence here. We’ve walked into a nest of demons. 
Spear raised, I prepare for their attack. Two charge; one waits behind, pacing. Before they reach us, River leaps, tackling the left fiend. A scramble ensues, but I have no time to watch as the other one taunts me. It screams an inhuman cry—like a goat, but a higher pitch. 
It strikes, its arm flinging forward and stretching like an elastic rope. With my father’s spear, I swipe, imagining the arm tearing in half. With a sickening crunch, bones break, the arm fractures, and blood splatters the dirt. It falls to the ground, writhing in pain. 
No time to watch.
River grapples with his fiend, the third still pacing some ten meters away. Holding out my hand, I imagine River’s assailant bursting into flame. An energy lance leaves my palm, striking the dark creature, and it erupts, skin boiling and smoking. River rolls away, unscathed. The third fiend howls, backs away, and runs down an alley, out of sight. 
“No way the towers missed that flash, better—”
Out of the alley, dozens of fiends crawl, charging River and me. They’re not too fast, but they’re fast enough. 
I take off in a dead sprint away from them, deeper into town. Another dozen or so fly out of another alley, as if . . . herding us. Not good. “River, I’m about to do something insanely stupid, you better trust me, boy.”
The larger group of fiends is behind me and a bit to the right. A small pack forms on our left—toward the Gates of Vicor. I abruptly change course, charging the group head-on. Gathering my mental strength, I envision a blast of flame throwing the pack against a nearby wall. Light lances, flames erupt, screams resound, and we’re running through their smoldering remains.
I’m not unscathed. My skin feels like its boiling too, daggers continuing to stab my wrist. I look down, and it’s crackling—blistering. All right, so there’s limits to my power. Need to pay close attention. Spear probably helps limit damage to my body, if I channel through the weapon.
 We’re not out of the fire yet. With a glance over the shoulder, I see a ravenous horde of fiends charging me. Only one direction to go—toward the Gates of Vicor. Though they’re aching from running, my legs carry me over crumbled walkways, dirty puddles, and patchy, overgrown grass. The closer we are to the fortress, the more I recognize its true immensity. The wall is huge, at least fifty meters tall, and it’s still a good half a kilometer from me. The cries and screams of the fiends sound like they’re right at my ankles, but—
The fortress screeches. No. The gate at the base of the wall—it’s rising. In the dim moonlight, a party of soldiers on horseback gallops into the ruins. At this point, I don’t care if they’re Holy Empire. They can save us from the demons at our heels. 
I barely feel the minutes pass. Feet on stone. Cool breeze through the hair. Screaming. Constant, evil screaming. Then—shouts. Men, speaking in an incomprehensible language. Rounding a corner, the cavalry are charging down a main road toward my enemy. I duck to the side of the road, pointing and screaming at the creatures behind me. Lances and swords at their sides, the soldiers converge on the fiends, slashing and swiping and carving them to pieces. 
After only a minute or two of fighting, the beasts disperse, whimpering. My heart’s beating like a drum in my chest, and River circles around me, wagging his tail. We’re safe.
Except we’re not. 
The knights turn, face us, and slowly trot toward our position. 
“River, you need to leave. Now. Wait for me here. I know you can survive.” I scratch the wolf’s head. “Do you understand? You need to go. Back to the forest.”
He tilts his head quizzically. 
“No, I don’t know what they’ll do to you. Probably view you as vermin. Go!” I point toward the trees. He’s fast enough to outrun the fiends. I think. 
He nuzzles my knee. It’s too late. The horsemen surround us, lances pointed at my chest. The men shout words and sounds back and forth between each other, speaking their strange language. One horse trots ahead of the others. River leans against my leg. 
“Accursed one,” says the helmeted soldier in my language, “how did you escape the pens?”
Raising my hands above my head, the spear pointed to signal nonaggression, I say, “I did not escape. I . . .” I don’t know what to say next. 
“Of course you escaped. Where else would you be from? Back to the mines with you.”
The mines? Oh no.
“Wait! I am from Lethotar! I’m . . . an envoy come to speak with your leader!”
“Lethotar was destroyed. You lie. Drop your weapon. It’s time to return you to the pens.”
“I’m telling the truth!”
The soldier kicks his horse forward and whips his lance around, knocking me to the ground. “Comply. Now.”
While I could fight, unleashing my power, I don’t think I can take them all. I nod, wincing at the pain in my chest. I drop Flame of Maripes to the dirt. 
With a roar, my water-wolf lunges at the horsemen who assaulted me. 
“River! No!”
With a casual stab of his lance, he skewers my friend in the shoulder. River drops to the dirt, blood dripping and staining dark, matted fur. I reach for Flame, but I’ve been caught unawares. Another soldier approached from the side, and his boot now rests squarely on the spear’s shaft.
“Why?” I scream. “Why kill him?” My lungs are dry and coarse with sorrow. I fall to my knees.
The soldiers give no response. They bind and gag me, push me toward the city, and leave River whimpering in the mud. I have no time to mourn the loss of my friend, my guide, my family. He’ll die out here, fighting the fiends—or from blood loss—because I thought it smart to explore a city beneath the watchful gaze of the Holy Empire.
So instead, the next step of my journey will take me to the pens. And, based on the soldier’s words, to the remnants of my people beyond Lethotar. 
 
 



XIV
 
 
Darkness. Infinite darkness. It reminds me of the place between life and death, after I smashed into the Caris River. Except instead of water, dark walls in a space only a meter wide and two meters tall surround me. An underground coffin, with only a metal, windowless lid above my head. 
I scream for hours with no response. Now, I cry.
“Father? Grandfather? Lord of Light? Where are you? Why have you forsaken me this entire time?”
Silence. 
“Did you save me from the waters just to die in this hole? 
Silence.
“And you let River die.”
Silence.
I fall to the ground, curling in a ball. There’s just enough room to lazily drift to sleep. This is the end, I know it.
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
Hours. Days. Weeks. I don’t know. At least twenty times, they’ve opened the hatch above me, dropping a canteen of water, a bucket, and a wafer of bread. 
Only one image repeats in my mind—the spear piercing River’s shoulder, the water wolf flailing into the dirt. Why hadn’t I fought? I know the answer, of course. I would have died immediately. Yet . . . there is honor in dying to save those you love. My father died for Lethotar. Though, his sacrifice at least had meaning. Fighting to save a water wolf and inevitably failing? Idiotic suicide. My life would result in waste for my people and the Lord of Light. 
Do I care? I don’t know. I want the madness to end. The Lord of Light has failed me, why shouldn’t I fail him? My people wanted to use me . . . they already believe I’ve failed them, so why not make their belief reality? 
A thought nags, gnawing at the recesses of my fluttering consciousness. I was captured. The soldiers didn’t want to kill me. They’d said . . . they’d said Lethotar was destroyed. Those two facts mean something, but I’m not sure what. I need to think. It’s impossible to think. How can I think in this soul-crushing darkness? 
My hand sparks.
My fingers twitch. 
I breathe. 
My hand glows, bathing the tomb in faint, white light. 
It’s not a lot, but it’s enough. My heart rate slows, though anger simmers. I should have created a glow days (weeks?) ago. All right. So . . . the soldiers had said “back to the mines with you.” Meaning . . . they’re using slaves to mine the mountains beneath the Gates of Vicor. And if they captured me, they have more of my people trapped nearby. I’m in a torture chamber of some sort, perhaps for punishment of disruptive slaves. 
They’re treating me like a slave because . . . well, the obvious. They hate the People of Light and believe we’re accursed. Orcs. That’s easy. However . . . they believe Lethotar has been destroyed. Why? These soldiers stand guard at the Gates to protect against a future attack from my people. Right? That’s the strategic approach. Unless—
If the Holy Empire wants to subdue their captive population, they need to destroy all hope. By convincing even their own troops they won the war, there’s no chance hope returns to the slaves. No one is coming to save them. 
Shuffling footsteps above signal the next food cycle. Extinguishing my hand, I prepare for what’s to come. I can survive the darkness. I can withstand anything. I know my purpose.
I’m going to save my people—the People of Light. 
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
I’m thrown in front of a broad-chested man, a dark beard drowning his face. His skin is a golden tan I’ve never seen before. It’s strange. Exotic. Terrifying. 
He speaks words in his foreign tongue, and a man next to him translates, saying, “We don’t have a record of your existence. Who are you?”
I say nothing. 
A firm hand strikes my cheek; I taste blood. 
“You will answer,” says the translator. “You are speaking to High Guardian Ricarian, Liege of High Rock and Champion of Lethotar.”
My mind races at the words, considering all of the possibilities. There’s too many. I’ve never heard of High Rock—maybe a new name for the Gates? I decide to speak.
“My name is Ermo—daughter of Mono, Warrior of Light and Vanquisher of the Holy Empire—and he was son of Maripes, who your people murdered in cold blood.”
For only a moment, the eyes of the translator widen, and as he relays the words, Ricarian’s similarly flare. “You lie,” says Ricarian through his translator. “We defeated you, the accursed, over the Chasm, we cast down the city of Lethotar, and your people have scattered to the wind.”
“Do you really believe that? Or is it . . . is it a story you’ve told your people, a lie to convince them you won when you actually lost?” I don’t know where the words come from, but they sound . . . right. 
Another smack. More blood. The translator didn’t even transmit my words. I can’t—
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
My eyes flutter open. I expect to find the walls of my prison again; instead, water splashes my face. 
“Wake up.”
Words. In my language. 
“What? Who?”
“Get up, girl.”
I push upward from the ground, eyes adjusting to dim light. Around me stand a dozen or so men and women of all shades—my people. I’ve found them.
My thoughts spill all at once. “You’re alive! How are so many of you alive? We thought you all must be dead. It’s been so long—the fact you’re alive—this changes so many things. If we escape, if we return to Lethotar—”
“Lethotar was destroyed ten years ago.”
I look up at the man; he’s holding a pail of water. He confirms my suspicions, even through the hazy fog clouding my mind. “They’ve tricked you. I’m from Lethotar. My name is Ermo, daughter of Mono, the son of Maripes—”
Murmurs flurry throughout the crowd. One—or both names—are recognized. I smile.
“How?” someone says. “Why have we heard nothing from you?” He means from Lethotar. 
“Uh . . .”
“So you all just abandoned us to die,” says the man with the water, “to slavery, to imprisonment at the hands of the Holy Empire?”
I’m at a loss for words. My head’s spinning, it’s throbbing, my knees buckle. “I’m sorry, I don’t know—”
“Oh Tathias, she’s just a girl, let off. Let her tell the story. If she’s part of Maripes’s family . . .”
“Maripes?” says the man with the pail, apparently named Tathias. “Maripes failed us. He’s the reason—”
“My grandfather was a great man,” I shout, “he tried to save us when no one else would!”
“Your grandfather wasted his life on a cause that would never succeed. Where is he now? He retreated from the Gates before the battle was over, leaving us to die.”
I fall to my knees, shaking. Tears stream down my cheeks. “But you don’t understand. We won.”
“No, even if Lethotar survived, we’ve not won,” says Tathias. He looks over his shoulder at the man who supported my story. “Erin, tell her. No. Show her.”
A woman approaches—Erin—grey hair stringing down past her shoulders. Her wrinkly skin reveals age, but she holds out her hand to help me stand. “Ermo, daughter of Mono and granddaughter of Maripes, we are honored by your presence. What little hope you bring, we do not deserve, for we have lost all faith in a better tomorrow.”
“Erin?” I say. “You are . . . Erin? High Priest of Clan Wi?”
“I am the same. You know your history.”
“I am daughter of Mono, but I am also daughter of Ero.”
Erin nods. “Ero was a good student. A great student. Then—he is still alive?”
“Yes. Yes! All of Lethotar lives. I swear.”
Erin grunts. “Even if Lethotar lives, we have a greater 
problem on our hands.” 
She steps back through the crowd, and I follow, the men stepping away. Beyond them, the faces of a few children peek between legs and hide in shadows, but they are few and far between. It’s mostly men in this dark, damp place. My eyes having adjusted, I recognize it for a cave system, yet it also resembles a sewer system. Rocky outcroppings intermingle with flowing troughs and pipes. 
“How long have you all lived down here?” I ask. 
Erin leads me into a new tunnel. “Ten years. Since the fall of the Gates of Vicor, they’ve kept us trapped in these tunnels, every so often taking crews into the mines to drill for sunsteel and moonstone. They drop meager food to us, randomly steal a dozen or so away, and they’re never seen again. On latest count, there’s maybe a thousand of us down here? At one point, they trapped nearly five thousand in these sewers.”
“Only five thousand? But . . .”
“Yes, at one point, the Three Valleys housed nearly a million. We don’t know what happened to everyone else. There may be camps all across the region, but there’s no way to know.”
“They’re working you to death.”
“Beyond death, Ermo.”
We approach a cliff, water rushing through metal grates and below, toward a small pool. Piled beneath the cascade, dozens of bodies decompose, rotting and festering beneath the mist. Surrounding the corpses, black shapes dart, crawl, and—
“Fiends,” I say. 
“We call them shadow wolves,” Erin says. “And they form from our dead.”
“What?”
“Every man and woman who has died in these tunnels has turned into a shadow wolf.”
I encountered them outside—north of the Gates of Vicor, in the ruined city.”
“Makes sense,” Erin says. “The sewers most likely connect. A few, or more, escaping from below? Makes sense.”
“They are terrible. Evil.”
“That’s what the Holy Empire says. That’s their justification to continue calling us demons. For enslaving us. They believe shadow wolves live in our blood. That it’s a curse. But you want to know a secret?” She doesn’t wait for me to respond. “Look closely at the pile of dead at the bottom of the cliff.”
I squint, examining the corpses. I look up, toward the waterfall, noticing the light streaming from above. Back toward the dead, I see a few dozen fair-skinned men. Soldiers of the Holy Empire. Wait—not just soldiers.
“They don’t trap just our people down here,” Erin says. “There’s only a few, and they mostly keep to themselves, but they trap paleskins down here too. When they die—or when their soldiers die from disease, or some other cause—they turn into shadow wolves too. It is a curse upon this place, not upon any particular people.”
“How do we stop it?”
Erin shifts her gaze toward me, as if she’s expecting me to say more. The words don’t arrive.
“Ermo,” she eventually says, “I am still the High Priest of the Clan Wi. I know our scripture by heart. The moment you arrived, I knew the truth. I know who you are. Do you know?”
Swallowing, my dry throat threatens vomit. Some hours ago, I knew my role. My path. But seeing my people like this? I don’t know what I can do. How can I save them? They’re broken. Shattered. Defeated. 
“Does the Lord of Light speak to you, daughter of Mono?”
I laugh. I fall to the dirt, holding my sides, laughing. “Speak? I thought once. You wouldn’t believe me. You wouldn’t believe the words, nor the path I’ve taken since those words. The Lord of Light doesn’t speak to me. He’s abandoned me, like he abandoned all of us.”
Erin nods, as if it’s the answer she expected. “I’d be worried if you said the Lord of Light speaks to you.”
“Wait, what?”
“The Lord of Light does not speak to anyone. The Lord of Light merely moves and acts through his people, giving them power and strength to do what is right. You can only be a vessel of the Lord. Speak with the Lord? No. But if you are a vessel, the Lord’s thoughts are your thoughts.”
My hands. My power. I glance at my fingers, at the water, at the shadow wolves far below. Energy crackles between fingers, blades of white light skipping through the air. 
Erin notices. “Ah, so you know of what I speak.”
“There was a moment where I decided I would save you. I would find a way, but they . . . they give no way forward. The Holy Empire has broken me too.”
“You are not broken. You’re merely bent.”
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Three days pass, and I spend them regaining my strength alongside my people. I quickly recognize the strange society built into the underground of the Gates of Vicor. The community is close knit; everyone knows everyone, and they give to those in need . . . even the enslaved paleskins. Erin introduced me to a small group of them on the second day, hidden down a crevice in a corner of the sewers. Their eyes showed their terror, but they accepted the food we brought. 
When the Holy Empire opens the gates each day to either return miners or acquire new ones, everyone prepares. They ensure those weakest are hidden away in secret places. When the slave masters arrive, I notice a group of large men block the path toward the paleskin camp; curious, how my people protect the weakest of the enemy.
On the fourth day, I tell Erin I’m ready. I tell her it’s time for action, even if I don’t know what will happen. 
The soldiers of the Holy Empire open the gate at dawn, sunlight streaming through. Ten men and women are pushed through, their arms beaten and bloody. Ten of us, including me, step through the gate as the next victims of the mines. 
Walking forward, we enter a courtyard surrounded by an immense stone rampart, archers standing at the ready atop the parapets. Without word, they march us straight under an iron gate, down a rocky path carved into a cliff-face, and into a dark, damp cave. Within minutes, the darkness fades, and we arrive at the brilliance of a sunsteel mine.
I recognize the golden metal, dripping from the rock surrounding us. While the art of smelting sunsteel and moonstone disappeared with my grandfather, his relics, and the artifacts of those who came before, litter the holy places of Lethotar. To see the Holy Empire desecrating our holy places? My blood boils.
The Holy Empire soldiers place picks in our hands, and for countless hours, we toil, splitting rock from steel and stone from ore. When the sun nears the end of its path across the sky, they march us out of the cave and back to the sewers. 
I wait another week, resting alongside my people, conversing with Erin, and learning their stories. For many hours, I watch the shadow wolves, their haphazard movements creeping above the corpses. I see Erin’s point. They’re not evil. They’re a mark of evil, but the creatures themselves? They are something else entirely. They’re just beasts, living on instinct.
At the end of the week, I join another mining crew. We take a different path, entering a cave filled with moonstone. We drill. We mine. We carve the metal from the rocky veins on which they form. 
Another week. More life among my people. More stories. A girl, only eight years old. She was born inside the sewers, it’s the only life she’s known. I tell her of Lethotar, but she cannot comprehend the beauty of our true home.
I continue visiting the paleskins, Tathias acting as my translator. As rude as the big man had originally been, he’s kind to these poor souls trapped by their own kind. Tathias learned their language years ago, and one of the paleskins, Victor, asks questions about our religion and the Lord of Light. They all seem skeptical, but . . . I’ve not once heard them call us accursed. They understand the evils perpetrated by their own people. 
It turns out the Inquisition sentenced them as accursed for acts it deemed “immoral.” As Victor lists their “crimes,” I further recognize the absurdity of the Holy Empire’s position. Condemning someone for how they choose to love—what divine being could proclaim such a rule? Others stole to survive because they wanted food for their family. Noble in heart, even if “illegal” in the eyes of the law. Certainly not deserving of a life in bondage. The more time I spend with the paleskins, the more I recognize our similarities. They deserve a future beyond one trapped beneath the yolk of the Holy Empire, too.
Four more cycles. I pass from mine to mine, living with my people, working with them, suffering alongside them. Each evening, I slip into a distant cave . . . and I meditate, considering the possibility of another soul existing within my own, urging me to save the people around me. 
Yet, what can I do? None of us are armed. I’m unsure the extent of my magic, and if I overexert myself, will I die due to my own idiocy? Still, as I talk with my new family, I learn their fears. Hopes. Dreams. They’ve been beaten, but they’re still the People of Light at heart.
While in the mines, I sense the power encapsulating the Gates of Vicor. When I held Flame of Maripes weeks ago, energy channeled through the sunsteel blade and moonstone shaft. Surrounding me here, in every square meter of rock, sunsteel and moonstone binds the mountain together at its core. The power concentrated in my spear flows through everything. Yet even though they stole my spear, I can sense the power ensconcing me.
On the seventh trip to work in the mines, I halt in the middle of the courtyard, my comrades continuing past me. I sit, crossing my legs.
Shouts surround, and a soldier of the Holy Empire rushes toward me. “I wish to speak to” —I conjure the name in their tongue—“Ricarian.”
It’s a risk. It’s a huge risk. But I know it will work.
The soldier grabs my arm and drags me away.
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
They’ve thrown me to the dirt beneath a massive, wooden throne, on which sits Ricarian. It’s been over a month, but I recognize his ugly beard. Strings of words pass between soldiers—taunts and jeers, most likely. Even through multiple conversations with Victor and his cohort in the sewers, I’ve only picked up a few dozen paleskin words.
“Girl, I remember you,” he says through his translator, “you’re the one we found out beyond the East Gate. Why did I know you’d be a problem? We should have just killed you. But we can always use more miners.”
I steal a glance around the room, resisting the urge to draw forth power into my hands. As I suspected, Flame of Maripes hangs behind the throne on the wall. And on Ricarian’s belt—
“What are you looking for?” He steps down from the throne. “Are you even listening to me, cur? You are our slave. We own you. You deserve no better in this life.”
On his belt. A hammer. A massive hammer, carved from the same metal, formed with the same engravings, as Flame of Maripes. Impossible.
If they’re mining sunsteel and moonstone, they’re still trying to find a way to—
His steel boot connects with my shoulder, flipping me onto my back. Standing over me, he uncouples the hammer from his belt. The translator stops speaking, and Ricarian shouts indecipherable profanities, spit dripping from his lips.
I close my eyes. It’s now or never. 
Glowing energy races down my arms and along the bones of my fingers, veins pulsing with power. Surrounding us, everywhere, immeasurable tons of sunsteel and moonstone interweave through rock, lie waiting in storerooms, and . . . in both Flame of Maripes and the hammer in my captor’s hands. Breathing in, I open my eyes.
Ricarian’s swinging the hammer over his shoulder. With my right hand, I call for Flame of Maripes, and with impossible speed it flies through the air—and into the chest of the commander, blood spraying across my face. His fingers release Maripes’s hammer.
The room explodes in a frenzy. 
As do I.
Red bile dripping from his lips, Ricarian falls to his knees. I fluidly roll to the side, pick up his hammer, and twist so I’m behind him. I withdraw the spear from his back, the metal sliding effortlessly from the wound. I shouldn’t be able to hold both weapons, but I’m drawing energy from the mountain around us. Hammer in my left, spear in my right, pure power coursing through . . . everything. As long as using magic in this way doesn’t burn me to a crisp, I’m ready to fight.
Soldiers converge, and I cycle through the forms, twisting the spear in a wide arc. The blade slices and dices, and as one or two soldiers slip through the arc, the hammer connects with skulls, shoulders, knees. Within moments, the room clears of enemies, either falling to me—or fleeing in fear. 
Already, pain reaches my joints, and I remember the moment when I almost torched my arm by drawing too much power. I tighten the siphon—though I need a trickle to hold the weapons—but I’ll release the floodgates when necessary. Spear in hand, I can more easily channel the power through the weapon itself, straight from the rocks into the shaft and blade. Battle fury is enveloping my mind, and a small part of me recognizes I’ll probably die today. 
It’s worth it. 
Leaving the throne room, I step into a stone hallway. It’s deserted. Remembering the path from the courtyard, I slowly jog until I reach a stairway. No enemies. Ascending, I arrive on the second floor, where I assume archers wait, armed. Well, here goes nothing.
Darting onto the wall, a dozen or so archers stand ready, arrows raised. Fortunately, they’re pointed down, not toward me. I ignore the first few archers, instead drawing energy from my hand to lance through their legs. It’s not enough to incinerate them like the fiends, but the jolt cracks bones, and the soldiers topple, some falling into the courtyard below. 
Like a bolt of lightning, I strike, impossible to hit. Arrows whistle, but before they reach me, I’m gone, slicing Flame through the next soldier. Once again, my enemies fall or flee. It’s almost too easy—disturbingly so. 
No one should hold this much power, I think, but I push the thought away. The Holy Empire, and all its followers, deserve death. For too long, they’ve been allowed to run amuck across our lands, enslaving and butchering the People of Light. They’re—
The last soldier falls, leaving me standing in front of the path toward the mines. I rush down the pebbled path, kick an 
unsuspecting spearman off the cliff, and sprint into the caves. Three armed guards await, but I leap over a railing, land between them, and dispatch them with a sweep of a spear, energy lancing from the tip as it connects with their armor. Immediately, I release my flow of energy, hoping I’ve not already expended too much.
“What in the Three Valleys?”
I look up. Tathias is standing there, shovel in his hand. 
“Hi,” I say. “I’m here to rescue you all.”
“We thought you were dead,” he says. “Thought you’d given up, back in the courtyard.”
“Nope. Come on. We’ve got to get everyone out of the sewers and beyond the Gates. It’s time to go home.”
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The fortress is eerily quiet as the last of our people exit the sewers. Corpses litter the courtyard, but not a Holy Empire soldier is visible. After scouting the fortress and dispatching stragglers, Tathias and I concluded any who lived escaped westward to their camps in the valley below the ridge. It won’t be long before a full force returns.
“I don’t know how you did it,” Tathias says, “or what you are, but you scared them. They had nearly three hundred soldiers stationed in this fortress. You only killed a few dozen, but you made them believe you were an army on your own.”
Our people pass through the East Gate, heading toward the ruins. To the strongest, we hand swords and spears collected from dead soldiers or the armory. “We’re not out of this yet,” I say. “We still need to pass by the fiends—the shadow wolves.” Looking out toward the ruined city beyond, I think of River, most likely torn to shreds by the beasts. “There are hundreds out there.”
“Yet you defeated the Holy Empire single-handedly,” says Erin, approaching us from the side. “You can’t handle a few shadow wolves?”
“I don’t know how long I can keep up what I’m doing.” I eye Flame of Maripes and its accompanying hammer, resting against stone. Looking at my arms, I notice black strands along my veins. “It’s killing me.”
“You can do it,” Erin says. “You know you can. You know what’s happening.”
“Sure, the Lord of Light is using me as a vessel. But I’m the one taking the actions, making the choices.”
“Are you?” Erin’s eyebrows raise. “Do any of us really have a choice in life?”
“Now’s not the time for philosophy, Erin,” says Tathias, “we need to keep moving.” He walks along the wall, looking west over the edge. “Troops on their way up the ridge road.”
“All right.” I nod. “Let’s go. I’d almost rather face the shadow wolves than an army.”
“Well, this time you have your own army, too,” Tathias says. “After today, we’ll follow you anywhere.”
After retrieving my weapons, we descend from the wall and pass through the East Gate behind the last of our people. We’re about to close it when a crowd of forty or fifty paleskins shuffle out of the sewers. Of course—how could we forget?
“I understand if you don’t wish for us to come with you,” Victor says, Tathias translating. “But . . . we have no home. Your people have shown us kindness. The Holy Empire is evil, and we want to join the People of Light. We’ve all agreed.” With his final words, everyone standing behind him nods vigorously.
I smile, glancing at both Erin and Tathias. 
Erin nudges my shoulder and whispers, “Say the words. They are yours to wield.”
I close my eyes for a second, calling forth the scriptures. “Tathias, please translate. Victor: You and your people are always welcome in Lethotar. ‘So says our Lord of Light: to turn away the least fortunate, even your greatest enemy, is to turn away me.’ Perhaps together, my friend, we can begin a new story between your people and the People of Light.”
“We welcome the chance to prove ourselves.”
“That’s the beauty of it. You have nothing to prove. But we’ll have plenty of time to talk—now, we must escape this place.”
Victor and his people pass through the gate, following everyone else. The crowd of a thousand or so people gather about half a kilometer from us, and after we shut the iron exit to our former prison, Erin and Tathias lead me to the top of a boulder. 
“You’ve rescued us,” Erin says. “It’s time to speak. You’ve already shown the grace of the Lord of Light to Victor and his people; now show his courage.”
I gulp. “All right.” I step forward, Flame of Maripes in hand. For now, Tathias holds the hammer.
“Go on,” Erin adds.
I cough. Here goes nothing. “People of light. My friends. My family. You’ve only known me for a few short weeks, but I thank you for welcoming me into your arms. Now, we return to Lethotar. It burns my soul that we never knew you still lived, yet I am glad I arrived to find some of you still alive.”
I click the spear on the boulder. It feels right. “My father, Mono, defeated the Holy Empire above the Chasm. Many of you knew him when he fought at the Gates of Vicor, but the Holy Empire has lied to you for so many years. Lethotar lives. You live. And together, once we return to Lethotar, we will rebuild our people, strike back into the Three Valleys, and rescue all under the thumb of the Holy Empire.” I glance at Victor, standing near the back with his people. “I see a future where we build a world without needless distinctions; where all come together under the banner of the Lord of Light in peace and prosperity. That world begins today.”
Murmurs of fear, but also hope, echo through the crowd. Good enough.
“But first, we must pass through the shadow wolves. I will do what I can to protect us, but . . .” I don’t know what else to say. I look toward my—my advisors, for that’s what they are.
“But Ermo, daughter of Mono, granddaughter of Maripes, our new Lord of Light, will guide us!” Erin steps beside me, her arms raised. I see her true colors, the power of her voice once used as High Priest. “She is the Lord incarnate, come to save us from our enemies!”
Tathias roars, but it’s not anger, it’s joy, and the crowd replies in kind. Even the paleskins—I’ll need to stop calling them that—join in. After the crescendo fades, I smile, whispering, “I can be the Lord of Light.”
“You already are,” Erin says.
With a loud metallic scrape, the East Gate rises behind us. Cavalry march out of the gate in formation, banners flying from lances like flags in the wind. 
“Now’s the time to prove it, then,” I say. I hold out my hand, and Tathias places the hammer in it. Both weapons stand ready.
From above, clouds roll in from the east, as if preparing for a cataclysmic showdown. Drops of rain splatter against the boulder. Even though it’s been years since any of these men or women have held a weapon, they form ranks, just as I imagined the Legion’s ranks formed above the Chasm around my father. As lightning slices the sky, a new Legion stands outside the Gates of Vicor. 
I leap from the boulder onto the rocky plain, my—my soldiers walking in formation behind me. Our position presents a slight elevation advantage over the forming cavalry, but if we push forward about twenty meters or so, we’ll give them only incline to charge. Reaching our new position, I take a few additional steps forward, turning to face the line of troops. My army. Tathias and Erin are right there, a few meters away. 
I turn back to face the massing force of the Holy Empire, raising my spear. “So says our Lord!” Shouts resound as I speak words they’ve not dared utter for ten years. “We fight for him as he fought for us. We fight for our love as he fought for us. We fight for Lethotar as he fought for us.” 
A louder war cry reverberates, but power courses through my veins, and I use it to embolden my words. I’m hoping even our enemy can hear them. “And when I return to your side, my sacrifice will usher in a new age. A Daughter of the Lord will rise to the throne, and no longer will the world know us as the accursed ones.
No longer will they know us as the orcs. They will know us as the People of Light, our true form. The People of Peace. The People of Love.”
My soldiers have grown quiet, hearing words many have forgotten from their scriptures. I’d almost forgotten them over the past few weeks, but a chance memory—from my childhood, from the day my father Mono died—resurfaced. The words father Ero told me on that day . . . the words everyone believed were about me.
For they are. I am who they believe me to be.
I point Flame of Maripes at our enemy, and in response, they charge.
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
Like an earthquake, the ground thunders, the hooves of a thousand horsemen pounding toward us. I fall back into line with Erin and Tathias, spear and hammer at the ready. We don’t have many shields, but we have plenty of spears, and they all point toward the enemy cavalry.
“I’m not sure I’m ready for this,” I mutter, but a comforting hand—Erin’s—rests on my shoulder. 
“You’re writing a legend into existence, Ermo, who’s ever ready for that?” she says. “You’re doing things no one thought possible. No matter what happens, this day will live in infamy, either in our minds, or in the minds of the enemy.”
“As for me,” says Tathias, “I’d prefer to remember this day. I want to see Lethotar one more time before I die.”
“I want to see the forests along the River Wi again,” says Erin. “You know, I knew your grandmother, Vona. A good woman.” She smirks. “Kept Maripes in check.”
“Thanks for the pressure,” I say. “Let’s just strike down an entire army. We only see their cavalry, who knows what else they’ve got ready to come through the gates.”
The horsemen nearing our ranks, the clatter of hooves drown out any other words we might say. Bending my knees, I prepare the first salvo. I remember my practice, both in the woods and in the caves. I envision a bolt of energy lancing through Flame of Maripes and striking the incoming soldiers. I release the thought, power channeling through my soul and the sunsteel at the tip of my weapon. 
Light flashes. Dust erupts. Horses fall. Soldiers scream.
Then their line is upon us, reaching the crest of the hill.
Tathias and Erin step in front of me, raising spears and shields to face the onslaught of hoof and lance. A horse topples right in front of us, scarlet blood soaking the dirt. Another horseman converges on Tathias, and with Flame, I surge forward, superhuman strength striking the beast and flinging it backward. Tathias grunts in thanks, then shouts an order to the front lines. I don’t know his actual background, but he quickly slipped into form as a commander. 
Our line’s holding—we have the greatest spearmen in the world, after all—and we settle into a rhythm. The Holy Empire’s troops begin to dismount, their mounted position no longer advantageous. Our lines trade blows, But for the most part, we stare each other down. When I feel I have it in me I strike with another energy blast, and slowly, it looks as if we might whittle down our enemy through attrition.
Then, half an hour into the battle, a new line of troops emerge through the East Gate. Fresh infantry, clad in steel plate. Of course—the cavalry were a delaying tactic, giving time for the heavier troops to make their way up the cliff.
At some point, Tathias, Erin, and I return to the boulder to achieve a better vantage point on the battle. Columns of infantry pass through the Gates of Vicor, then—
The columns begin to crumble. A commotion, forming from behind. The troops turn to face away from the actual battle, and dark shapes push through, gnashing and slashing at the Holy Empire.
“The dark wolves. How?”
“The people we killed inside,” I say. “They’ve turned. Three sides to the battle now.” I look over my shoulder, toward the ruined city of Vicor, standing between Lethotar and us.
The previous trickle of rain grows, turning into a downpour. It’s soaking our skin, clouding our eyes, drenching our meager clothes. Both Holy Empire troops and our own soldiers slide around, a mud bowl forming. Even as infantry at the Gates tackle the dark wolves, hundreds of infantry enter the fray, converging on our line. We need a new strategy if we’re to win.
“Do you both trust me?” I say. “No matter what I propose?”
Tathias looks to Erin, who nods. “You are the Lord of Light to us on this battlefield,” he says. “We will follow you in life—and to our deaths.”
“Well, let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, but here goes nothing.” I leap from the boulder, bounding through our troops. “Into the ruins!” I shout, rallying them toward my voice. Slipping through crowds of wounded and elderly, I hope my face shows hope, rather than fear. “If the Holy Empire fears us as demons, if it fears the dark wolves, the idea of us as ‘orcs,’ then let’s show them true fear.”
It’s a crazy enough idea to work. I know our soldiers holding the back line as we escape will suffer casualties, but someone must pay the price. We were going to face the dark wolves eventually anyway, so might as well force the Holy Empire to face them at the same time if they want to pursue us.
Reaching the back of the crowd of refugees, Tathias and Erin help me direct everyone to follow. Without question, they agree, the fear apparent in their eyes not from moving, but from the battle. Everyone can see the fresh troops approaching.
“We’re going to need to run,” I say. “We need to break through the dark wolves before they can converge as a horde. I saw it once, it was terrifying.”
“Into darkness to find light,” Tathias says. He hands me my grandfather’s hammer. “I’ll continue directing the rear guard. We’ll retreat when we can.”
He leaves, probably heading to his death. I hope that’s not the case. We continue toward the structures ahead, and I recognize the street where I was first captured, secretly hoping we’ll find River alive. Instead, I find what I knew I’d find. A mangled corpse, bones bloodied and crippled. He never stood a chance. My eyes water with tears, even beneath the downpour, and I stop, only for a moment. I motion for the crowd to continue past us, and I step to the side of the road with Erin.
“He saved my life,” I say. “This wolf. This corpse. His name was River. He saved me more than once.”
“He saved your life so you could save our lives,” Erin says. “Every action has meaning, even if you can’t see it at the time.” 
“Perhaps . . . but his death wasn’t necessary. He died for no reason but a misunderstood belief that he could save me.”
“Is that not what you’re doing now? Could he have saved you by some miracle?”
“He was just a wolf.”
“You’re just a girl.”
I wipe away the tears, understanding her point all too well. I jog back to the front of the column, and despite her age, Erin keeps pace. Before long, we’re stepping beneath the ancient arch of a crumbling wall, entering the central portions of the city. I don’t look back, trusting my people follow close behind. Despite it being mid-day, the rain darkens the ruins, similar to the night long ago when I first traversed its streets. Before long, we’re walking down a main causeway, and—
From the alleys, dark shapes emerge, visages of people yet crawling on all fours like the dark, inhuman beasts they are. Except . . . they’re not attacking. Our crowd walks through, and the creatures simply . . . watch.
“Why aren’t they moving?” I say, asking the question we’re all thinking. 
The crowd murmurs behind me, and Erin’s voice comes from a few steps behind. “I can’t answer that question any better than you, Ermo.”
We continue further, keeping our pace steady. Around every corner, dark wolves (privately, I still prefer the term fiend) stand and stare, watching us pass by. A thought begins to form in my mind, but I don’t believe it. I can’t believe it. Yet—
“They know. Somehow. They know.”
“Know what?” says Erin.
“Who I am.”
“Ah. Perhaps.”
Their eyes . . . they contain an intelligence I’d not noticed before. They’re something more than just creatures. They’re shadows . . . of those who came before. Their former selves. 
“Have you ever considered why the dark wolves exist?” I ask. “What creates them here, rather than anywhere else?”
“There’s a million possibilities, each as crazy as the next when you say them aloud.”
“But one of them is right.”
“Correct, there is a reason, even if we never know it.”
I wonder if the answer is more obvious than we want to admit. It’s a question to consider later, when we’re through this mess. We’re nearing the far side of the ruins, the Kineto Hills beyond. Those forests, where I first survived with River—weirdly, I miss them.
We round a final corner, but we immediately halt. Between a decrepit stone bridge and our position, hundreds of fiends sit on their haunches, waiting. At the front of their horde, a giant fiend, more beastly and horrific than the others, paces. Unlike its companions, it has massive, dagger-like fangs, and its eyes glow yellow. Unlike the others, it truly looks like a wolf.
River. 
Of course. He died here, in this forsaken place. He too became a fiend, like everyone else.
I hand my hammer to Erin. Once again, her strength surprises me, and she hefts it onto her left shoulder. I hold out my free hand, pausing my people in their march toward freedom. I approach the shadowy mass. Erin cries in protest, but my palm remains outstretched. “I’ve got this. You said you’d trust me.”
I approach River. As I approach, the beast growls, but I still my heart. I smile. The growl subsides.
He kneels.
I’m acting on instinct, so I have no other choice. I reach the shadowy creature’s side; it’s nearly three meters long and a meter wide, much larger than River had been in life. Just large enough for me to ride. I leap onto its shoulders, Flame of Maripes in hand. It rises to its full height, larger than a horse by my estimates. It howls, and behind it, the other fiends join a chorus no longer sounding of death. It’s a song seeking life.
“This is my path, Erin,” I say, once the cry subsides. “Now lead your people home, to Lethotar. I’ll meet you at the Chasm.”
“You truly are the Lord of Light,” she says, and the people behind her nod in affirmation, even the paleskins mixed in with the throng, even though they barely understand our words.
“No, remember, I am simply a vessel.”
“Is there a difference?”
I chuckle, knowing Erin will appreciate reuniting with Ero. Dad. They’ll enjoy having a philosophical companion of similar wit with whom to spar. I hope I have the chance to see him again too. We shall see. 
Without giving a response, I nudge River forward, and he marches toward the crowd, his army of fiends in tow. He’s not a beast. None of them are, really. I’m thinking they may need a new name (perhaps dark wolf is fitting).
The crowd continues past me, my new army filing through my people. Together, we will find vengeance against those who destroyed their souls.
 
 



XVII
 
 
We reach the center of the ruins, where a group of my soldiers, led by Tathias, sprint by us. I’m happy to see Victor fighting by their side as well, and three or four other able-bodied paleskin men and women. A massive column of Holy Empire infantry is hot in pursuit, though they’re cautiously eyeing the watchful gaze of dark wolves from the alleys. When they see my contingent, they halt, forming rank. 
I don’t wait. I point my spear toward them, and, as if sensing my intention, River charges, her followers in tow. And from all around, masses of shadows converge from the side streets.
It’s still raining, though it’s beginning to fade. Even so, electricity charges through the air, bolts of lightning striking from cloud to cloud. As I aim my spear toward the column of infantry, I envision a new scene in my mind. Power surges from my spear and toward the clouds, and then—
A lightning bolt strikes from the sky, straight into the enemy formation, and then—
Another bolt. Another. Bolt after bolt connects, guided by my mind. For once, though, I don’t feel tired. I feel invigorated. I see my path forward, I’m practically drawing energy from the very power of knowing what we’re about to do—River and I, will make something new.
We crash into an already decimated line, troops charred and blackened from lightning. Few remain standing, and the creatures tear them to shreds. Turning around the next corner, our army finds a much larger force. We charge. This isn’t a battle; it’s a slaughter. The Holy Empire stands no chance. I’ve already won.
 
◆ ◆ ◆
 
Stepping over a horse butchered on the battlefield, I withdraw my spear from a heavily armored soldier I’ve just defeated. I’d thrown Flame of Maripes like a javelin, stopping his charge toward me. All around, dark wolves are clobbering groups of soldiers to pieces.
Beside me, River walks, a weird, purple tongue wagging out of his mouth. I know this wolf, and his soul, even if it wears a different mask. He’s my friend. My savior.
He’s starting to glow.
I step in front of him, looking into his eyes. “River, you know you’re the real hero of this story. I’ll sing your praises for all time, to my children, their children, all future generations will know you were the thunder needed to bring an end to the misery at the Gates of Vicor.”
The weird, purple tongue reached out, licking my face. It’s like sandpaper, but I don’t mind.
“I will miss you.”
His shadow dies, brilliant specks of light exploding into a cloud and floating toward the sky. The rain having subsided, the lights merge with sunlight. Across the battlefield, other dark wolves fade into light. Like fireflies, their souls glow, having found peace at last. Perhaps it’s because they received vengeance . . . but I have a feeling its more because no more will the torture they experienced be extolled upon another person. Whether it was one of the People of Light at the hands of the Holy Empire, or a soldier of the Holy Empire acting upon the orders of their horrendous regime, or the pitiful oppression placed upon unsuspecting souls by their Inquisition—no more. It all ended today.
“Goodbye, River.”
 
 



Finale
 
 
Ero stands above the Chasm, just like each day since his daughter leapt to her death. Its raging depths have claimed both his lover and their daughter. He can see how the Lord of Light would revel in such symbolism, but . . . he thought so much more would come of her life. She was destined for greatness. To save their people. None of it made sense.
He drops a rose over the edge, watching it flutter and float along the air currents. Looking up, he stares across the kilometer-wide expanse toward the other side. It’s silent, as usual, except . . . out of the trees, a crowd forms. 
Impossible.
Hundreds of figures stand on the edge, looking toward him and the fractured bridge. After a moment, they part. He can’t tell for certain, but it looks like one particular figure has approached the ruined, cracked, crystalline end of the old bridge, and they’re holding a staff above their head.
For a moment, Ero considers whether he should sprint along the bridge to the tiny town sprung at its entrance. He takes a few steps back. Is it an enemy army? Has the Holy Empire come up with some new sorcery to cross the Chasm?
Squinting, he notices lights flickering on the far side of the Chasm, beneath the feet of the staff-wielding figure. Wait—no. The figure is walking toward him, crossing above empty space. No—that’s not accurate either. The figure’s forming a bridge beneath their feet, rebuilding the path across the Chasm.
Truly impossible. If it’s the Holy Empire—
It’s not the Holy Empire.
“Wha—”
My love, look more closely.
Ero whips around, searching for the source of the voice. Mono’s voice. Maybe he’d finally cracked, the weight of losing his family too great to handle.
Just look.
Ero turns back toward the Chasm, the empty space rapidly closing. Behind their leader marches a throng of proud yet disheveled figures. People of Light, somehow returning home. And who is their leader?
She—they’re definitely a she—uses the staff . . . no, wait, a spear . . . to paint the bridge across the sky. The woman . . .
Ero falls to his knees. Ermo. His beautiful Ermo, returning across the Chasm, performing the impossible. She’s holding Flame of Maripes, using it to reunite the People of Light with the world. 
At her hip, an object. A hammer. Maripes’s hammer, perhaps? No time to contemplate the possibilities. All Ero can see is the smile on her face as she recognizes her father, waiting.
As their faces near, he recognizes not only her features but the visages of people long thought dead. Lost colleagues, former friends, and many others he can’t wait to meet. More importantly—paleskins, walking side-by-side with their green and olive and grey skinned counterparts. Smiling. Laughing. 
In harmony, the future begins.
“Welcome home, Daughter of Light.”
 



Author’s Note
Thank you for reading Legacy of Light! I hope you’ve enjoyed your journey through the first part of “The Compendium,” a slowly growing universe of interconnected fantasy stories. 

I hope you’ll consider dropping a review on social media or from the venue where you purchased this story! 

And I’m always looking to connect. Head to https://www.twodoctorsmedia.com and join my email list to hear all about my writing projects. I hope to hear from you soon!
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