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                Saskia thought her life was finally getting back on track after the accident. Then she got trolled.

Now she's up a tree the size of a planet, and all who meet her either run screaming or attack on sight. If everyone would just calm down and stop trying to kill her for one moment, she might get a chance to explain that this has all been a horrible misunderstanding.
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        Book 1, Chapter 1: Threads

    
    
    
    
                Water poured down the rocks in rivulets, splashing onto her face and running down the back of her neck. The wall had become a waterfall, slick and perilous. It was a struggle just to maintain her grip on the wet stone. Until the deluge passed, she was stuck.

There came a deep rumbling sound, like thunder, but it kept rolling and rolling.

And then she saw it. A great churning maelstrom swept down the cliff face toward her, bringing mud and boulders and death.

Frantically, she sought the shelter of a nearby crevice, just across from the slab to which she clung. Abandoning all thoughts of caution, she leapt.

She almost made it.

The wave hit like a battering ram, sending her tumbling; tumbling into the abyss.

Caught in the whirling, pounding vortex, eyes squeezed shut, she could no longer tell which way was up and which was down. She only knew that down was her destination. Down was shattered bones and twisted limbs; brains splashed across jagged rocks. Down was slow suffocation beneath a crushing mass of mud, stone and debris.

Down was…any moment now…

It occurred to her that this would be a suitable time to be afraid. She was not. She was at peace. If this was the end, so be it.

But she kept falling, and the end didn’t come.

When she finally opened her eyes, her world had become calm and quiet. It was a dark place. A deep place, surrounded by murky water. Far below, there was a glimmer of light; a beacon shining in the dark.

Behind her flailed a tangle of fleshy vines, gently tugging her down toward the light. They pulled at her elbows and knees and spine, like puppet strings. She couldn’t tell where her flesh ended and the vines began.

Further below, the tentacle-vines coiled together, forming a thick rope. There were other ropes twisting about in the water. Attached to them were the silhouettes of her fellow passengers. Some like herself; others quite different. All hung limply, peaceful in repose.

As she sank into the warm depths, the light below grew nearer. And behind the light, the shadowy form of a vast winged creature, prowling the deep.

One of the other figures drifted close—almost close enough to touch. She caught a glimpse of a face; eyes closed. Asleep or dead, she couldn’t tell.

It was her own face.


Saskia Wendle jerked awake in a tangle of sodden sheets. There was a pressure around her skull, and her throat burned, reminding her that all was not well in Wendleville.

Groaning, she looked at her phone. 6:43 a.m. Much earlier than she normally got up, but she knew she wouldn’t be getting any more sleep this morning. Might as well make the most of it.

Pulling out her sketchpad and pencil from the bedside cabinet, she drew a sketch of the winged leviathan, the tentacle-vines and the people attached to them. As always, her dream had been hazy on the details, but she filled them in as best she could.

Saskia had been having variations of the same dream ever since the accident. In a strange parallel to the creative process, the dream had acquired a life of its own, twisting and evolving piece by piece, until it bore little resemblance to the events that inspired it. Her subconscious had clearly been hard at work.

In reality, there had been no landslide; no sinking into the ocean. And certainly no tentacles or winged creature or sleeping doppelgängers. There had been a fall, but she had no recollection of what it had felt like to tumble off a cliff. All she remembered was the hospital bed, and the slow, tedious, agonising recovery.

Done with the sketch, she shuffled blearily to the bathroom, wincing as a tendril of pain wriggled through her brain. Mornings were the worst.

Still not getting any prettier, she thought, eyeing her scars in the mirror. She ran her finger down the ragged strip of scaly tissue on her neck. It skirted the line between itchy and painful. Must have been scratching it in her sleep.

Saskia went through her morning routine on autopilot, only coming to her senses when she emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, and heard her mother speaking.

“What?” croaked Saskia, her sleep-deprived brain belatedly remembering how to English.

“I said I saw your light on. You were up early.” Alice Wendle’s face crinkled with concern. “Are you okay?”

“Had another dream I needed to get onto paper,” said Saskia. “Ugh, I feel like crap, actually.”

“Language, Sass.” Her mother spoke reflexively, as if Saskia was still a child, and not a 23-year-old who was free to use any frocking words she wanted to, dogramit! Alice touched her hand to Saskia’s forehead. “Are you going to call in sick?”

“No, it’s just a bit of a flare-up,” said Saskia. “I’ve had worse. And I can’t take any more time off. Too much to do. Big demo coming up at the end of the month.”

“I wish you wouldn’t push yourself so hard,” said her mum. “It’s only been a couple of years since…well, you know. They may be your friends, but they don’t pay overtime. You shouldn’t be working such long hours.”

“Hey, this job is the one bright spot in my life right now,” insisted Saskia. “Don’t knock it. Long hours and low pay are the trade-off for doing what we love, instead of…I don’t know…working for a bank or something.”

“Believe it or not, I actually enjoy my work too,” said Alice, who was a bank manager.

“That’s because you’re boring.”

Her mum laughed. “Well maybe I am at that. But need I remind whose ‘boring’ career paid for the university education you dropped out of. Who covered your medical bills and cared for you. And who’s giving you free board, so you can afford to earn a pittance doing what you love.”

Saskia sighed. Her mother was playing the guilt card. That card was so overpowered. “I don’t actually think you’re boring, Mum. That was just me being, well, me. Anyhow, uh, gotta go!” She headed for the front door.

“Sass, I think you’re forgetting something…”

Saskia looked down at her skinny, towel-wrapped figure. “Right. Gotta get dressed and then go!”

It was a twenty-minute bicycle ride to work. Saskia’s neurologist still hadn’t given her the all-clear to drive. Apparently her seizures would be a risk to public safety if she were allowed behind a wheel. But if she blacked out on a bike, she’d probably only endanger herself. It gave her no small sense of pride that she was now able to ride such distances. A year and a half ago, she’d struggled to take a few small steps to the bathroom.

Today though, it took considerable effort just to ride in a straight line. Perhaps she should have just taken the day off.

Saskia was the first to arrive at the studio this morning. She used the term ‘studio’ loosely. It was actually a renovated basement beneath the Bare Assentials gentleman’s club. Not the best place to be seen entering and leaving each day, but the rent was cheap.

And for Threadless Studios, being cheap was all-important. As a self-funded independent game development studio that had yet to release their first title, they couldn’t waste money on a comfortable office in a good location.

The company consisted of three friends from university: Raji Kumar, Dave Winfield and Fergus Buchanan. And Saskia herself, who came to the party late, after she’d recovered enough to be able to work. Her condition had forced her to ‘take a break’ from her final year. Afterward, she could have gone back to finish her fine arts degree, but their offer had been too tempting to refuse. A real job and real experience in exactly the field she wanted to work in, even if the pay was lousy, had seemed far more appealing than a piece of paper with her name on it. As an added bonus, she got to tell her mum she was dropping out of university to work in a strip club.

The company’s first title was Threads of Nautilum, an action role-playing game set in a fantasy kingdom. The guys had been working on it for a year and a half, beginning before they even completed their degrees. Saskia had been with them for a year. Raji estimated they were still at least six months out from completion, so she fully expected to be working on it for at least the next two years, if the company didn’t go belly-up before then. Game development almost never went according to schedule, even for veteran teams. Which Threadless Studios most certainly were not.

The three guys were all programmers, although they juggled various roles at Threadless. Raji, who had made a fair bit of cash from an app he developed while at university, supplied the startup capital, and paid the rest of them their salaries. He was their AI programmer, creative lead and frontman for the company. In the traditional corporate world, he’d be called a CEO, but everyone laughed at him whenever he brought it up. Dave was the level designer, tools programmer, lead tester and curmudgeon. If someone came up with an amazing idea, he’d be the one to shoot it down with an unerring bolt of reality. Fergus was the writer, sound designer, and also a quarter-decent amateur composer. He’d created a placeholder soundtrack for the game. If they could afford to hire a professional composer closer to release, they would. Otherwise, his efforts would have to do.

Saskia was no programmer. To Saskia, C++ was an unusual bra size, and a terminal belonged in an airport, or formed part of a sentence she never wanted to hear from a doctor. She was the studio’s artist, animator, and user interface designer. She created the concept art for characters and locations, constructed three-dimensional models, and made them move about realistically and interact with the game’s physics engine. The layout and visual flavour of the various menus, status bars, journals and other screen overlays were also her handiwork. Occasionally one of the guys would ask her to fetch him a coffee, whereupon she would tell him to bog off and make it himself.

Speaking of coffee, the first thing Saskia did upon reaching the office this morning was serve herself a drink from their top-of-the-line coffee machine—the one thing not even this tiny indie studio would skimp on.

Today’s task was simple. She needed to touch up the low-detail versions of the game’s character models that would be featured in the upcoming demo. She’d already completed the most detailed models with the maximum number of polygons and high-resolution textures, but the task didn’t end there. The game needed to support a range of detail levels, in order to look good on high-end gaming PCs, while still being able to run smoothly on low-end laptops and game consoles. Also, the game swapped out the models at various distances, so it didn’t waste resources rendering high-detail models that were too far away for the player to notice the difference.

The models in question were characters of various archetypal fantasy races, such as elves, dwarves, orcs, trolls and hobbits (or rather, halflings—they didn’t want to get sued by Tolkien's estate) with a few slightly more original races such as the bat-like chiron thrown in for flavour. Saskia wasn’t exactly in love with this rather generic cast of characters, but she tried to put her own spin on each one. Her elves were scruffy, with unkempt hair and bad teeth, and were often covered in dirt. They lived in trees and didn’t have time for personal grooming. Her dwarves had carefully manicured beards and pranced around in fine silks, bought with all that gold they dug out of the mountain.

Polishing the low-polygon models was a relatively mindless task, requiring little creativity or problem-solving. Just a good knowledge of the tools. This was probably for the best. It felt like a worm was nesting inside her skull. And her thoughts kept wandering back to her dream.

She pulled out the sketch she’d made earlier that morning, and a few others she’d drawn previously. Mulling them over while she worked, an idea took hold. Perhaps she could find a way to use it…

Dave was the first of the guys to arrive, at the early hour of 10:03 a.m. Her friends, and indeed, Saskia herself, were typically not ‘morning people.’ They showed up when they showed up, and they stayed late. Really late. Sometimes they never left, and she arrived the next morning to find them drooling over their keyboards.

Later that morning, Raji stopped by her desk, eyeing her sketches. “I haven’t seen this before. New concept?”

“Oh that? It’s from this dream I keep having. Thought we could try and use it as a monster in the game. You see those tentacle-vine things? They come out of the water and latch onto its victims, controlling them like puppets.”

Raji looked at her for a long moment. “You have fucked up dreams, you know that?”

Saskia nodded. “Yeah, I’m pretty weird.”

“I like the idea though,” said Raji. “I was thinking about a scene where the players would have to fight their companions. This could be an interesting spin on that. There’d be quite a bit of physics and AI work getting those tentacles behaving properly. What do you think, Dave?”

“I think we should get the demo ready, and stop adding new features at the last minute,” said Dave, without looking up from his workstation.

“Yeah, fuck you too, Dave,” said Raji.

“Any time,” said Dave.

“He does have a point though,” said Raji. “Perhaps we should revisit this next month, once we’re out of crunch mode.” He went back to his desk.

Saskia raised her eyebrows. “There’s a mode other than crunch mode? How do I unlock it?”

“By dying,” said Dave.

“Nope, doesn’t work,” said Saskia. “Already tried.”

The room filled with an awkward silence. Saskia was the queen of awkward silences. She turned back to her work.

Later, Saskia, Raji and Fergus, who had finally deigned to show up, headed to a nearby cafe for lunch. Dave, who was absorbed in debugging a particularly tricky piece of code, ate at his desk.

“So I need to record a bunch of combat sounds—grunts, shouts, death screams, etcetera,” Fergus was saying around a mouthful of pad Thai. “Right now we’re mostly using stock sounds for these, but we can’t keep using them in the demo, because we kinda-sorta…pirated them. I think I’ve got most of the male voices sorted. Bunch of friends volunteered, including Raji. But I’m short on female volunteers, because, sadly, my wider circle of friends is basically a giant sausage fest…”

“No,” said Saskia.

“What?” said Fergus. “I haven’t even asked yet.”

“I know what you’re gonna ask, and I refuse. Voice actress is not in my job description.”

“You don’t have a job description,” said Raji.

“I’m adding it to my professional profile then: Saskia Wendle, artist, game designer and not voice actress.”

“C’mon on, it’ll be fun!” pleaded Fergus. “And you wouldn’t need to do all the female voices. I’ve scoured my extensive list of…” He counted on his fingers. “…two lady friends and I’ve found someone who would be perfect for the elves, humans, halflings, shalui and perhaps chiron if we stretch her. That just leaves the orcs, trolls and dwarves.”

“What, so you think I sound like an orc?” Saskia scowled at him.

“Uh, kinda, yep,” said Fergus.

“A really hot orc,” added Raji, helpfully.

Okay, so it was true that right now she sounded like she’d smoked two packs a day since birth. But really, couldn’t they even try to pretend otherwise?

Saskia sighed. “I suppose orcs dig scars…”

“As do we,” said Raji. “So you’ll do it?”

“All right. But if I totally suck at this, I reserve the right to purge the incriminating files. You do not get to play them at the Christmas party.”

“Excellent!” Fergus mimed a Bill & Ted’s guitar string chord. He had a thing for old movies.

“So when do you need to do this recording?” asked Saskia.

“Uh, last week would be good.”

Saskia raised her eyebrows. “Well that could be a problem. Me and my time machine are all booked out for last week.”

“This afternoon then? If you’re not too busy?”

“I hope you’re joking. When are we ever not too busy? Fine, let’s just get it over with.”

“You rock, Sass!”

As they went to pay the cashier, she felt a sudden wave of dizziness descend upon her. A tremor rippled out from the centre of her back, and spread to her arms and legs.

“Uh, guys,” she said, fighting to speak as her traitorous body began to slip from her control. “It’s h-happening again.”

Raji looked at her quizzically, then his eyes grew wide as she began to sag toward the ground. “Oh shit!” He rushed forward to catch her. “I’ve got you.”

“I d-d-d-”

“It’ll be alright. You just…do your thing. Help me with her, Ferg.”

She felt arms around her back. The world shattered into myriads of fractal images. And all she could hear was the ringing in her ears.

Slowly, the world reformed around her. Saskia lay on the dusty pavement, blinking up at Raji’s face. He looked how she felt: pale and shaken.

“…to see here,” Fergus was telling a cluster of gawkers. “Hey, dickhead! Put the fecking camera away!”

Gingerly, Saskia sat up. She looked down at her rumpled pants, and breathed a sigh of relief. She hadn’t peed herself this time.

“How long was I out?” she asked groggily.

“A couple of minutes,” said Raji. “I’m sorry, we’ve gathered a bit of an audience.”

She glanced up at the people who had ignored Fergus’s obvious attempts to shoo them away. Their faces ran the gamut of expressions she’d come to expect in this situation. Some looked shocked or concerned; some merely curious or amused. “Show’s over, folks,” she said wearily. Only then did the onlookers begin to disperse.

She rose shakily to her feet, and turned to Raji and Fergus. “Let’s get out of here.”

Arriving back at the studio, Saskia fled to the bathroom, where she just sat and shook for a while. This wasn’t her first seizure in public, but they were always scary and horrible in their own way. At least this time Raji and Fergus were with her, so she didn’t have to worry about people trying to mug her, or worse, while she was incapacitated.

It had been a mistake to come into work today. Her body had clearly been telling her enough was enough. The months of crunch had pushed her to the limits of her endurance.

It was a bitter pill to swallow. Before the accident, she’d laughed at the notion of limits. As long as she’d gotten at least a few hours sleep, she’d wake up the next morning feeling good as new. She’d always had some activity planned; something to occupy her mind and body, whether it be her art classes, or all the personal projects she started and never seemed able to complete, or late-night gaming sessions with Raji and Dave, or hiking or rock climbing adventures with her more outdoorsy friends. They’d head out late on Friday evening, drive for hours, and then spend the whole weekend in the mountains, returning in the early hours of Monday morning, completely exhausted. She lived for those weekends when she could get away from the stress of city life, and drink in some beautiful vistas in remote locations.

It was one of those adventures in the mountains that had derailed her life, and very nearly ended it. It was probably just as well that she could recall neither the hours leading up to the accident, nor the actual tumble over the cliff. Her physical injuries had been bad enough. No need to add PTSD to the list.

The scars from that day would be with her for the rest of her life; a constant reminder of her own mortality. She couldn’t go through airports without setting off metal detectors. And she tired so easily these days.

And then there were the seizures. It was almost like she had a lightning rod hanging over her head, poised to deliver an electrical storm to her brain. The storm could come at any moment, and there was nothing she could do about it.

“If you want to take the rest of the day off, I don’t mind,” said Fergus when she finally emerged from the bathroom. “We can do the recording session another day. It’s okay.”

“Lets just do it,” said Saskia. “I need something to take my mind off…me.”

“Well alright then! By the time I’m done with you, you’ll have forgotten your own name.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively, which earned him a scowl from her.

She spent most of the afternoon making embarrassing sounds into a microphone for Fergus. Judging from his barely-suppressed giggles, he found it much more entertaining than she did. She channelled all of her pain and frustration into her troll and orc voices, and felt a bit better afterward. For the dwarf, she just used a slightly imperious version of her natural voice, avoiding the usual gruff Scottish trope. Besides, she couldn’t do a Scottish accent to save her life.

“Hey, you were awesome,” said Fergus once she was done making a fool of herself. “These will definitely go in the demo, and I might even use them in the final game.”

“Please don’t,” said Saskia. “Now I’ll be cringing every time I see a troll.”

By the time she finished up for the day, the worm in her brain had started to breed little agonlings. Fergus offered to give her a ride home, which she gratefully accepted. Trying to ride a bicycle so soon after one of her seizures would really be tempting fate. They took a lot out of her. And today there hadn’t been much in her to begin with.

Stepping in the front door, she was met with the familiar sight of her mother dashing about in an expensive dress, clearly getting ready for a night out.

“Another hot date?” asked Saskia, eyebrows raised. “Sean, is it?”

Sean was the latest in a rapidly growing line of potential stepfathers. Maybe one day one of them would graduate from potential to the real thing. Saskia had never had an actual stepdad before. Or a real dad, for that matter. The man whose genes she’d inherited had abandoned them before she was born. She’d never met him, and didn’t particularly want to. The only evidence of his existence she had were the stories her mum told her, and some old photos of a towering, bearded young man who looked like he’d stepped out of a Viking saga. As far as Saskia was concerned, that man was no father to her. If he were, he’d have showed some interest in his daughter.

Alice hadn’t started seeing men again until Saskia was in university, but now she was making up for lost time. So far, none of the relationships lasted very long, but she was still getting more action than Saskia herself ever did, even before the accident.

“Yeah,” said Alice. “You’d like him. I left some dinner for you in the fridge. How was your day?”

Saskia hesitated. “Um…maybe we should talk about it later.”

Her mother looked at her sharply. “Well now you have to tell me. I don’t want to spend the whole evening worrying.”

Saskia sighed. “Okay, well, I’m fine, but I had another attack today.”

“Oh Sass…” Alice threw her arms around Saskia. “It’s been a couple of months. I’d hoped…”

“Yeah, you and me both.”

A car pulled up into the driveway. “That’s me,” said Alice, releasing her daughter. “Are you sure you’re okay? I can postpone tonight’s…”

“Go!” said Saskia. “Have fun. And gimme all the details later!”

Alice frowned. “You know, mothers are supposed to live vicariously through their daughters, not the other way around.”

“Get out of here!” cried Saskia.

As she ate the meal her mum had left for her, the crawling agony in her head began to flow down her spine and into her arms and legs. Early night tonight. If she still felt this rotten tomorrow morning, she’d have to take the day off, workload be damned.

Just outside her bedroom, she realised she wasn’t going to make it. The floor rushed up to meet her.

At some point she became aware of a frantic voice calling out her name. It sounded like her mother. She tried to open her eyes, only to realise they were already open. “Mum, are you there? I can’t see you.” That’s what she tried to say, but it came out as barely a whisper, even to her own ears.

“I’m here, Sass,” said Alice, her voice choked. “Hang in there. The ambulance is on its way.”

Something shifted within her. A sensation that seemed strangely familiar, yet she couldn’t recall why. Like she was too large to be contained in her own body.

“Oh my god, what’s happening…?” Her mum’s voice rose into a shriek.

Saskia felt herself being wrenched in a direction that had no name.
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                In the silence of the deep place, she began to stir.

How long she had been here, she couldn’t say. Time had little meaning in the deep place. It was the only world she knew, and her dim awareness didn’t question it. But now she was beginning to emerge from her fugue.

First came the sensation of movement; of water flowing against her skin. She was moving; rising out of the depths, propelled by some unseen force.

Feeling a gentle tug on the back of her neck, she turned her head and saw several spindly flesh-coloured vines trailing behind her, coiling together before vanishing into darkness.

The pull of the vines was not enough to halt her ascent. As she continued upward, a tangerine glow began to fill the water around her.

Slowly, the light began to take shape. High above her, a veil of rippling waves, lit by the rising sun.

She rose to meet the new dawn, feeling a strange blend of joy and sorrow.


Saskia opened her eyes. Then she closed them again. She repeated this action several more times experimentally.

Nope, she thought drowsily. Still dreaming.

She lay in a shallow pool at the centre of a misty forest glade, beneath a starless night sky. Looming over her was a solitary tree, gnarled and twisted, with golden bark and red leaves. Perched amidst a tangle of branches at the top of the tree, like an oversized Christmas decoration, was a large glowing computer monitor.

It was one of those old cathode ray tube monstrositors she remembered from her childhood; boxy and flickery and eye-strain-inducing. There was no image on the screen, just an eerie grey glow. If she were awake, the fact that it was able to glow and flicker would be a little unsettling, because…where was the power outlet?

There was a grunting sound nearby, followed by a soft moan. Saskia looked over at the grassy bank beneath the tree, where a young couple were—oh…

Even in the dream, she felt herself blushing.

Filling her nostrils was the smell of mouldy leaves and a hint of…wet dog? Slimy rocks pressed against her back. Warm water lapped between her…

It was then that Saskia realised she too was naked.

Oh, so it’s one of those dreams, thought Saskia.

Except now she thought about it, this didn’t feel like a dream. No dream was this…this tangible.

Saskia sat up abruptly, wrapping her arms about her knees and emitting a noise somewhere between a squawk and the honk of dying hippo.

And that was when she saw herself.

Her arms were grotesquely long and spindly, covered in grey flesh, their topsides dotted with lumpy moles the colour of dark moss. Ebony claws curled from the tips of her fingers. She swallowed, feeling her tongue press against a row of sharp teeth.

There was a muffled shriek. The couple in flagrante were now staring at her, a deer-in-headlights look etched across both of their faces.

“Sorry!” blurted Saskia, rising to her feet. “Don’t let me interrupt!” She saw with horror that her arms almost drooped into the ankle-high water. Then she remembered her bits were hanging out, and she awkwardly tried to cover herself while sidling away.

Shouting in a language she didn’t understand, the pair bolted for the treeline, leaving their clothes in a heap on the grass. Bemused, she watched them go. Their bodies were incredibly slim, almost anorexic, and completely hairless except for the tops of their heads, which sprouted long feathery tresses that fluttered behind them as they ran. Their skin was mottled with flecks of gold and laurel green. They had strange ears; long and slender, and tapering to a narrow tip.

Actually, strange wasn’t the right word. She’d seen ears like that many times, in movies and games, and on fantasy book covers. Just not in person, outside of a few cosplay events.

Are they…elves…? Then what does that make me? An orc? No, not with these arms; these claws. A troll!?

Again, Saskia glanced down at her misshapen body, and groaned. She resembled a spindly, hairless gorilla, with lumps in all the wrong places. No wonder the elves were running like their butts were on fire.

Dropping to a crouch, she stared at her own reflection in the water. Any lingering doubts about what she’d become vanished right there.

Fantasy settings were not very consistent in how they portrayed monster races. But her appearance had a definite troll-like quality, not unlike the malformed creatures she’d created for Threads of Nautilum. Her ears were wide and tapered, a bit like those of an elf. A mess of green tangles hung like seaweed around her shoulders. Her facial features were still vaguely recognisable, but twisted out of shape, with scarlet, slitted eyes, extremely prominent brow ridges, a large nose, and a wide, toothy mouth.

It was as if some cosmic prankster were playing a cruel joke on her. Or maybe that voice-recording session finally tipped her over the edge into bat-guano territory.

She sighed. It could be worse. As far as trolls went, her face was at the less-ugly end of the spectrum. Closer to Warcraft than The Lord of the Rings movies.

There was something else that had changed. Something that would seem utterly inexplicable, were it not for the fact that she was a troll.

Her scars were gone. The places on her face and body where the accident had left its marks were now covered in what for a troll must be unblemished skin; taupe grey with lines of green moles stretching down her arms and back and legs.

Perhaps more disconcertingly, she had no bellybutton. She ran her fingers over the smooth patch of skin where her navel should be. It occurred to her that a bellybutton was also a kind of scar: a perfectly normal scar formed when the remnants of the umbilical chord dried up and fell off after birth. That scar was gone too, as if she’d been reformed from clay.

Saskia felt a wave of anxiety wash over her. She’d never felt more lost or alone or confused. Not even when she woke up after the accident. At least then she’d been surrounded by family and nurses who had done their best to comfort and reassure her.

She stepped out of the pool and inspected the pile of belongings the elves had left behind. Two pairs of leather boots, a woollen tunic and pants, and a turquoise dress with silver embroidery. How very…elfy. There were no undergarments. Apparently they’d arrived ready for business. She picked up the dress, feeling like a creep rifling through their stuff. But this was an emergency. She needed to wear something. Hopefully they’d have spares of whatever she ‘borrowed.’ The dress though—not an option. There was no way she could fit that thing over this monstrosity of a body.

I could totally have worn that when I was a skinny human, she thought wistfully. When I was human. Wow. I’m actually thinking like this already. This is so messed up!

The guy’s tunic and pants were larger, but still far too small to squeeze over her massive frame. So she did the next best thing she could think of. She tore open the front of the tunic, tied its arms around her back and secured it in such a way that it wouldn’t flap about too much in a stiff breeze. She was gonna chafe like a moffer, but that couldn’t be helped. Then she tied the pants around herself like a loincloth. Or nappies. Dogs above, she was wearing nappies!

Neither pair of boots would fit over her massive feet. Besides, her clawed toes would shred any footwear she stepped into. Her feet had extremely thick, leathery soles, so maybe she wouldn’t need them.

Once dressed, her thoughts returned to the questions boiling inside her head. How could this have happened to her? How did she get here, wherever here was?

From the way those elves were acting, she could reasonably assume they had nothing to do with it. Unless they’d summoned her with some kinda freaky sex magic, and then chickened out after they found out what they’d unleashed…

Okay, probably not that.

What about the monitor in the tree? Saskia looked up at the flickering screen. Some sort of control console? A primitive touchscreen, perhaps? It seemed absurd, but if some retro-future-tech had brought her here, transformed her somehow, maybe it could send her back?

She stepped up to the gnarled tree, feeling warmth radiating off the screen as she approached.

A troll’s natural posture was apparently to hunch over like an ape, with her arms touching the ground. Standing this way, she was well over two metres tall, assuming those elves were around human height. But when she stretched up to her full height, her head rose to maybe three and a half metres off the ground. It felt awkward. She wouldn’t be able to maintain this posture for long without causing severe back pain. But this way she was able to simply reach out and…

She hesitated, seeing her reflection in the flickering grey glass.

This is a terrible idea, objected the cynical part of her brain. If horror movies have taught me anything, it’s that I shouldn’t touch the eerie flickering screen!

Saskia touched the eerie flickering screen.

Or at least, tried to touch it. Her claw-tipped finger sank into the glass, and she yanked it back with a squeak. It had felt like she was poking a warm sponge.

Surprisingly, she didn’t get sucked into the screen. Or whatever that thing was, because it was not what it appeared to be. The flickering grew more erratic.

Then a crack began to thread its way slowly across the pane of glass.

Oh crap.

Saskia hurriedly stepped away from the fracturing surface, worried it might explode in her face. The object seemed to waver for a moment, and she caught a glimpse of something glistening beneath the surface.

At that moment, a sharp sound drew her attention. Her eyes snapped to a feathered shaft jutting out of the tree trunk. It hadn’t been there a moment earlier.

For a moment, she just stared, uncomprehending. Then her brain caught up. Someone was shooting at her. Her eyes darted over to the nearby treeline, where a figure stalked toward her, half hidden in the undergrowth. Another elf; this one fully clothed and holding a bow. He was not alone.

There had been no warning; no demand of surrender. These elves were out for blood.

Panic seized her. Driven by some trollish instinct she didn’t know she had, Saskia dropped onto all fours and galloped away from the approaching hunters.

Wow. Trolls could really move.

With a splash, another arrow landed in the water somewhere nearby.

“Zig-zag, you stupidiot!”

Saskia had once shouted those words at a character on the TV screen running in a straight line directly away from an archer loosing arrows at him. He should have taken a slower, but far less predictable path, making it harder for his attacker to line up the perfect shot. That character had of course been killed moments before he made it to safety.

Now she discovered just how hard it was to take her own advice when someone was shooting at her. Because holy crap she was gonna die, and she needed to get the frock out of here as quickly as possible!

Two more arrows whistled past in rapid succession. And then she was under a concealing canopy of dense, leafy trees. Immediately, her eyes began to adjust to the darkness in the fog beneath the canopy. Here, there were none of the contrasting highlights and shadows she was used to seeing. More of an undifferentiated gloom that made the trees and undergrowth seem flat and featureless. Almost like one of those old computer games, before advances in graphics technology made it cheap and easy to create dynamic lighting.

This must be some kinda super-enhanced night vision, she realised. Another feature of this new body?

Her retreat came to an abrupt halt when she came to a cliff overlooking a yawning abyss. Peeking over the edge, she couldn’t see the bottom. From the looks of it, her night vision only extended about fifty metres around her. Beyond that, there was only mist-shrouded darkness.

She skirted the edge of the cliff to her left, terrified she’d run into the pursuing elves. There must be a way down, but to get there, she may have to go through them.

A few minutes later, she came upon another cliff, this one reaching upward on her right. Or, more accurately, it was part of the same cliff, and she now ran over a wide tree-covered ledge cut into it. If she came across one of the elves here, it would be very…

Crap.

Two elves stood abreast on the ledge, facing her, toting long spears. Shouting, they charged toward her.

Desperately, Saskia sunk her claws into the rough crumbly stone of the cliff face and scampered upward, out of their reach. Below, there were more shouts, and she heard the clatter of another arrow bouncing off the cliff. With long muscular arms and claws like these, climbing was a cinch.

Soon, the cliff became a gentle slope, under cover of trees. She followed the ridgetop downward. It grew steeper and steeper, until she was more climbing then running.

Half-way down, she became aware of discomfort blooming in her lower back. Glancing at the affected area, she saw with horror that there was an arrow sticking out of it!

Gritting her teeth against the pain, she kept going. She didn’t have time to deal with that right now. As the ground started to level off, the trees gave way to other shapes; great curved spires jutting from the hillside, with pointed tops and bulbous appendages linked by spiralling causeways. Lights flickered from ovoid windows cut into the upper portions of the spires. Buildings, clearly, but not like any she’d seen before. Dark figures stood on the causeways. She could hear raised voices, speaking in a strange tongue.

Saskia squeezed between the buildings, trying to keep low and silent, but feeling like an elephant trying to sneak through an alleyway. Whoever lived here wouldn’t appreciate her intrusion. She needed to get out of here!

Rounding a corner, she came to an abrupt halt at the sight of a small figure sat on a balcony overhead. It was a petite little elf girl, barely tall enough for her head to reach Saskia’s waist. The girl’s eyes bulged. She let out a piercing shriek, which slowly morphed into a growl. Then she whipped out a long knife.

Saskia took one look at the little terror, and ran the other way. In the back of her mind, she imagined what this must look like. A creature of nightmares fleeing a tiny girl with a pig-sticker.

Well bog that! She didn’t want to hurt anyone! Least of all a young girl less than a quarter her height. Saskia longed to tell the elves, “I’m not actually a troll! You’ve got it all wrong!” But it’d do no good. She couldn’t speak their language, and even if she could, why would they believe her? In their eyes, she was a monster.

She found herself clonking along a wide causeway that groaned and flexed beneath her weight. Figures darted through the mist, drawn by the screaming banshee and Saskia’s loud steps. Lamplight flickered and weapons glinted. A horn sounded.

Someone stepped in front of her and jabbed a spear into her belly.

Reflexively, Saskia lashed out, swiping her assailant across his face and sending him tumbling through the air. The elf fell hard, cracking his head against the side of a building, and lay still.

She stared blankly down at the long wooden shaft embedded in her midsection.

Then her gaze turned to the motionless form of the elf. There were several deep gashes along his cheek where her claws had raked him. Had she just killed the poor guy…? Yeah he’d attacked her, but he’d just been doing his job. She was the intruder here; a hideous monster. And if he died, she wouldn’t just be a monster on the outside. He looked so small and vulnerable down there. Perhaps this elf was average or tall for one of his people, but next to Saskia, he may as well be a child.

She shuffled over to where he lay and felt for a pulse. Then she let out a sigh of relief. There was a heartbeat; slightly erratic, but strong. She propped him up against the tree so he wouldn’t drown in the shallow water.

Saskia was a little freaked out at how easily she’d taken out her opponent. Her new body may be ridiculously strong, but she didn’t know how to fight. Before today, the closest she’d ever come to actual combat outside of a video game was the time she kicked Timothy Ross in the goolies after he stomped on her sandcastle, when she was seven. She could only surmise this body came equipped with its own survival instincts that took over when she was in peril.

Her attention returned to the—oh yeah, there was a spear in her gut! Well, there was the arrow too, but that was less of a concern. The spear had gone all the way through her abdomen and out her back. Yet still she felt very little pain from that wound. Just an aching coldness creeping over her. She must be in shock.

Shouts rang out from behind her, accompanied by a growling sound that may have come from a dog…or maybe something much worse.

Saskia dared not linger any longer. She didn’t have time to remove the spear. She leapt off the causeway galloped down the grassy paths beneath, desperately seeking the shelter of trees. There they were at the bottom of the hill. Just a little further…

A dim part of her was amazed that she was still upright, let alone able to move this fast.

She felt the sting of an arrow entering her leg.

Then her hands and feet were splashing and sliding through slimy mist-shrouded water. She plunged headlong into the gloom, between thick trees and towering tree-sized fungi that weren’t quite giant mushrooms.

Another arrow whistled toward her. And then another.

This swamp was a primordial howlscape of mud and slime, seething with what looked like large worms that darted around her, probably drawn by her blood leaking into the water. The swamp grew deep and clingy, and every step was a struggle.

She ran until her limbs burned and her lungs ached. And then she ran some more. Slowly, the adrenaline began to wear off, replaced by fatigue. And pain. Now it was really starting to hurt. And she became aware of the blood. There was a lot of blood.

She couldn’t go on like this. Time to take care of her injuries.

Saskia carefully lowered herself down onto an island of tree roots. Inspecting herself, she saw that there were now several arrows in her. Two in her back and one in her thigh.

Best to start with those. She might pass out after she removed the spear. And she needed to test what would happen with those smaller injuries before she could work up the courage to deal with the larger one. If her theory was correct… 

She began to pluck out the arrows, gasping as they tore through her flesh. Each time she removed one, there was a spurt of hot blood that quickly slowed to a trickle, and then stopped altogether. The wounds remained visible, but they seemed to be healing incredibly quickly. Already the pain was lessening.

Relief washed over her. It was just as she had hoped. In many fantasy settings, trolls had fantabulous regenerative abilities, allowing them to shrug off injuries that would kill most creatures. That seemed to be the case here too. But now it was time to test the limits of that ability…

She curled her fingers around the shaft of the spear, whimpering in anticipation of the agony to come. It would be safer to push it out her back. That way the barbed spearhead wouldn’t tear something on the way out. But to do that she’d have to reach around behind her back and pull it the final distance from that awkward angle. She had long arms, but still, she didn’t know if she could do that, even without the pain. Oh this was gonna suck so bad…

Just get it over with, she urged herself. The sooner she got the thing out, the sooner her wound would start to heal. Assuming she didn’t end up with a string of intestines poking out her back…

Crap, I just had to think of that, didn’t I.

Before she lost her nerve, she let out an expletive her mother would disapprove of, and began to push the spear through her abdomen with her left arm, while simultaneously pulling with her right. White hot agony lanced through her, and she almost blacked out. Blood gushed from the wound, soaking into her loincloth and the moss beneath. Shifting her grip behind her back, her fingers struggled to find purchase on a shaft that was now slick with gore. With a final supreme effort, she tore the spear free, hearing it clatter to the ground behind her.

Blood continued to pour forth from the jagged hole in her gut. For a moment, she panicked, thinking she was going to bleed out right then and there. But it soon slowed to a steady trickle as the wound began to close before her eyes.

Then she sagged, overcome by exhaustion. She lay there for a while, wanting nothing more than to just curl up and dream this all away. Regrettably, she needed to keep moving for a bit longer. It’d be unwise to sleep here in a pool of her own blood. The scent would attract predators, and the bloody trail she’d left behind her could lead pursuers to her location.

Sighing, Saskia forced herself to stand. Or as close to standing as she could manage without extreme discomfort. The wound in her abdomen still burned. She took the bloody spear. It was a bit of a burden to carry, but it’d come in handy later, when she needed to hunt for food.

What followed was an agonising trudge through a swamp that grew deeper and more treacherous with every step. She soon lost count of the number of times she slipped or tripped, and her clothing got dunked in slime or snagged and torn on spiny branches and sharp leaves.

At one point an enormous dragonfly buzzed overhead, its gossamer wings brushing her face. She let out a yelp and stopped in her tracks. That thing was the length of her forearm!

There were no signs of other people (not even elves) having ventured into this part of the swamp; no roads, paths, boardwalks, discarded items or footprints. Just lots of damp trees and plants and slime and fungi, rotting logs and—eek! Something large darted out from underfoot. Saskia glimpsed a slimy carapace and lots of legs. She backed away slowly. What was up with these supersized bugs?

Eventually the swamp gave way to dry land, though the undergrowth grew even thicker there. She came upon a mossy hollow and decided this place was as good as any to hunker down for what remained of the night. She sank down into the bed of moss, curled up into a ball, and tried to sleep.

Despite her exhaustion, slumber eluded her. She was cold and damp, and her wound throbbed. And a succession of grunts and growls and snapping twigs, and glimpses of movement through the leaves, kept her wide-eyed and tense long into the night.

When not preoccupied with thoughts of survival, her mind kept returning to the multi-million dollar questions. What was this place? How did she get here? And why a troll?

Before she found herself in the glade, she’d dreamed she was rising up from the ocean depths. But had that even been a dream? There had been a dreamlike quality to the experience. It had been similar to the strange dreams she’d been having ever since the accident. Yet everything that had happened afterward had been so outlandish, she couldn’t help but question the assumption. It seemed a lot like some sort of dream-metaphor for her arrival on this…world.

Because that’s what this place was, right? Another world.

And before that…? Just thinking about it made her head hurt. She remembered collapsing in the hallway outside her bedroom. Another seizure, but this one had been much worse than usual. She must have been lying there for hours before her mother found her. She winced, thinking of the terror in her mum’s voice.

It had felt like she was dying.

What if she had died? What if she’d died and this was some sorta bizarro afterlife? She shuddered, imagining her mum sobbing over her lifeless body, inconsolable.

Well one thing was certain. This place wasn’t heaven. Not unless God was a real donkhat. Which, on a day like today, she couldn’t entirely rule out. He did invent earthquakes, mosquitoes and menstrual cramps. It wasn’t the biblical hell either. At least, not the fire-and-brimstone part of it. Hell didn’t have cold days. There were, of course, plenty of other possible flavours of afterlife proposed by various religions throughout history: Valhalla, Hades, Sheol and Purgatory, to name a few. Perhaps one of them had gotten it right.

Then there were all those who believed in reincarnation. Well, here she was with a new body, so there was that. But clearly this wasn’t a typical case of reincarnation, or she’d have come back as a squalling baby, or a dividing embryo. Now that would be her definition of hell. Saskia could think of few things more horrifying than being an adult consciousness trapped in a helpless infant’s body. She’d had a taste of that after her accident. Never again.

Reincarnation of a more technological nature then? Her soul uploaded into a computer simulation? A ridiculously immersive virtual reality game? Perhaps that could explain her present situation better than a magical afterlife. It still seemed extremely unlikely though. Nothing like that was within the reach of present-day technology. Unless she’d been cryogenically frozen and…

Saskia awoke to the feeling of her dog climbing over her and licking her face.

“Get off, Cerberus,” she murmured. “Go bother Mum. I need to sleep a while longer.”

Hold on…that couldn’t be right. Cerberus had been run over by a garbage truck when she was seventeen. Saskia no longer had a dog. And even if she did, there was no way…

She opened her eyes. That was no dog. In fact, she could scarcely imagine anything less dog-like than the long, sinuous creature that now crawled across her back, probing her face with long hairy feelers. She stared into its glistening compound eyes and twitching mandibles. Something with this many legs had no right to grow so large.

She sprang to her feet and did the nope dance, yelling, “Aargh! Get it off! Get it off!”

Ignoring her attempt to dislodge it, the giant crapoodling centipede crawled around her neck like a wriggling scarf.

She snatched at it, accidentally driving her claws into its soft underbelly in the process. The creature screeched and tightened about her throat. Saskia screeched and tore at it with both hands. A spray of ichor splashed onto her face and torso. When she came to her senses, she realised she’d ripped the unfortunate creature in half. She let go of the two halves, watching them twitch on the ground, tiny legs kicking in the air. Attempting to scrape the gore off her body only served to smear it around.

That had to be her second—no, third—worst wake-up call ever.

She stared down at what was left of the centipede, which had finally stopped moving. Her stomach growled.

Oh no…

Her mouth flooded with saliva. The smell emanating from the oozing remains was confusing her brain. She wanted to throw up. And she wanted to snatch up the delicious bug-flesh and devour it.

No way am I putting that in my mouth! I’d rather starve. I’d rather—eugh!

Seemingly of their own volition, her traitorous hands grabbed the back half of the centipede and pressed it against her mouth, which bit down reflexively; sharp teeth tearing off a huge chunk of acrid, rubbery meat.

Gagging, she chewed and swallowed the putrid—yet strangely tasty—mouthful. She took another bite. And then another. By the third bite, her gag impulse had weakened, and she was beginning to think this actually wasn’t so bad. This was food. Her body needed food. It wasn’t a human body, so why should she expect her old human tastes and aversions to prevail?

Within minutes, she’d eaten both halves of the giant centipede, guts and all. That was more meat than two whole chickens. Meat and…other things. She shuddered.

As she scrambled out of the hollow, she suddenly realised that there was no pain any more. The wound in her gut had closed completely, leaving only a thin red scar, which was already fading. Trolls sure healed fast! That was good, because she might need to do a lot of walking today.

This part of the forest was quite beautiful. She hadn’t really taken it in last night, what with the terror and pain and exhaustion. Now, although still wary and sore, she could begin to appreciate her surroundings.

Around her spread a tangle of ferns, strange fungal growths and damp leaves. Far above was a thick canopy, held aloft by towering, moss-covered trees. A gentle breeze lifted the first wisps of fog from the air, and the trees came alight with dappled yellows and browns and greens.

Saskia had always loved hiking in places like this (minus the impossibly large bugs), but she hadn’t done much of it over the past two years. She’d spent most of the first year after her accident as a total invalid. And in the second year, she’d been too busy with her job, and still not exactly in the prime of health. She’d gone hiking with her old friends a couple of times, but they were still as fit as ever, while she…wasn’t. They were very patient with her, but she’d still felt like she was holding them back.

Well that wasn’t a problem any longer. Injury aside, this body was monstrously fit. She felt like she could run up mountains.

First though, she’d settle for a hill. One with a good view of the surrounding area. She needed to get her bearings and decide where to go next. Find some people who wouldn’t kill trolls on sight. Perhaps seek out other trolls. Although, judging from how they were depicted in most fantasy fiction, her own kind might be no more accommodating than the elves.

Saskia scrambled up a steep slope onto a ridgetop, then followed the ridge up to the highest point. Unfortunately, even up here, the view was blocked by layers upon layers of foliage. To see anything beyond, she’d have to climb one of these ancient trees. It’d have to be a very sturdy specimen to support her weight.

Finding a suitable candidate, she shimmied up its massive trunk, ascending high into the canopy.

It occurred to her that if she had another seizure up here, she’d have much worse problems than just being lost. On the other hand, she put her life at risk every time she hopped on a bicycle, yet that didn’t stop her from doing it.

Actually, come to think of it, this wasn’t her old, damaged body, was it? None of her old scars were present now. Either her trollish regeneration had erased them, or they were never on this body to begin with. It stood to reason that the internal injuries she’d had as a human, including her brain damage, should also be gone. And that would mean…

No more seizures.

She almost let go of the branch she was holding. If she really was free of the seizures, it’d make everything else she’d suffered worth it. Almost.

Something rustled and chittered nearby. Whatever it was—bird or bat or gigantic man-eating bug—Saskia hoped it wasn’t too enraged at her for invading its nest.

Teetering atop the highest branch that would take her considerable weight, she poked her head through the curtain of leaves and looked out across the treetops.

“What…the…?”

Her mouth dropped open. Something buzzed inside it, and she swallowed absent-mindedly.

Before her, a lush green forest swept back into jagged peaks, shrouded in fog. Nestled in a valley between the mountains was the beginnings of a serpentine lake. To her right, the forest just ended, as if disappearing off a precipice. And behind her, the landscape tilted upward into some impossibly tall…something. It didn’t look like any mountain she’d ever seen.

Back the way she’d come, which was now on her left side, great spurs of stone jutted out of the swamp at an oblique angle. She was pretty sure those things were defying the laws of gravity, such was the extent of their overhang. Their slopes were covered in trees, except for the lower reaches of the closest one, from which jutted the strange spires of the elven town she’d just fled. Somewhere up there, she knew there must be a misty glade with a gnarled tree, something pretending to be a cracked computer monitor, and a bunch of angry elves, still looking for the troll that had eluded them…

Spectacular they may be, but these strange rock formations were not what what had elicited her expression of astonishment.

In the direction of the lake, beyond the veil of mist was a dark silhouette. Too substantial to be clouds, yet seemingly too vast to be anything else. An immense column jutted up from the horizon, filling a large portion of the sky. Overhead, the column split into tendrils of darkness that reached out across the firmament.

No, not tendrils. Branches.

The horizon was all wrong. This land wasn’t spherical or flat, but elongated, like a…

This was a tree. Or what a tree might look like if viewed by a microscopic creature sitting on one of its branches. Like Yggdrasil from Norse mythology; the granddaddy of all trees.

Those distant peaks; they weren’t mountains. And those immense spikes…weren’t just rock formations. The forest, the swamp, the lake, everything around her…they were perched on a single colossal branch of an unfathomably large tree.
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                Who’d have thought a day could be so complicated?

Not the things she did throughout the day. Those were simple. Saskia walked. And then she walked some more. Occasionally she stopped to answer the call of nature, or drink from a stream, or sample the various edibles she happened across—or which happened across her. As it turned out, trolls could eat pretty much anything.

Best to avoid the tawny mushrooms from now on, though. For about an hour after swallowing one of those suckers, she’d seen tentacles. Tentacles everywhere.

What was complicated was the actual day itself. The day-night cycle, if it could be called that. Here, it was less of a cycle than a meander. When the world was actually a planet-sized tree, simple concepts like planets orbiting the sun lost all meaning. Because this wasn’t a planet. And as far as Saskia could tell, this world’s sun was a drunken donkhole, wobbling lazily through the sky, occasionally stopping to pee on the celestial mosaic.

Whenever the sun wandered behind the trunk of the world tree (as she’d begun to think of it), or a branch, it was kinda like night time. Not as dark as a true night though; more like an eclipse back on Earth. Some of these branch eclipses only lasted a few minutes. Some went on for almost an hour. Only when the sun passed underneath the continent-sized branch beneath her feet did Saskia get to experience something resembling a night on Earth.

That had happened three times since she arrived on this world. The length of those days and nights, even ignoring all the eclipses, seemed to vary a lot, but overall, they seemed a bit longer than a day on Earth. Her gut told her that about three and a half days had passed on Earth. But she was pretty sure her gut had just pushed this number out of her butt, because her sleep schedule was completely messed up.

Three and a half days would make it Saturday morning back home. Saskia’s mum would be doing yoga. Raji, Ferg and Dave would be trickling into the studio, ready to start the weekend grind. Her old climbing buddies Ivan and Reiko would be halfway up Silberhorn. Assuming everyone wasn’t out desperately searching for Saskia, or attending her funeral.

Meanwhile she’d slogged through endless stretches of dense, swampy woods, catching only occasional glimpses of the sky through gaps in the canopy, or when she climbed a hill or tree to get her bearings. So she couldn’t be precisely sure what the sun was doing up there most of the time. She just knew it wasn’t following the sane, predictable arc that the sun would follow on a sane, predictable world.

Early on, she’d decided to head in the direction of the trunk of the world tree. In that direction were snow covered peaks and a lake. On Earth, such lakes almost always had towns or cities around them. But it was taking much longer to reach these landmarks than she initially thought it would. Distances were deceptive, especially when looking lengthwise down the branch, where there was no well-defined horizon.

And the terrain was rough. Whenever she’d gone hiking or climbing on Earth, she’d been following well-marked tracks, or scaling rocky or snow-covered peaks out in the open, where she could see for miles. Here, she hadn’t found anything more than animal trails. She couldn’t see crap, and she couldn’t take five steps without getting her legs or arms stuck in mud or snagging on roots or branches. These woods were thicker than a strawberry smoothie.

Her stomach rumbled.

Dogramit! she thought. Thinking about food again!

She stopped by a river to munch on a—well, she didn’t know what it was, exactly—a cat-sized furry eight-legged thing that was absolutely not a spider. While she was doing that, something long and slithery emerged from the water to munch on her.

Saskia looked at the sinuous shape sliding across the slick stones, and let out a sigh. Grabbing the beast around its slippery neck, she watched as it thrashed about in her hand, struggling to free itself. She squeezed. Not enough to kill it. Just enough to make it think twice about making a meal out of her. Then she sighed again and hurled it back into the water.

One thing she’d learned over the past few days was that the smaller creatures of this world were suicidally ambitious. They’d come at her with the temerity of a chihuahua biting the wheel of a speeding semi. Maybe they just hadn’t met a troll before.

Not that Saskia was complaining. It was an all-you-can-eat buffet, where the food served itself to her. But at times like this, when she already had another meal, she’d let the misguided creatures live. She wasn’t a monst—

She wasn’t wasteful.

As for larger predators, there were very few that could threaten a troll. Occasionally she’d glimpsed large creatures through the trees and lounging about in swampy pools, but they’d left her alone so far. There were the ones she’d dubbed upside-down-cats—brown furry beasts with long tails that always seemed to be hanging beneath branches. They were about the size of a St. Bernard, but they looked closer to housecats next to Saskia. In the wetlands lurked scaly crocodilian creatures with long serrated beaks. There was something that looked like a rhino with massively oversized forelegs. A rhino-troll? Once, she’d almost walked into a large bear with tiger stripes, but it had turned and bounded away. Then there was the giant tentacular horror she’d sighted wading through the swamp. She’d noped away from that one right quick.

Finishing her meal, Saskia drank deeply, then took a dip in a clear pool. No rivers were this clean back home. This body wasn’t built for swimming, but she managed well enough. Floating on her back, she blinked up at the clear sky, which was just beginning to darken as the sun passed behind another branch.

The river was one of the few places where there was a gap in the canopy, allowing her to easily get oriented. The great trunk of the world tree made a pretty reliable landmark. Far better than navigating using the sun. Especially this sun. Everything she wanted to see was toward the trunk, or trunkward. So she needed to go that way.

And there it was again. What was that thing?

It was like…a tiny circle of light in the corner of her eye. She could turn her gaze toward it. But whenever she turned her head, the light would move with it, remaining on the edge of her field of vision. This anomaly had showed up several times today. There didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to it. It just…appeared. And if she ignored it for long enough, it faded away.

Back on Earth, this kind of visual anomaly would be a serious cause for concern. It might mean there was something wrong with her eyes, or her brain. Or it might be a prelude to another seizure.

Here, it was just another oddity to add to the pile of weird. Yeah, she may be seeing things, but she was on a tree the size of a planet, in the body of a troll. Seeing things was the least of her worries. It was probably just some magical critter nesting in her eyeball. Nothing to…

Okay, that’s actually kinda terrifying.

Now she had to get to the bottom of this, or she wouldn’t get a wink of sleep tonight.

Saskia waded to the shore and quickly dressed, watching the circle of light bob about as she moved. She was pretty sure she already knew the answer, but what would happen when she closed her eyes?

Yup. Still there. That confirmed it then. Whatever it was, it was inside her.

Feasting on my tender, juicy eyeball, she thought with a shudder.

Inspecting the light closely, she realised that it wasn’t just a circle. There were finer details that she hadn’t noticed earlier. On one side was a slight bump, and there were darker and brighter areas across its surface.

And then she had her first epiphany. When she turned her body, the circle turned with it! How had she missed that before? It was so obvious, now that she was paying attention to the details. She did a three-sixty, and watched as the bulgy bit rotated all the way around the perimeter of the circle of light, returning to its original spot at the same time she did. She stood next to a stone on the grassy bank, then spun around again, several times, while looking down at her feet. The bump remained pointing at the stone.

This is a compass, she realised. A compass in my eye. How weird is that!

Weird and useful. So very useful.

On Earth, a compass pointed north. But this wasn’t Earth, so where was this one pointing? Looking up at the sky, she immediately got her answer. What was the central axis of a tree? Its trunk, of course! This compass pointed trunkward.

The more she focussed on the apparition, the more vivid and tangible it seemed to become. More details were becoming apparent on its surface. And colours. Most of the surface of the compass had a greenish hue, but there were specks of cream and salmon red and wood brown. And there was a ruddy blue crack snaking down the middle. Or perhaps not a crack. Fissures normally took the path of least resistance, but this line meandered about, in no hurry to go anywhere. It looked more like a…

More like a river. Like that river. Like the one she was standing right next to.

Not just a compass, she realised. It’s also a map.

This little circular map was beginning to feel eerily familiar to Saskia. It looked less like the kind of map you’d see on a smartphone or car dashboard, and more like a minimap in a…

In a video game.

And not just any game. A very specific map for a specific game; a map she was intimately familiar with, because she’d designed it.

As the realisation hit her, the object—the minimap—seemed to coalesce into a ghostly replica of the one she’d created for Threads of Nautilum.

Saskia felt her mind becoming frayed around the edges. After everything she’d experienced over the past few days, she’d become certain that this was all real. That she was really here. And that this world, no matter how strange it seemed, was a real place. She’d eaten, slept, breathed alien air, felt mud squishing between her toes. She’d even bled. She’d felt pain. What kind of game made its players feel physical pain? This couldn’t be a game, could it? There was just no way…

She sighed and looked back at the map. Really looked at it, now that it was looking almost as tangible as the world around her. On close inspection, it wasn’t quite the same as her design for Nautilum. But the differences stemmed from the fact that this looked like a three dimensional object hovering in the air in front of her, rather than an image on a flat screen. It resembled an antique compass or watch with a glass front, containing a map where the spinning hands would normally be. The compass bearing was shown with a little arrow on the outside. There was a dot in the centre of the map that marked her location. But there wasn’t much else to see on the map itself besides the river and the forest. The big landmarks were apparently too far away.

It was hard to estimate the scale of this map. Saskia had initially added distance markings to Nautilum’s minimap, but she’d later scrapped them, deciding that they looked too ‘techy’ for a high fantasy game. Now she wanted to punch her earlier self for making that choice. They would have come in handy right about now.

Then the sun fled behind a branch eclipse, and the light and shadow of the forest faded into the familiar flat, featureless gloom. She’d taken to calling this effect darksight. As soon as her darksight came into play, the minimap became blurry and indistinct.

This discovery led to another epiphany. Her darksight was an overlay, just like the map! As the light faded, this second sight took over, replacing the near-pitch darkness that her eyes perceived. The transition was near-seamless, so she hadn’t given it a second thought until now. It was as if she were simultaneously watching two different versions of the same scene overlaid on top of each other. Right now, her darksight dominated, but with a bit of conscious effort, she could distinguish the two…for want of a better word, she’d call them layers. Her map was a third layer, one that seemed to be competing with her darksight, and losing…

When true light began to filter down through the canopy a few minutes later, the map returned with it. She began to follow the river, keeping a close eye on the map as she walked. It was slow going, as usual. In places where the river was calm, she found it easier to wade through the water than to try to fight her way through the creeping vines and tangled branches along the riverbank.

Soon, she’d gotten a pretty good feel for the scale of the map. It was about a kilometre in diameter; quite a small area, but a damn sight better than groping blindly through the trees, not knowing what she might stumble upon next.

The spectral map seemed to respond directly to her thoughts. She could make it fade away and reappear just by wanting it to happen. The longer she focussed her attention on it, the sharper it became. And after long minutes of intense concentration she was able to change the colour of its border from silver to…a slightly bluer shade of silver. 

Progress!

Unfortunately, that appeared to the limit of her control over it. In many games, including Nautilum, a player could zoom in and out, adjusting the scale of the minimap. There would also be a full-screen map that could be brought up with the press of a button.

Here, there were no obvious buttons, and she had no mouse or controller or touchscreen with which to press them anyhow. She tried focussing her gaze, blinking, voice commands, even reaching out and pressing the hovering object with her fingers (or at least the spot where it appeared to be). And of course she tried commanding it with her mind. After nearly an hour of this, she gave up in frustration.

Disappointing, but not unexpected. Maybe those ‘advanced features’ would come in time, once she’d further trained her mental muscles. It had taken more than two days for even the ghost of the object to appear before her.

Night fell early today. Or maybe it was just her confusion and excitement over this new interface making time pass quickly. Whatever the reason, she lay awake for hours, thinking over the implications of what had happened.

This was all so strange, so unexpected, she didn’t know how to process it. Was she inside a game? She’d discounted the notion pretty quickly that first night. Yes, that was before a minimap appeared in front of her, but still, it didn’t seem any more plausible now than it did then.

No modern virtual reality game came anywhere close to this level of realism. And they didn’t even try to simulate touch or temperature or taste or smell. Popular movies made it seem as if this kinda thing was just around the corner, but it really wasn’t. Saskia knew how much work went into making even simple games with crude graphics and audio. Something this immersive…wasn’t possible. Not now. Perhaps not even a hundred years from now.

Yeah yeah, she was being a bit presumptuous claiming to know what was possible, when none of this should be possible. Travelling to an alternate world and waking up in a new body wasn’t possible either. But the difference was that Saskia knew modern technology and art and game design. She didn’t know magic. Magic was unknowable. Magic made anything possible. But magically advanced technology, unless it was from the far future, or invented by aliens, was just…bad sci-fi.

Right now, she’d rather believe in magic.

Anyhow, it was what it was, however it came to be. And what it was…was really handy.

She wouldn’t have to worry about getting lost again! No more having to climb trees just to see where she was going. No more accidental backtracking, costing her hours of progress. Now she had a map and compass in her head! It was almost like having her smartphone again.

Well alright, maybe not that good. Smartphones had scalable maps and route planning and cameras and email and videos and music and silly little games.

Even something as simple as a clock. She’d give her left boob for a clock right now, in this strange new world, where she couldn’t even rely on the sun to move in the same direction at the same speed, from day to day.

Damn she missed her smartphone…

When the first light of dawn brushed her weary face, it was joined by a brighter light that hovered in the air before her as she blinked and yawned.

Another one? she thought blearily. What is it this time?

This…time.

Within a few hours, the new ghostly object resolved into something that looked a lot like the face of an old-school mechanical clock, but without any numerals, and with too many hours marked around its perimeter. Behind the slowly-rotating hands was a stylised depiction of the sun making slow loop de loops in the sky over a transparent silhouette of the world tree. There was a bright trail indicating where the sun would go over the course of the day. The little sun’s movements behind the branches of the tree coincided precisely with eclipses she experienced in the real world. Or whatever this world was, if not real.

As she inspected the new interface layer, Saskia wondered how a clock would handle this world’s variable-length days. Would the number of hours reset each morning, or was this number just an average? She wasn’t even certain the markings around the outside really were spaced at hourly intervals. Her gut told her they spanned close to the length of an hour on Earth, but it was hard to say for sure, as she had no Earth clock against which to measure them.

She could make this clock come and go at will, just like the minimap. And, like the minimap, it seemed to have been adapted from something she’d created for Threads of Nautilum’s user interface.

Nautilum’s camera was locked into a top-down isometric perspective, so players couldn’t just look up at the sky to tell the time. Instead she’d illustrated the time on a little panel using a sun and moon wheeling across the sky (above a layer of cartoon clouds if the weather was bad). Nautilum was set on a planet much like Earth, so she didn’t have to worry about branch eclipses or a wayward sun. This thing had the same visual style though. Just modified to fit a different world. And without a digital readout of the time, unfortunately.

She juggled back and forth between the map and the clock throughout the morning, as she was having trouble keeping them both up at the same time even though they didn’t occupy the same space.

The map began to show information that definitely hadn’t been there yesterday. Now, there were green and yellow dots that were clearly not part of the surrounding forest. Some of them remained in one spot, but others moved randomly across its surface. Could they be…?

Saskia walked until one of the green markers was positioned in the centre of the map, right on top of the dot showing her own location. She didn’t see anything at first, but a moment later, there came a hissing sound from above.

Her eyes jerked upward, and she saw an upside-down-cat hanging from a branch high in the canopy, eyeing her warily.

Fantastic, she thought, backing away from the watchful animal. This thing can track creatures!

There must be some size or weight or danger threshold to what was displayed, otherwise the entire map would be swarming with markers for the millions of tiny, harmless things that lived in trees and scurried or wriggled underfoot. If it was anything like a game (and clearly it was), the colour represented either the creature’s attitude toward her, or the threat it posed to her in a confrontation. Green might be something that wouldn’t attack her unless provoked, or which she could easily defeat if it did. Yellow…now those she might have to watch out for. And red…

Red meant dead.

Saskia continued on her journey trunkward, always keeping a watchful eye on the map. When she nearly fell into a pothole, it occurred to her that maybe she should also pay attention to where she was walking. The map was no substitute for eyes. It didn’t show tiny details like those annoying tripwire vines or bloody great holes in the ground. She was turning into one of those people. The ones who always walked with their faces buried in their phones, and didn’t watch where they were going.

Oh hey, what’s this?

There was something new on the edge of her map. A little icon in the shape of a house. More houses popped into view as she got closer. She approached cautiously, taking note of the yellow and orange markers moving about them.

Peeking through the foliage, Saskia saw that the actual houses looked nothing like their icons. They were also quite unlike the elegant stone spires and spiralling causeways of the town she’d fled on that first night. Most of the buildings seemed to have been grown rather than constructed, with uneven, bark-covered walls at all sorts of odd angles, and leafy branches sticking out.

How…elfy of them. But not very practical. What would happen when there was a forest fire? Or maybe they had other ways of dealing with that. Magical ways.

Slender figures in wispy gowns and billowing cloaks glided between the houses and trees. Briefly, she considered the notion of simply walking up to the elves and introducing herself. Then she remembered she couldn’t speak their language, and the last time elves had seen her, they’d turned her into a pincushion. She was in no hurry to repeat that experience. Best not stick around.

As she backed up through the undergrowth, she heard a thwack. And now there was an arrow in her shoulder!

Two of the elves had circled around and were stalking toward her. She hadn’t been watching those ones through the trees, but they’d clearly been watching her.

Pincushion time, she thought miserably as she bounded away, feeling the punch of another arrow sinking into her back. Shoulda known they’d be able to spot me at that range. I’m as stealthy as a charging rhino.

Saskia watched the orange markers fall further and further behind her. When she changed course, they kept going straight, apparently losing her trail. Only then did she breathe a sigh of relief, and spare a moment to pluck the arrows out.

Disheartened, she continued on her journey. Everyone she’d met so far had a kill-on-sight policy toward trolls. Was this going to be her fate from now on? To be chased out of every village, her every movement hounded, until eventually her luck ran out and her head ended up as a trophy adorning some hunter’s wall?

Later that day, Saskia became aware of a tingling sensation creeping over her. Wondering what it could be, she scanned her surroundings and checked her map. And that was when she noticed something strange.

Whenever she tried to look at certain parts of the map, she felt her eyes sliding away from them without really seeing what was there. They were like magical blind spots, except after some experimentation, she found it was more of a single meandering line than a bunch of spots. The line cut a roughly diagonal path down through the map from northwest to southeast.

It had been deflecting more than just her eyes, she realised. She’d been unconsciously avoiding that region for some time, drifting slowly northwest, instead of heading directly north as she’d intended.

Bog that! Saskia wasn’t about to let some mystical hoodoo mess with her head!

She changed course, pushing directly toward a landmark on the opposite side of the repelling line; a large rock formation shown to the northeast of her map. As she pressed on, she kept her eyes glued to the rocks to make sure she wasn’t being turned away.

It felt like a great weight was pressing down on her, suffocating her. The feeling steadily increased, until it became hard to think straight. Her ears were ringing, and she knew if she were back in her old body, she’d be having another seizure right now. The undergrowth seemed to grow thicker too, and more treacherous. She could have sworn she saw a vine reach out and trip her. But still she kept walking, slowly and methodically, toward her destination.

And then, blessedly, the pressure was gone. In fact, it now felt almost like there was a tailwind. She’d passed through…whatever it was, and out the other side.

Saskia let out a whoop of joy. “Take that, troll-repelling forcefield! You can’t keep me—”

She froze, suddenly aware of a rustle through the trees. Something was coming toward her, and fast; making a rushing, crackling sound that set her teeth on edge. Looking at her map, she cursed inwardly. The source of the noise was travelling down the line that her eyes refused to look at. So she couldn’t see it either.

There was no time to move out of the way. Desperately, she did the only thing she could think of. She shimmied up a nearby tree, praying that its slender branches could hold her weight. It wasn’t an especially large tree, but there weren’t any better options.

Saskia hugged the tree tightly, hoping whatever approached wouldn’t think to look up. It was a forlorn hope, she knew.

The terrible sound grew louder and louder, and the trees around her began to shudder and sway alarmingly. A whispering of countless voices rose on the air. She could feel a tingling sensation on her skin, like a gathering storm.

Below, the undergrowth parted, shifting and flattening and stretching to clear a path for whoever or whatever was pursuing her.

Through the gap opened up beneath the trees leapt a large creature with dark fur and big teeth. It bounded forward, snout low to the ground. The beast wasn’t as massive as the sound and swaying trees had suggested, but an intimidating size all the same; almost as long as she was tall, and powerfully muscled. It looked like a larger, toothier cousin of the upside-down-cats, except this one, of course, was not upside down. So…just cat. This beast probably wasn’t responsible for the plant-bending magic, although she couldn’t be certain of that.

More likely, the one or ones responsible were the pair of slender cloaked figures accompanying the beast. One of them sat astride its back, just like she'd tried to do to her neighbour's cat when she was two. That had earned her a swipe across the ear from the cat, followed by a verbal swipe across the ear from her mother.

Through the leafy canopy, she glimpsed gold-and-green skin, tapered ears, pale faces and long blonde hair.

Great, she thought. Just what I need. More elves.

These guys looked like they’d stepped straight out of a Lord of the Rings movie or a Dungeons & Dragons manual. They had that classic nimble but slightly effeminate look; quite unlike the rugged, scruffy elves Saskia had created for Threads of Nautilum.

Oh well, she thought. Maybe the clichés exist for a reason…

As they drew near, the cat began to sniff the air. Its rider spoke excitedly. The beast growled and turned its head from side to side, before finally locking eyes with Saskia. It gave a short, sharp hiss.

Oh crap.

Immediately, the elves followed the cat’s gaze to Saskia’s large and not particularly well-camouflaged form.

There was a flurry of action and a rapid-fire exchange of voices and hand signals and…laughter? Oh she did not like this one bit. The rider drew a bow.

Cursing, Saskia scrambled around the other side of the tree. But not quite fast enough. She felt the thump of an arrow striking her upper arm.

For frock’s sake, not this again! she fumed. Why don’t I ever get to face the usual mooks from TV and movies, who can’t hit the broad side of a barn?

Of course, she was almost as big as the broad side of a barn. Maybe that had something to do with it.

Saskia’s mind raced, trying to think of some solution to her dilemma. There was no handy beehive with which to drop on their heads, so she couldn’t Katniss her way out of this. She had her spear, but she lacked both the will and the skill to hurl it like a javelin. She doubted she could just run away from these guys. This was going to end in blood, she just knew it. Dogramit! She didn’t want to fight elves. Elves were supposed to be the good guys.

Again, a low sound filled the air, seeming to come from all around her, like the murmur of a thousand voices.

Peeking out from behind the tree, she saw an elf standing with his legs splayed, holding aloft a gnarled branch with a faintly-glowing amber-coloured stone set atop it. Not just a branch then. A staff.

His hair and cloak billowed around him, even though the air everywhere else was quite still. As if there were someone just off-screen pointing a giant air-blower at him. Except there was no screen. A globule of swirling amber liquid appeared in the air above his head, growing larger and larger with each passing moment. He looked for all the world like a wizard channelling a spell.

Actually, that’s exactly what he is, she realised. This guy’s a wizard!

The eerie murmur ceased, and in that moment, the wizard released his spell, and the blob of liquid launched itself at her.

She threw herself out of the tree.

With a squawk, she plummeted to the ground, landing hard on her hands and feet, her spear clattering across the leaf-strewn forest floor. Pain shot through her arm as the impact further opened the wound created by the arrow. A moment later, leaves and branches and charred wood and a spray of fine droplets rained down on her. Wherever the droplets struck the exposed skin of her head and limbs and back, she felt a sharp sting, and heard the hiss of scorching flesh. Glancing up, she saw that the top of the tree was…gone. What remained of its trunk was streaked with goo that even now scoured away bark and wood, and billowed smoke high into the sky.

That would have been me, she thought dazedly.

Saskia spun to face her attackers.
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                This frocking world, thought Saskia as she yanked the arrow out of her eye. Oh that’s it! I’m done running. No more Miss Nice Troll.

With her one good eye, she glared at the archer who had just shot her in the face from astride his mount; a giant crapoodling cat. This was just ridiculous. What the hell was this world? Just another half-baked World of Warcraft knock-off?

Letting out a snarl like a dog from hell, Saskia bounded forward, snatching up her spear from the ground as she moved. She had the satisfaction of watching the colour instantly drain from the rider’s cheeks in the moment before she swung the butt of the spear at his face, sending him tumbling from the beast's back.

“Now that’s my kinda knock-off,” said Saskia.

Not content to let her terrible pun go unanswered, the enormous cat leapt at her with the force of a wrecking ball, sending her sprawling; the spear once again knocked from her grasp.

As she fell, she caught a glimpse of the other elf out of the corner of her eye: the wizard. He’d bravely dashed away, and now stood facing her; cloak billowing as a coil of vines coalesced around the tip of his staff. That could not be good…

Then she was on her side, wrapped in the clawed, hissing embrace of a very large furry animal. The beast’s hind legs kicked at her belly, tearing into her thick hide as if it were paper, while its front paws wrapped around her back. Meanwhile, a large toothy muzzle clamped down on her throat and squeezed. It was all she could do just to gasp in a strangled lungful as the jaws constricted around her windpipe.

Kicking and thrashing in the great cat’s grasp, she struggled to free herself, to no avail. It was a bit smaller than her, but heavier and more powerful.

With her free arm, she swiped at the animal, feeling her claws rake against its furred neck. But from this vantage, she couldn’t see where she was aiming. Nor could she get the leverage to inflict much damage.

It’s eyes.

With its jaws holding her throat, she couldn’t tilt her head to look at the beast’s eyes, but she could guess roughly where they were. It’s muzzle was sideways with respect to her neck, so…

Saskia drove her claws in from the side, and felt her right arm tearing into something soft. The creature yowled, relaxing its grip on her neck. She yanked her left arm out from beneath the cat’s flailing body and repeated the motion, this time with both arms. The beast drew its head back, emitting a blood-curdling screech. This was all the opportunity she needed. It was time for this creature to learn that trolls could bite back.

Her fangs closed around its jugular, clamping down hard. She pulled. Something thick and stringy tore free, and she ground it between her teeth. She was rewarded by a spray of thick, warm blood. Unable to stop herself, she gulped it down. In the back of her mind, the part of her that remained Saskia was shocked at how good it tasted.

Tearing herself free of the cat’s weakening grasp, she staggered to her feet. Blood poured down her chest. A lot of it was her own. She was a mess. But she could already feel her shredded flesh beginning to knit together.

She could do this. All that remained was to deal with the pesky…

What was that?

Once again, she heard a low murmur, which she now recognised as a spell being cast. But accompanying the sound was something new. A faint, shimmering trail in the air, passing straight through her body and out the other side, ending—or rather, beginning—at a spot above the elf wizard, where a familiar globule of amber liquid was forming. He held out his staff, pointed directly at her.

The elf stood between the trees just a short distance away, an implacable expression was etched across his face. Or was it even his face any longer? He looked…different. Wooden. Not just in the sense that his expression didn’t change, but in the sense that his face looked like it was actually made of smooth bark. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think he was wearing a mask.

But she did know better. That must be a barkskin spell, or something very much like it. She recognised the look from Dungeons & Dragons and various other games. The spell would make him much more durable, able to shrug off cuts and blows that would cripple a normal man.

And that wasn’t all that had changed about him. He was wreathed in a spinning coil of thorned vines that whipped about in the air like…well, whips.

Clearly, while she was distracted by his pet, the wizard had been bravely building up his magical defences. But now he was going back on the offence.

As the bolt of liquid death coalesced in the air, the murmuring grew louder, more insistent, and the light trail was rapidly changing colour, going from canary yellow to orange, and now, a faint but unmistakeable red.

Red means dead…

She leapt to the side, slipping inelegantly over flattened shrubs, just as the elf released his spell. A streak of yellow followed the exact trajectory marked by the red trail, before splashing into a tree, which exploded in a cloud of smoke, showering her with debris and more skin-sizzling droplets.

A wide column of orange—and then red—light rose from the ground beside her. She knew all too well what it meant.

The top of the tree trunk came down hard, slamming into the patch of ground that moments earlier had been marked out for her as plain as day.

Oh she knew exactly what the lights meant. They weren’t wizard’s spells. Not directly, at least. This was her own mysterious game interface at work. It was telegraphing her opponent’s attacks, as well as hazards such as the falling tree.

Game designers had learned over the years that players hated being killed out of the blue by things they couldn’t even see coming. So they’d come up with various techniques to give them just enough warning to evade that Temple of Doom rolling boulder, or the big boss’s exploding grenades. Cues used to indicate incoming danger ranged from subtle, but easy-to-miss animation changes and sound effects to more overt light shows such as the ones she’d just witnessed. Saskia was no fan of that kind of overt telegraphing. Not only did it remove most of the challenge, but it was also extremely immersion-breaking. Nothing turned her off a game faster than having her screen cluttered with blinking lights and flashing numbers.

Now though…when her actual life was at stake, she’d take any advantage she could get.

Saskia looked at the carnage wrought by the wizard’s spell. What little remained of the stump was blackened and belching putrid fumes. If he’d managed to hit her with that spell, it wouldn’t have left behind any pieces of her big enough to regenerate.

The amber goo must be some kinda highly concentrated acid. This irked her. Not just because the stuff was being flung at her, but because it was all wrong!

Saskia remembered having a heated discussion with Dave over this very topic with regards to Nautilum. Just because it was summoned by magic didn’t mean acid had to be bright and colourful and easy to spot. Despite what movies and video games would have people believe, most acids used in the real world were colourless. But Dave had insisted that ‘dumbarse gamers’ just wouldn’t get it if they used subdued colours, so eventually she’d relented. And now their game had the same bubbling pools of colourful sludge as every other game.

And so, it seemed, did this world. The only thing the god or gods of this world got right was that acid didn’t just melt what it came into contact with—it burned.

She shook her head. There must be something wrong with her. Here she was, critiquing the realism of a spell being used to kill her!

And as for her opponent…this guy didn’t give a crap about games. He just wanted her dead.

Saskia approached the elf warily, torn between fight and flight. If she got close to him, those flailing thorn-covered vines might strip the flesh from her bones. But if she ran, she’d take a blast of acid to the back.

Better to attack now, and maybe get through through those vines.

Mustering her flagging strength, she lunged toward him.

It was like hitting a wall of angry cats. The vines lashed out, tearing great gouges across her face and chest and legs, and knocking her head first into a tree.

Saskia hauled herself back up, groaning. Okay, so throwing herself at the vine shield wasn’t going to work. She’d be flayed alive long before she could land a blow on him. She needed a way to hit him from a safer distance.

She glanced over at the bow, lying on the ground near the fallen elf archer. A quiver of arrows was still strapped to his back.

Immediately, she dismissed the idea. Not a chance. She’d tried to fire a bow once, as a young teen. The results had been hilariously bad. Archery was not something she could just pick up in the middle of combat.

She’d have to make do with her spear. She could try throwing it like a javelin, but she didn’t fancy her chances. Best to stick with melee, and hope it was long enough to reach him through the shield. Now where had she dropped it?

Over there! It lay on the ground next to the dead cat.

Saskia circled around a bit, trying not to make it look too obvious what she was planning. Then she broke into a mad dash—or as mad a dash as she could make in her present seriously wounded state.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the elf reach into his shoulder satchel and flick something into the air. An instant later, she heard the eerie murmur of another spell being channelled. She could see a faint trail of light passing through her, slightly brighter than before. It was following her as she moved, wobbling in and out of her as the elf adjusted his aim. This was gonna be close. The trail turned red, warning her that it was time to dodge.

Almost, she leapt the wrong way. At the last moment, the elf had aimed slightly to the side of her current position, perhaps anticipating that she’d dive into it. She sprang backward, watching the globule of acid whoosh past her. The spell wasn’t actually all that fast-moving, which was the only reason she’d been able to evade it from such a close range.

The acid struck a moment later. Saskia watched in disbelief as her best hope went up in smoke. The spear was gone in an instant, leaving nothing but a gleaming metal tip, slowly sinking into a toxic crater.

Had that been his intent all along, or was she just that unlucky!?

Strange that the metal hadn’t been scoured away with everything else though. Maybe that stuff wasn’t acid after all?

Taking advantage of her botched plan, the elf began to cast another spell. From a tiny pouch retrieved from his satchel, he scattered black dust into the air. The dust swirled before him, swelling into a spinning vortex of…oh no… A buzzing cloud of tiny bugs gathered around the head of the staff.

Not the bees! thought Saskia. Anything but that dank meme.

Before she could even begin to formulate a response to this new problem, the swarm made a beeline for her. There was no telegraphing this spell. When she tried to sidestep the incoming swarm, the bugs just changed course, confirming her suspicion. This was not one she could dodge.

Then they were all around her, ignoring her frantic attempts to evade them and swat them away. They weren’t actually bees. She almost wished they were. Wave after wave of biting insects darted at her face and arms and legs, and the tattered shreds of flesh on her chest and belly.

And where they landed, pain blossomed.

It may have been the worst pain she’d ever felt before in either of her lives. And she was no stranger to pain, neither as a troll, nor as a human.

There was a thin wailing sound. She was making that sound, she realised.

For a moment, the world wavered and went white. It was almost like one of her seizures, except she knew this one was induced by pain, rather than glitches in her own brain. She was moments away from collapse. And she knew if she allowed herself to fall unconscious, she was finished. The elf would not simply stand by and wait for her to come to her senses.

Pain. That’s all it was. That was the purpose of this spell. It was meant to incapacitate her, not cause direct damage. She didn’t know how she knew this with such certainty, but she did.

Remember your Bene Gesserit training, she thought to herself. Except the imagined words were spoken in Ferg’s voice. It was the kinda thing Fergus would say. He was a huge Dune buff. Incidentally, he looked like a nerdy version of Sting, who had played Feyd-Rautha in the David Lynch adaptation.

Why was she thinking about Dune again? Oh right. Pain tolerance. She needed to stay conscious; focussed.

Saskia took a deep, calming breath.

And when she’d finished exhaling, she could see again. The bugs were still buzzing around her, darting at her. Still biting her. But they left no marks on her flesh beyond what had already been there. The pain was still there—oh god was it still there—but it no longer controlled her.

She stood there for a moment, regaining her composure, trying to look unfazed by the cloud of biting insects harassing her. In truth, she was a little fazed, but she wasn’t about to let her opponent know that.

Saskia looked at the elf, who was busy channelling yet another acid blast. Then she picked up a rock and threw it at him.

Clearly he hadn’t been expecting that, because even though the vines surrounding him batted the rock away, he flinched, and the globule of acid pooling in the air abruptly winked out of existence.

She waggled a clawed finger at him and said, “Oh too bad. Concentration check: failed.”

The elf took a step backward. That was the best reaction she could’ve hoped for, given that his face remained as impassive as ever, concealed as it was behind a layer of barkskin.

His reaction inspired a surge of confidence within her, and she began to heave sticks and stones at him, one after another. One particularly large rock, hurled with all the strength she could muster, even managed to pass through his vine shield, forcing him to step aside, and interrupting another spell.

The swarm of insects slowly dissipated, and it was as if a weight had lifted off her. She hadn’t realised how much it was weighing her down until it was gone. Oh there was still a lot of pain from her actual injuries, which were numerous and horrific, but that was normal pain. That was easy to deal with, after having mastered the really bad stuff.

But the elf wasn’t out of tricks yet. His hand whipped out, hurling a barrage of somethings at her. As they buried themselves in her abdomen, she realised they were thorns, black and glistening with some sort of toxin. She yanked them out, but not fast enough.

Immediately, she began to feel their effect as her movements became sluggish and her limbs weak. It took all of her willpower just to stay upright. Throwing anything bigger than a pebble at him was now out of the question.

An arrow thudded into her belly.

She blinked down at the feathered shaft, caught completely off guard. Then she looked up at the archer—the one she’d previously knocked out—who was hastily nocking another arrow. He wobbled a little on his feet, but otherwise looked in pretty good shape for someone who had likely suffered a major concussion.

Saskia wanted to shout to the heavens. These guys were the worst.

Again she bounded toward the archer, but now she felt like she was running underwater, her muscles slowed by the paralysing toxin in her bloodstream.

She could see where he was aiming. The trajectory was marked in the air for her to evade. Unfortunately she couldn’t move fast enough to actually evade it. The best she could do was zig-zag a bit, so the trail of light drifted away from her most vital parts as often as possible.

Another arrow struck her side, knocking the breath out of her. She pulled it out with trembling hands, and kept lurching drunkenly toward him.

As soon as she got close, he simply darted out of the way, nocking another arrow as he ran. Apparently he’d learned his lesson. Half-paralysed as she was, there was nothing she could do to stop him.

So she did the next-best thing she could do. She circled around, positioning the archer between herself and the wizard (who was actually more like a druid, judging from his spell repertoire). Then she crouched low, presenting the smallest profile she could for both of the ranged attackers.

By happy coincidence, she did this just as the druid was about to unleash another spell at her. With a muttered curse, he cancelled his spell.

Slowly, she stalked toward the archer. He continued to back away, firing an arrow into her shoulder, and another, which—dogs be praised—actually missed.

Just a little bit further…

Saskia took another step forward, flashing the archer a toothy grin. This seemed to unsettle him. He backed up hastily and—ignoring the shouted warnings of his companion—stepped straight into the druid’s vine shield.

His body jerked and spasmed as the thorny vines tore into his back. Then he was knocked forward—a look of absolute horror flashing across his face—straight into her waiting arms.

“And that, gentlemen,” said Saskia, “is what we Earthlings call an own goal.”

Her semi-paralysis had actually worn off a bit earlier, but she hadn’t wanted them to know that. She quickly put the archer out of his misery, punching him with just enough force to send him back to sleepy oblivion without actually killing him. At least that’s what she intended. She may have overdone it a bit, because he didn’t look too good. His nose was gushing blood, and there appeared to be a spot of blood welling up in one of his eyes.

Even so, she didn’t let go of his sagging body, and instead held it between herself and the druid. Yeah, using a human shield—or rather, elven shield—was a pretty low tactic. But these elves were so frocking annoying, she had no intention of playing fair.

Holding the archer’s body in front of her like a rag doll, she charged at the coil of vines that hung in the air between them. She was banking on the fact that the druid didn’t want to see his companion flayed alive by his own shield spell. He backed away from her, but nowhere near fast enough.

Shouting something that may have been a magical trigger word—but was more likely just an elven expletive—the druid brought down his shield.

“Checkmate,” said Saskia, stepping into the now-clear area between herself and the druid. Her closed fist descended upon his barkskin-covered face.

“Ow!” said Saskia, clutching her bleeding knuckles. “You have a hard head, you know that?”

The druid, having slumped to the ground, unconscious, didn’t respond.

            

    
        Book 1, Chapter 5: Home

    
    
    
    
                Engulfed in soft sheets beneath a warm quilt, she could lie here forever, if it weren’t for that annoying beep that just wouldn’t stop.

She opened her eyes. It was bright. Too bright. She squinted against the glare.

Slowly, the room came into focus. She saw white walls and an open window. Flimsy curtains billowing in a cool breeze. Outside, the sun was shining. There was a table covered in vases and flower pots, filled with a veritable garden of colourful blossoms.

Then she saw her mother slumped in a chair beside the bed, her head bowed down to her knees. Her mother’s whole body shook, as if she was laughing, or…crying.

No, that couldn’t be right. Her mother never cried.

Looming over her was a bulky medical apparatus, displaying animated graphs and lots of numbers. It was what was doing the beeping.

She sat up slowly. There was no pain, but she felt like she shouldn’t rush things. When she raised her arm, she could see tubes running from it.

“It’s okay, Mum,” she whispered. “I’m fine, really.” But her mother didn’t seem to notice, and continued to sit there, head buried in her arms, her body wracked with sobs.

“Mum…?”

This wasn’t right at all. She lurched out of bed, still trailing a tangle of tubes.

“Mum!”

Right there in front of her, impossible to ignore, she all but shouted the word. And yet still her mother ignored her.

Reaching out desperately, she grabbed her mum’s shoulders, pulling her upright. Her mother’s head lolled forward. Gently lifting her chin, she tilted the head to face her.

“I’m right here, Mum. It’s gonna be okay. I…”

This wasn’t her mother.

This wasn’t even a woman, though the delicate features set on his porcelain mask of a face left some room for doubt on that front.

She couldn’t look away from his eyes. Those pale eyes that peered into her soul.


Saskia’s eyes snapped open. It was dark, but that didn’t necessarily mean night time on this world. According to her clock, it was actually early afternoon, and in the midst of an extended trunk-eclipse.

That dream had been…unsettling. She wondered if it meant anything beyond the obvious fears that she really was lying in a hospital bed somewhere, with her mother sitting vigil beside her slowly withering body. That was as plausible an explanation for all this craziness as any other she could think of. But what was up with that…thing’s face? She’d had some creepy dreams before, but where the hell had that come from?

She felt a powerful urge to pull out her sketchpad and draw the creature’s face before her memory of it faded. But she didn’t have a sketchpad. Not here. So she had no choice but to let the dream go.

Shaking her head, Saskia looked down at herself. To her relief, she could once again see out of both eyes. Most of her other injuries also seemed to have been healing quite nicely while she slept. More than just healing, actually. Her skin was becoming noticeably thicker and tougher around her stomach, where it had been torn away. She’d noticed this with her earlier arrow and spear wounds too, but here it was happening over a larger area. It was almost like her flesh was forming a natural armour against similar attacks in the future.

On the other hand, the spots of burnt skin where she’d been hit by droplets of acid—or whatever that amber goo was—had formed ugly blisters, some of which were oozing green pus. Ugh. The putrid smell emanating from those wounds was too much for even her troll senses to endure. She gagged.

It seemed there were limits to what could be healed by her natural regeneration. If she remembered correctly, Dungeons & Dragons trolls could only be killed by fire and acid, and a few powerful spells and effects. Maybe it was the same for the trolls of this world? Regardless, she’d have to wait for these burns to heal the slow way.

And yet, bad as this felt, it could have been much, much worse. This was what victory felt like. Just thinking about it gave her the shakes. If just one of the druid’s acid blasts had struck her directly, she wouldn’t be sitting here worrying about blisters.

If that encounter had taught her one thing, it was that elves were dangerous, even to a giant monster such as herself. Perhaps especially to a monster such as herself. Because they hadn’t shown the slightest hesitation in trying to kill her.

Once, just once, she’d like to meet someone on this world who didn’t want her dead. The rational part of her mind understood these elves were all just defending their territory from what they perceived as a dangerous monster. Didn’t make it any less annoying though.

Oh well. At least she hadn’t come out of that battle empty-handed. She’d stripped the druid down to what passed for underwear on this world, and made off with all his stuff. Saskia did this for entirely utilitarian reasons, and was not at all motivated by greed or petty spite.

Okay, so perhaps it hadn’t been entirely necessary to arrange his unconscious body into an amusing pose. But he totally deserved it!

Anyhow, she figured he’d be less inclined to pursue her in his undies. Unlike a certain drunk guy at a party back in her uni days.

She’d spared the archer the same ignominious treatment, because she didn’t want to move him. She hoped his head wound wasn't as bad as it looked. Despite everything he’d done to her, she didn’t want his death on her conscience, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it now. In the end, the only things she’d taken from the archer were his weapons.

Still, the spoils of war were plentiful. She was too big to wear the druid’s cloak the way it was meant to be worn, but she was able to tie it around her front, replacing the rags that the giant cat-thing had torn to shreds. Inside a bag she’d unstrapped from the dead cat’s back, she’d found some rope, a blanket and a water bladder; all very useful. As for the weapons, the bow and dagger might come in handy, but she had no real use for the staff. Nor could she find an immediate use for the contents of the druid’s satchel: pouches of dried herbs, berries and powders, vials of liquid, coins and random nicknacks of inscrutable purpose. Still, she sure as shaz didn’t want to leave them in the druid’s hands. Maybe someday she could learn how to druid.

Gathering her things (she had things—how amazing was that), Saskia set off once more in the direction of the great lake. There was still no sign of it on her map, but surely it had to be close by now.

Later that day, she came upon another small cluster of houses in the woods. And then another. And it became apparent that she was entering a much more crowded portion of the forest. Perhaps the outskirts of a city. It’d likely get worse as she approached the lake. The closer she got to elf-central, the more dire her predicament would be if they caught her.

Time to rethink her plan. She needed to get out of elven territory and find some of her own people. Elves loved forests. Everyone knew that. But what about trolls? Saskia happened to have done a little bit of background research while coming up with visual designs for Nautilum’s trolls. Forest trolls featured in some fantasy worlds, sure. But in Norse mythology and Scandinavian folklore, they were usually described as mountain creatures and cave-dwellers.

There were mountains nearby. Or at least things that looked like mountains, with snow on top. Even if they were just vestigial branchlets, or knots of…whatever this world tree was made of (surely not plain old wood, or it’d be a blackened husk by now), they must work approximately the same as mountains back on Earth. If the lake she’d spotted was trunkward, or north of here, the nearest peak would be northeast.

Feeling a surge of confidence in her new plan, Saskia veered off up a steep gully, into the nearby foothills. She kept climbing, and gradually the trees grew sparser, and the air cooler.

One night spent shivering on a ridgetop was enough to convince her that she needed to procure some more appropriate attire for the conditions. It was time to stop pussyfooting around and act like a troll. So she killed a tiger-bear with her teeth and claws and the dagger she’d taken from the elves (though the tiny blade proved to be of little help). The encounter left her bloodied and bruised, but nowhere near as injured as she’d become after her fight with the elves and their monstrous kitty-cat. And unlike her burns from that earlier encounter, these wounds were healing fast. She peeled off the beast’s skin and gorged on its flesh. Then she draped the pelt around her body (after washing it and drying it out in the sun—she hadn’t gone full cave-troll).

Now she was ready to meet her people.

A day or two later (she was starting to lose count), she cleared the tree line, and emerged onto a tussocky slopes of a snow-covered mountain range.

Up here, it was far more obvious that this world was not just a spherical planet. She could clearly see the shape of the main branch, where it curved around and narrowed with distance. Far to the south, the branch angled steeply upward, higher than any mountain, before ending in a pointed tip. Greenery clung to the tip of the branch like moss on…uh, branches.

Strange that the tip jutting into the sky remained so green. On the nearby peaks, which were much lower, the forest and tussock quickly gave way to bare rock, then snow. Here, just as it did on Earth, the air seemed to grow thinner and cooler at higher altitudes, eventually reaching the point where no normal plants could survive. So why was the tip of the branch defying that rule?

Her head throbbed.

Magic. Yup. Must be magic.

She could see no leaves attached to any of the branches of the world tree, including this one. Except, of course, the leaves belonging to the innumerable trees and plants growing upon them. The world tree’s shape was unlike that of any tree she’d seen on this world or on Earth. Its long, flat branches for the most part remained perfectly horizontal, which was just as well for the things that grew upon them. Assuming that gravity always pointed down, which was by no means a given. Actually, the tree was easily massive enough to produce its own gravity. Shouldn’t she be falling or sliding toward the trunk?

Nope, she decided. Because magic.

A body of water stretched out below the mountains, just as she’d expected. But now she saw that the word lake didn’t do it justice. It was a land-locked sea that extended a significant distance down the length of the great branch, toward the world tree’s colossal trunk. A gleaming city hugged a bay on the southwestern shore like a crescent moon. Smaller settlements were sprinkled around the nearer shores.

Saskia watched sleek sailboats glide across the waves, circled by flocks of birds, or those small, screeching reptilian things that were as common as birds on this world. There was something else out there on the sea. A white spire, poking out from the top of what looked like an inverted tornado. That tower had to be artificial, but she couldn’t begin to guess its purpose.

In the woods below was a large town encircled by a tight mass of giant tree-sized vines, knotted together to form a high wall. The town was built around a grove of trees that dwarfed those of the surrounding forest. She might have been impressed by the sight if she weren’t standing on a tree the size of a planet.

Beyond the mountains to the north, the endless forest gave way to open, grassy plains and winding rivers. Beyond that, the air became too hazy to make out any details, but it was clear the branch was at least hundreds—perhaps thousands of kilometres long.

As she continued her ascent, hardy tussock and lichen slowly gave way to bare rocks and dirt. The air had a bite to it, and the landscape was littered with patches of unmelted snow.

Saskia was tempted to scale one of the nearby snow-covered peaks, just for the sheer joy of climbing. But not today. There’d be plenty of time for that later. She was here to look for signs of other trolls, and it was very unlikely trolls would choose to live that high in the mountains, where there’d be no prey to feed on.

Instead, she headed over a saddle between two of the peaks, and down into small green valley, surrounded on all sides by snowy mountains.

The interior of the valley was covered in patches of snow and thick tussocky grass, and dotted with pine trees, or rather, conifers that closely resembled Earth pines but probably weren’t. Stone ruins littered the ground; barely more than piles of rubble. Whoever had once occupied them was long gone.

Now the valley was ruled by the animal kingdom. Plump beasts that looked like shaggy pigs with gnarled horns scattered at her approach. She couldn’t blame them. To Saskia, they may as well have been thick slices of sizzling bacon with legs. Her mouth watered.

Then she noticed something that made her forget all about her stomach, for once. On the edge of her map, about half a kilometre away, was a cave. She couldn’t see it with her eyes, but the icon of a cave-entrance was clearly marked there.

That cave had troll-home written all over it. Not literally, of course. None of the markers or icons on her map were labelled. Sure would have been helpful if they were…

Anyhow, the important thing was…cave!

Something about the place called out to her, making her heart sing. Dimly, she wondered if this was the way trolls felt about all caves, or if there was something special about this cave. But it didn’t seem to matter. Her higher brain functions were taking a back seat right now.

The cave mouth was near the base of a sheer wall of crumbling rock. As she got closer, the interior of the cave began to fade into view on her map. She scrambled up to the wide entrance, and peered inside. The outside world faded away, both from the map, and from her mind. As if in a trance, she followed a twisting passage that ambled gently upward, culminating in a large cavern with glowing lichen sprinkled across the walls, like stars. It was beautiful, and it was hers.

There was another tunnel behind the cavern, leading deep inside the mountain. But it was sealed behind many metres of solid rock, and she couldn’t find any other way of reaching it from here. Perhaps she could dig her way through, given time, but for now, there didn’t seem to be any reason to do that.

Half-buried in the dirt was a pile of bones. There were skulls and femurs and rib-cages in various states of decay. Animals, mostly, but two of the skulls were very nearly human. Elves, or members of some other demi-human race. Scratching up the dirt around the bones, she found scraps of metal armour, and a broken sword.

On the other side of the chamber, the dismembered skeleton of a much larger humanoid lay splayed out across the floor. Its massive skull was shaped a bit like those of Neanderthals she’d seen in TV documentaries, with prominent brow-ridges and a slightly receding forehead. But unlike a Neanderthal, it had sharp teeth. And there were claws at the ends of its long fingers and toes.

These were the bones of the cave’s former occupant. The bones of a troll.

Saskia buried the bones in the valley outside, marked the grave site with a cairn, and said a little prayer over it. She had no idea if the god or gods of this world listened to prayers, but she figured it was the least she could do for the bones’ former owners. Her mum would be proud.

With the bones cleared out, she began to settle into her new home—or whatever it was to her. She felt conflicted. What was she doing here? As a human, she’d have found the cave dark and dank and claustrophobic, but to her troll self, it felt warm and inviting. It felt like home.

Not that she had the place entirely to herself. Like caves back on Earth, this one had its own self-contained ecology. There were the bugs that fed on the cave lichen, and the bugs that fed on those bugs. And the small four-winged bat-like creatures that fed on everything else.

Saskia could have fed on the bats, but they were too small and roosted too high up for it to be worth her while to try to catch them. Instead, she foraged around the valley for food, picking sweet, rubbery fruit from some of the small thorny shrubs that sprouted beneath the pines, and feasting on one of the horned pigs that snuffled around in the tussock. Its meat tasted nothing at all like bacon, but was no less delicious.

With leaves and branches gathered from the valley, she built a cosy mattress for herself. Nothing particularly impressive. It was closer to a bird’s nest than an actual bed, but it beat sleeping on the dirt. Later, she weaved some flax-like leaves into a crude basket to hold the food she gathered. When that task was done, she began to construct a platform out of branches tied together with leaves. No more eating off the ground like an animal, she vowed. But it was slow going. Crafting, it seemed, was not her forte. Not with these hands. Her claws kept getting in the way.

On the second night, she managed to light a fire by rubbing sticks together. It wasn’t nearly as easy as they’d made it out to be on the Internet. When the tinder finally caught fire, she started piling on branches, and soon it was roaring up toward the ceiling. A choking haze filled the air of the cavern, and it began to rain bats and bugs.

Oops. She’d accidentally fumigated the place. Better keep the fires small from now on, she decided.

It was snowing outside, so she endured the smokey air and huddled by the fire until she fell asleep, dreaming of warm beds and hot showers.

Days became weeks, and the weather turned noticeably colder. This world had seasons too, it seemed. Snow started to pile up in the valley, and a layer of ice began to form inside the cave entrance.

Saskia ranged far and wide, still searching for other trolls, or anyone who might be less inclined to fill her with arrows or fling spells at her. Once, she came across large footprints in the snow that looked suspiciously similar to her own, even though she’d never been there before. In any case, she soon lost the trail, without having found the creature that had left the footprints.

Always, she returned to her cave. It kept drawing her back, tugging against her urge to wander. This dank, dark hollow truly felt like a home to her, albeit a lonely one. She felt safe for the first time since she’d come to this world.

When she took the time to go through everything she’d taken from the elves, her hopes of finding some super-duper magical Swiss army knife or ever-filling mug of ale were quickly dashed.

There were a few coins that looked to be made of gold and silver. Probably quite valuable if those metals were as rare here as they were on Earth. If she ever crossed paths with someone who wasn’t a troll-hater, the coins might come in handy, but here and now they were quite useless to her.

The dagger wasn’t much longer than her claws, so there didn’t seem much point to using it as a melee weapon. And the less said about her attempts to throw it, the better.

Similarly, trollish fighting instincts didn’t extend to firing a bow, it seemed. Her early attempts at archery were just as laughable as her one brief foray into the sport as a human girl. It felt like a toy in her hands, though despite a few moments of forgetting her own strength, she hadn’t managed to break the bowstring yet. It was a lot stronger than it looked. She suspected magic was involved.

After several frustrating days of practice, she managed to somewhat reliably land an arrow where she was aiming, and then one day she shot a small furry hare-like creature. She was ecstatic at first, until she realised she could have just run up and grabbed the little blighter with far less effort.

As for the other items…magic was definitely involved with them, since they came from that donkhole druid. But she hadn’t figured how to make use of any of them. Most of the contents of the druid’s satchel reminded her of alchemy ingredients or spell reagents from games. Or maybe he was a master chef, and they were used in cooking? Thus far, she hadn’t been brave enough to put any of them in her food. There were also some tiny wooden idols that could be powerful spellcasting aids or meaningless baubles; the elven equivalents of Hello Kitty keychains. She had no way of knowing.

Last and strangest of them all was the druid’s staff. Saskia got this weird vibe off it whenever she was near the thing. Like a faint echo of the whispers she’d heard whenever he’d been preparing to cast a spell at her. It made her uneasy, so she bundled the staff away in the far corner of the cave and tried to forget about it.

But from time to time, she’d find herself back in the corner, reaching out to touch the staff, and the whispering in her mind would resolve into something that almost…almost sounded like words.

Was it…alive?

If this were a horror movie, the thing would be slowly corrupting her, turning her into a monster.

Well I’m already a monster, thought Saskia. So joke’s on you, evil demon staff!

One cold winter morning she awoke with a start to realise she’d dozed off while holding the freaky thing. And something wasn’t right with her vision. At first, it was too blurry to make out anything, but slowly her sight resolved into…oh wow, she was seeing out of someone else’s eyes.

Not in the sense that she was physically there. She could feel herself lying on the dusty floor of her cave, still gripping the staff, while the one whose eyes she looked out of was standing. The disconnect was making her a little queasy, just like those vomitastic virtual reality games back home.

The largest elf she’d ever seen stood before her, a sly grin on his smooth face. But he wasn’t just large because…well, clearly he was a big guy, a veritable mountain of muscle. It was also because she was small. Far closer to the ground than she was accustomed to being of late, though still a bit taller than her original human body.

The view tilted down, and she saw that she was actually a he. Her…other self held a long bladed polearm in his hands, and it looked like he knew how to use it. The blade swept up in a defensive posture, just as the burly elf lunged at her—at him with a massive two-handed sword.

Saskia squawked and let go of the staff. It clattered loudly to the floor.

The blades and the elves had vanished, and now there was just the dusty walls of her cave, lit by the faltering embers of the campfire.

            

    
        Book 1, Chapter 6: Greenhand

    
    
    
    
                Flanked by a ring of drackenwood trees, the circle of keepers stood before him, tall and proud, holding aloft staves and wands of spellshaped witherbark, thistlebranch, redleaf and virlime, tipped with pristine arlium shards. Their amber eyes smouldered with ill-concealed contempt.

The corner of a closed mouth twitched. There was a barely-suppressed exhalation. A snigger.

And then they were laughing.

Full throated, knee-slapping belly laughs filled the grove. Bodies shook. Quivering fingers pointed.

Pointed at him.

Heat spread across his face, and a sinking feeling filled his gut. He looked down, already knowing what he would see.

He stood before his fellow keepers unclad; weaponless.

“It’s not my fault!” he tried to tell them, but only a wheezing whisper emerged. “I didn’t forget to bring my focus! She took it from me! She…”

She was near. He could feel it.

A shadow fell across his face.

She loomed over him, impossibly tall, yet not even standing to her full height. Her lumpy, misshapen body was pierced by half a quiver of arrows, and covered from head to toe in gashes and burns. Breasts spilled out of the bloody, tattered rags around her chest. A mess of torn intestines glistened within the gaping wound in her belly.

This trow should have died several times over, and yet here she was. Her face twisted into a terrifying grin, revealing large, pointed teeth.

An enormous clawed fist descended upon him.


Garrain snapped awake, limbs flailing. The echo of his moan lingered on the cool night air. He felt a stirring behind him. Warm, smooth hands ran across his chest.

“What’s wrong?” asked Nuille groggily.

“Nothing, my light,” said Garrain. “Just a nightmare. Go back to sleep.”

He rolled over to face his alvesse and kissed her gently on the forehead, feeling her relax in his arms. Eyes drooping, she murmured something unintelligible. Moments later, she was snoring softly.

For Garrain, sleep remained elusive. Before dawn broke, he disentangled himself from Nuille, threw on some old clothes and snatched up his quarterstaff. He rolled open the door of his modest housetree, and stalked out into the night.

Walking the silent path to the sparring grove, he took little heed of his surroundings. The grove was deserted, save for a pair of wood chirruks perched on a corner of the pavilion.

Approaching one of the battered straw alvars beneath the azurinth trees, he raised his quarterstaff and began to swing at it. Slowly at first, and then with increasing fervour. It wasn’t long before he’d worked up a sheen of sweat, despite the cool mildwinter air. His muscles burned and he gasped for breath, yet still he kept swinging.

Stronger. He had to become stronger.

With that thought came the familiar bitter aftertaste. A fistful of fivedays prior, it would have taken but a trickle of essence and a drop of simmerwood sap to reduce this straw alvar to smoking ruin.

And now he was beating it with a stick.

The quarterstaff Garrain swung at the dummy was just a stick; magically hardened, yet otherwise mundane. No more use to a spellslinger than a lump of dirt. Less, in truth, because fertile soil could be used as a reagent to empower some spells. Insert a sliver of arlium in the tip, and this unassuming length of wood might become the other kind of staff; the magic kind. But it would never channel his magic.

The magic of a greenhand was bound to a very specific focus; an object of power, blessed with the sacred arlium. Some greenhands chose for their focus a wand. Others, a staff.

For Garrain, there had been no question as to which path he’d take. He’d been a nestling with just one span and nine to his name when his father passed into the Vale of Echoes, and the veteran keeper’s battered old witherbark staff had become his. Its name was Ruinath, and it had been in his family since the time of his greatfather, Undain the Eversmile. A remnant of his father’s magic lingered within the staff after his death, and it had brought Garrain comfort and strength through the long and lonely years of his fledging.

At the dawning of his fourth span, fresh from the spell trials, Garrain had bound his magic to Ruinath, claiming the old staff as his own. The ancient wood, pitted and burned by age and strife, had flexed and shifted and grown anew beneath his shaking fingers.

Binding his magic in this way had availed to him a steady flow of essence, stretching all the way to the crown of Arbor Mundi, where Abellion the Arbordeus sat atop his shining throne. Within its gnarled wood, Ruinath held a piece of himself, joining the residue of those who had held it before him. Garrain had used the staff to great effect, mastering magic beyond his years, and quickly rising within the ranks of the Wengarlen greenhands.

Until the day Ruinath had been stolen from him, along with his reputation, and very nearly his life.

Again his thoughts returned to the deusdamned monster who haunted his dreams at night. Had she even known what it was she took from him? No, of course she hadn’t. She was a trow. Trows didn’t have the wits to know such things. Not even the females; larger, wilier and less predictable than their male kin.

Then again, the monster he’d fought on the Scarberry Greenway had been an aberration; an anomaly. Everything she’d done had defied his expectations, starting from the moment he’d found her clinging to a tree on the side of the greenway, feigning meekness. What kind of trow did that? It shouldn’t have even been possible for a trow to even be on a greenway. In the end, she’d adroitly outmanoeuvred Garrain and reduced his companion, Tuleon, to a blundering dunce.

Given everything that had happened, perhaps he was being overly presumptive about the trow’s wits, or lack thereof. But no matter her intent, the result was the same. Without Ruinath, Garrain couldn’t even muster the essence to bring forth a single fire gnat.

In the days immediately following his loss, it had felt as though his life were over. Without magic, what was he? Just another wretched mundane; not particularly strong or fast or skilled at anything.

Garrain had never been ordinary before. At four spans and seven—barely an adult by the standards of his people—he was the youngest person in Wengarlen to be admitted into the ranks of the keepers: an elite order of greenhands tasked with protecting Laskwood from enemies within and without.

What a mockery that title had seemed to him after his encounter with the trow. He’d failed in his basic duty as a keeper. The trow’s toy, the other keepers called him, and not always behind his back. He sometimes wondered if the words would be engraved on his epitaph.

Unable to draw upon his magic, his combat prowess—the quality by which all keepers were measured—had been woefully inadequate. As a greenhand, he’d dedicated himself to honing his mind and his magic, and had little time left over to practice with blade or bow. Oh, he’d swung Ruinath at a sparring partner on occasion, just to keep his body in some semblance of fighting shape. But he’d lacked the skills and instincts and muscle mass of a dedicated weapon master.

That had needed to change, and fast. Circle tradition dictated that a keeper foolish enough to lose his focus had five seasons—little more than half a year—to retrieve it and regain his magic, or he’d lose his title, and all that came with it. The trow wasn’t going to just hand Ruinath over to him; he needed to take it by force of arms. While there was always a chance his foe might meet her end at the tip of someone else’s spear, Garrain hungered to deliver the killing blow himself.

And so each morning before dawn he came to the sparring grove. If he couldn’t call upon his magic to get the job done, he’d resolved to learn to fight by other means. He’d do whatever it took to improve his speed and strength and skill with weapons. And that meant—among other things—getting up early to hit things with a stick.

With a loud thunk, his quarterstaff struck, and the sack around the faux alvar’s head burst open, scattering straw across the leaves at his feet.

“Now if it isn’t Garrain, slayer of straw alvari!” said a deep voice behind him.

Garrain turned to face the tall, heavily-muscled alvar striding toward him, a claymore slung over one shoulder: Thiachrin, blademaster, battle trainer and caretaker of the sparring grove. Before he lost his magic, Garrain had known the blademaster only by reputation, but in the days since then, Thiachrin had taken him on as a student in the art of melee combat, and Garrain had grown to respect this alvar above all other mundanes.

“Don’t fret overmuch, fledgling,” Thiachrin had told him. “Now you’re free of all those fancy spells, and the false pride that comes with them, you can learn how to really fight. Prove to me you have the heart of a warrior, and I’ll guide you along the path.”

Garrain must have done something right, because Thiachrin hadn’t banished him from his sight, as he did to so many prospective students.

“My apologies, blademaster,” said Garrain, gesturing to the now-headless training dummy. “I’ll have it replaced.”

“It’s quite alright,” said Thiachrin. “That’s what they’re here for. Now put that toy away and grab a real weapon.”

Garrain bit back the retort on the edge of his tongue: All weapons are toys compared to magic spells. Thiachrin was ever dismissive of Garrain’s favoured melee weapon, the quarterstaff. It was the only weapon he’d had any real experience wielding as a greenhand, and should he regain Ruinath, it’d once again be his most valuable proficiency.

But the first time he’d asked what Thiachrin considered a real weapon, the blademaster had looked at him as though he was not all there, and said, “A blade, fledgling! What do you think this is? A nestling stick fight?” And ever since then, if the weapon he held didn’t have an edge to it, Thiachrin would refuse to spar with him.

Beneath a pavilion at the edge of the grove was a rack of battered weapons, from daggers, short swords and hand axes to pikes and great swords as tall as he was. Garrain didn’t hesitate before picking up a glaive. It was a long polearm with a hefty blade on the end; suitable for slicing limbs or heads off trows before they could get close enough to pulverise him. Of all the bladed weapons he’d trained with, this was his favourite.

“Good,” said Thiachrin. “Now let’s see what you’ve learned since last we sparred together…”

Circling each other, they traded blows, slowly at first, but with increasing fervour. As usual, Garrain struggled to find any flaws in Thiachrin’s defences, while the blademaster didn’t initially press his advantage. Inevitably, master began to outpace student, until it took all of Garrain’s skill and strength just to defend against the withering blows. Then the moment came when Thiachrin darted forward and placed the edge of his sword against Garrain’s throat.

“You let me slip behind your guard too easily,” chided Thiachrin. “Let’s try that again.”

The lesson continued past first light and the lifting of fog, and into the morning, when the other novices arrived at the sparring grove. Most of them were training to be wardens and rangers: the alvar who formed the not-so-illustrious ranks of Wengarlen’s mundane guards, hunters and scouts. Thiachrin had the novices pair off against each other, and only occasionally stepped in to correct flaws in their technique and demonstrate new moves and tactics. When a lengthy eclipse interrupted the day, he’d snuff out the lamps and have them fight blind.

By now, Garrain could handily beat the other novices in single combat—all save Onduon, Thiachrin’s grandson, a tall alvar skilled with bow and shortsword, whom Garrain had only defeated once. Thiachrin was on an entirely different level than his students, however. For a mundane, he was formidable indeed. Last fiveday, Garrain had watched him fight three veteran wardens at the same time—and win.

Despite the aches and bruises he acquired, and another humiliating defeat against Onduon, Garrain enjoyed the sparring sessions immensely. His balance and coordination had improved remarkably quickly, by Thiachrin’s admission. Garrain had come far since those first days, when he’d spent most of his time on his back with sword or dagger at his throat, returning to Nuille each night a quivering mess of cuts, scrapes and bruises.

There had never been something Garrain couldn’t do when he set his mind to it. This would be no different. He’d face the trow with weapon in hand, and take back what was his.

After a quick bath in the communal pools, Garrain limped to the tenders’ tree. There he found Nuille kneeling beside Tuleon, who lay on a bed of roots, eyes closed. Nuille held a wand to the unconscious alvar’s head. It gave off a pale glow as she whispered words of healing into his ear.

“Any improvement?” asked Garrain.

“No talking!” said Nuille, without looking up from her brother’s limp form. “Why won’t this fucking…” The light on her wand began to flicker and fade. “Fuck!” Blinking up at Garrain, her expression slowly shifted from frustration to chagrin.

“That’s a ‘no’ then, I presume?” said Garrain.

“I just don’t know,” she said, letting out a weary sigh. “I never thought I’d be saying this, but…I wish I could see what’s going on inside my brother’s head. I’m afraid there may truly be nothing in there. What if I’ve been tending a living corpse?”

“You’re helping just by being here for him,” said Garrain, trying to sound more reassuring than he felt. “If anyone can restore him to the waking world, it’s you.”

Bad as the fight with the trow had been for Garrain, it had been worse for Tuleon. The young grawmalkin trainer had barely gathered his wits after the first devastating blow the trow had delivered to his head, when the second one came. Nuille’s magic had stemmed the bleeding inside his skull, but the damage already done to his mind seemed beyond anyone’s ability to heal. And if Tuleon did eventually awaken and regain his wits, it would be to the knowledge that he'd lost his most beloved grawmalkin, Harondi.

Nuille gave another sigh and finally lowered her inert wand from her brother’s head. Eyeing the bruises on Garrain’s face and arms, she said, “A few less than yesterday. Does that mean you’re making progress?”

“Indubitably,” said Garrain. “Thiachrin says I’ve advanced from mewling malkin to meandering maladroit. Any day now, I believe I’ll attain the vaunted rank of mediocre myrmidon.”

Nuille’s face broke into a bemused half-smile. “That’s…good, I hope? But if I might offer a suggestion, try not to hit their knees with your balls next time.”

“You wound me, my light,” said Garrain.

Again, her eyes ran down his body. “Not as much as they did.”

Garrain’s thoughts turned serious. “I feel I must apologise once again for bringing all of this down upon you, Nuille. Upon both of us. What happened to Tuleon was my failing almost as much as it was his own. That trow should not have been able to get the better of me.”

“Oh not this again.” Nuille gave a long-suffering sigh. “It wasn’t anyone’s fault. The two of you just had a very bad day. And you told me what happened in the end. You’re a hero, ardonis, for putting his life ahead of your own. By some miracle, you survived. That’s the greatest gift I could have asked for.”

By some miracle, indeed. Garrain still couldn’t fathom why the trow had absconded with their belongings, instead of simply eating them. Eating their flesh, that is—not their belongings. Or perhaps eating both at the same time. Trows weren’t known for being finicky about their food.

And as for the act of ‘heroism’ she mentioned, he felt conflicted. He often wondered what would have happened if he’d simply let Tuleon be torn apart against his bristling barrier.

“Most keepers would call what I did an act of weakness—forfeiting victory for what seemed at the time a futile attempt to save a companion,” he said. “Were it any other trow, that action would have traded one death for two. Or—Abellion forgive me—the monster may yet go on a rampage through an unguarded settlement, and then those deaths will be on my conscience.”

“I don’t care what other keepers would say,” insisted Nuille. “I’m not a keeper. And I say what you did was heroic.”

“You’re more than I deserve, my light,” said Garrain. “I made so many other avoidable mistakes. I’m not going to make those same mistakes next time I face the trow. And there will be a next time. But first, I need to learn to fight like Thiachrin. I need to…become…harder.”

“You were plenty hard enough last night.” Nuille flicked him a sultry smile.

“You know what I mean,” said Garrain. “This is important to me. And I know it’s important to you. If I lose my status as keeper, we’ll no longer be welcome in the sacred pools. I know how much you want our firstborn to be a greenhand…”

One of the privileges of Garrain’s rank was that once every fiveday he and Nuille could visit the sacred pools beneath the beating heart of Wengarlen, the seed of life; one of the great worldseeds said to have sprouted from the branches of Arbor Mundi when this world was but a tiny sapling. Only those conceived under the glow of a worldseed would stand a good chance of being born with magic flowing through their veins. The seed of life granted one of those branches of magic: that of a greenhand.

The elders of the Wengarlen Circle didn’t allow just anyone into the sacred pools. Access was limited to the immediate families of male greenhands of sufficient rank. As long as Garrain remained a keeper (and as long as Nuille took precautions whenever they coupled away from the pools) there was a good chance their firstborn would be a greenhand, just like his parents.

But if Garrain should lose his title, they’d be cut off from the one true source of green magic. There were other worldseeds, but they yielded different magics.

To the south, beyond the inhospitable swamplands known as the Illerenes, was the seed of knowledge, jealously guarded by the oracles of Fellspur. Even though they were Wengarlen’s closest neighbours in possession of a worldseed, Garrain knew little about the oracles; such was their veil of secrecy.

In the Pillar of Strife off the shore of the Arnean Sea to the northwest hung the seed of storms, long ago claimed by the mer. Fierce though they were, the tempests born from that ancient tower were but pale shadows of the terrifying elementalists of ages past.

These were just the closest worldseeds that Garrain knew of. There were others scattered across and beneath Ciendil, and perhaps other branches too. So yes, there were many different paths to magic power. And Thiachrin proved that one could be powerful without a flicker of magic. But both Garrain and Nuille still had their hearts set on a greenhand nestling.

Nuille met his gaze. “Of course, ardonis. I know only too well what we stand to lose. I’ll support you in any way I can. Just don’t get hurt too badly, alright?”

“That’s your purpose, beloved tender,” said Garrain. “If I come to you, broken and bloody, you can wave your wand and revitalise my torn flesh.”

Nuille frowned. “You mean you only married me for my magic?”

“There were, perhaps, some other reasons…” said Garrain.

Sadly, this was neither the time nor the place to show his resplendent alvesse how much he appreciated her other qualities. At her insistence, Garrain sat while she healed the worst of his bruises, then he left her to her work, and wandered through the Circle gardens to the armoury.

There, he requisitioned some leather armour, a bone dagger, a bow and a quiver of arrows. Sparring with Thiachrin had convinced him that he couldn’t rely on a single weapon alone. He’d conceal the dagger inside his armour as a nasty surprise for anyone or anything who got too close to him in a fight.

When Garrain asked the quartermaster if he had any special advice for slaying a trow, the wiry alvar replied simply, “Lop off its head. Or set it on fire.”

“Could I do both?” asked Garrain. “Douse a blade in oil and set it ablaze, so that it cuts and burns at the same time?”

“Deus no!” said the quartermaster. “That only works in stories. In the real world, you’d just burn yourself and everything around you. And forget about flaming arrows, despite what you may have heard. They don’t fly true, and they don’t fly far. You’d be lucky to hit anything that isn’t standing still.”

“What would you suggest then?” asked Garrain.

“You could ask Ifilwen, the forge master,” said the quartermaster. “He works with some rare materials that you won’t find anywhere else in Wengarlen. Perhaps he can forge something that does what you want. But he’ll demand a heavy price in coin.”

Coin was not a problem for Garrain; not as long as he drew a keeper’s stipend and lived modestly. Time was his enemy, not money. If this Ifilwen could shape a weapon that could give him the upper hand over the trow, it’d be worth almost any price.

Garrain hadn’t set foot in the forge burrows before, and for good reason. It was as though a portion of the Underneath had risen inside Wengarlen. A gaping hole in the ground was ringed by stone-faced wardens. Within the pit, smoke billowed from angry red furnaces and kilns, attended by a gaggle of sweaty dwarrow slaves. The scraping of saws against wood and bone was joined by the staccato beat of hammers on iron. Everywhere he looked were dour, bearded faces. The foul stench of sooty, unwashed bodies filled the air.

After some fruitless wandering, Garrain asked one of the dwarrows where his master was. The dwarrow scowled and pointed to a small chamber at the far end of the burrows. Rolling aside the door, he stepped into the room.

There, he stood frozen, shocked at what he was seeing.

A female dwarrow was chained to a large iron wheel suspended on the wall, her arms and legs splayed. She had cuts and bruises and burns all over her body, and a pattern of old scars that told a story he’d rather not have witnessed. Her purple and swollen face was set with an implacable expression. A promise of…what…? Revenge?

Facing the dwarrow with a bloody wand in hand was Ifilwen, the forge master. Garrain had seen him wandering the Circle grounds from time to time, but never like this. Ifilwen whirled to face Garrain, eyes burning with incandescent rage. “Get out!” he ordered.

“What…” Garrain swallowed back his reply. He’d been about to say, “What are you doing to that dwarrow?” But on second thought, he didn’t want to know the answer to that. A master could lawfully do to his slaves whatever he wanted. It wasn’t his place to interfere.

After a moment, he found his voice again. “I…ah…came to enquire if you’re able to forge any—”

“Can’t you see I’m busy?” snarled Ifilwen. “I’ll meet you out in the pit when I’m ready, and not a moment before. Now begone!”

Trying to ignore the slave’s accusatory glare, Garrain backed out of the room and closed the door behind him. A row of dwarrows regarded him with sullen eyes as he waited by the door. There was dead silence, save for a telltale whisper of magic on the air. The female dwarrow—presumably the recipient of whatever spells Ifilwen cast—uttered no sounds that could be heard through the walls.

A short while later, Ifilwen emerged from the room. He glared at the dwarrows. “What are you looking at, burrowers? Get in there and clean her up!” Then he turned to Garrain, his face softening to a look of mild irritation. “Now, what is it you wish of me?”

Barely trusting himself to speak, Garrain finally managed to convey his request.

“Trows, eh?” said Ifilwen. “Recently I perfected a bone alloy that has just the properties you’re looking for. A spellshaped blade forged from this material will burn what it strikes without creating any flames, and without losing its edge.”

“That sounds promising,” said Garrain. “You said ‘bone alloy.’ What precisely does that mean?”

“Hah!” said Ifilwen. “You’re a fool if you think I’d share my recipes with any random imbecile who asks. All you need to know is that the shaping of this weapon will not be cheap.”

Garrain sighed. “How long will it take, and what is the price?”

“That depends on what type of weapon you want shaped,” said Ifilwen.

“How about a glaive with a wooden pole, and a blade covering about half its length?” asked Garrain.

“A wooden pole attached to a blade that burns what it touches. What a brilliant idea! Why didn’t I think of that? No, dullard, the pole will need to be made of sturdier stuff than simple wood.”

Garrain glared at the ill-mannered alvar. “Very well. How long and how much?”

“A fiveday, no sooner. And as for the price…”

He left the forge burrows filled with conflicting emotions. The price he’d settled on was, as expected, outrageous—it might have paid for a small housetree out in the fringes—but that wasn’t what he was ambivalent about. He’d gladly pay any sum within his means, if it’d help him slay the trow. No, what had his nerves in a jumble was the scene he’d walked in on. It had shaken him far more than he’d realised at the time. The look on that dwarrow’s face; he couldn’t get it out of his head.

That night, when he told Nuille about the incident, she said, “It sounds horrible, but…she was just a slave. And a dwarrow slave at that. One of our enemies. I don’t think there’s anything you can do to ease her plight. Not without jeopardising everything we have. Please tell me you’ll leave this be, ardonis. You already have enough to worry about.”

“Who said anything about easing her plight?” said Garrain. “I’m not a simpleton. I was merely disconcerted to discover such depravations occurring within the Circle walls.”

Despite his exhaustion, he slept fitfully, and dreamed it was himself on the wheel, being slowly flayed alive by the trow.

Being magically crippled didn’t entirely exempt Garrain from his duties as a keeper. The following fiveday, at the elders’ behest, he went with Jevren and his ranger companion, Caelach, to clear a mirkvire lair near Sorwell. Jevren was one of the most senior keepers in Wengarlen, and one of the few who hadn’t belittled Garrain in recent days. His company was not intolerable.

Thanks to his recent training sessions with Thiachrin, Garrain could at least hold his own against the mirkvire with a blade, and he managed to fell four of them.

“The blademaster hasn’t been wasting his time with you, I see,” said Jevren when the deed was done. “To be frank, I expected little from you today, but colour me surprised, young keeper. There may be hope for you yet. If you need a spellflinger at your back when the time comes to face the trow, you may call on me.”

It felt good to be useful again, even if he remained a shadow of his former self. Even better, he had a potential ally in the battle to come.

No sooner had he stepped in the gate when a messenger scrike brought word that his new weapon had been completed. Garrain returned to the forge burrows with some trepidation, wondering what he might walk in on this time. He found Ifilwen leaning against a wall, looking haggard and worn—and angry as always.

“What is it?” snapped Ifilwen, before a gleam of recognition entered his eyes. “Ah yes, yes, your glaive.”

He led Garrain to a rack, within which was slotted one of the most beautiful—and deadly—weapons Garrain had ever seen. The pole was wrought from a pale silvery material that he couldn’t identify. The intricate engravings along its length bore a hint of dwarrow design, though Garrain was no scholar of such things. The blade was an elegant curve of cream-coloured bone, with a gleam of something more lurking beneath its surface. Garrain found himself reaching for the blade, before pulling back at the last moment.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said Ifilwen. “One of my slaves lost two fingers testing its edge.”

Ifilwen pressed a small stick against the side of the blade. It didn’t burst into flames as Garrain expected. But when Ifilwen lightly tapped the sharp edge, the stick broke into two pieces, and Garrain saw that one end of each piece was blackened where it had come into contact with the blade.

“It only sears along the edge,” said Garrain.

“Indeed,” said Ifilwen. He handed a dark scaly scabbard to Garrain “Keep this around the blade when you’re not wielding it, so you don’t accidentally slash and burn yourself.”

“The scabbard can bear the heat of the blade?” asked Garrain.

Ifilwen inclined his head in affirmation. “The inner lining is stitched with the hide of a deepworm. Short of molten arlium, nothing could burn through it.”

“This is a magnificent weapon,” said Garrain, carefully lifting the glaive. It was surprisingly light.

“One of my finest,” said Ifilwen.

Garrain brought the weapon to the sparring grove, and proceeded to slice a faux alvar in half with a single swipe. Smoke poured from blackened straw.

“Ifilwen does good work,” said Thiachrin. “A colossal cockface, but one of the best smiths south of the Arnean Sea.”

“I suspect, in truth, it is his slaves who do the good work,” said Garrain.

He named the weapon Trowbane. A rather unimaginative name for such a unique weapon, but its purpose couldn’t be more plain.

That night, Garrain and Nuille were engaged in some ardent coupling when a horn sounded across the Circle. They froze, clutching one another.

“Call to arms,” muttered Garrain.

The horn sounded again.

Cursing, he pulled away from his alvesse, snatched up Trowbane and went outside to investigate.

Again came the blast of the horn, and now he could hear distant shouting and ear-curling screams from the west, drawing closer with each heartbeat.

“Put your armour on, ardonis!” called Nuille from the doorway.

“No time,” he called back. “Seal the door shut and stay inside. Whatever’s happening, it’s headed our way!”

Quickly, he ducked into the shadows, and was relieved to see Nuille taking heed and rolling the door closed.

By flickering lamplight, he saw them come. Small figures stalked through the trees, bearing a motley assortment of weapons and tools, from swords and hammers to picks and shovels.

His first thought was, Dwarrow raiding party? But no, not with that equipment. They’ve risen from the forge burrows, he realised. It’s a slave insurrection!

Then he saw a group of alvari wardens with heavily dented armour shuffle into view. What were they doing with the dwarrows?

And was that…Ifilwen in their midst?

Yes, he was sure of it! The forge master had a vicious gash across his face, and he stared vacantly ahead as he walked. Why would Ifilwen help free his own slaves? That didn’t make any sense!

One of Garrain’s neighbours stepped up to the approaching throng. Get back, you halfwit! Garrain wanted to shout, but he dared not reveal himself.

“Where are you taking those—” His neighbour’s words were abruptly cut off by a spear through the brain, thrust by one of the leading dwarrows. Silently, he collapsed in a heap. They stepped around the body without slowing their advance. A moment later, another figure rose up in the midst of the pack—that of Garrain’s neighbour, his eyes as dead as Ifilwen’s.

Garrain mouthed a silent curse. What abomination is this…?

Suddenly, three of the dwarrows vanished in a cloud of billowing smoke. It took a moment for him to realise what had happened. A greenhand! But where…?

With icy dread, he turned back to his housetree, where Nuille stood at one of the upper windows, wand in hand, already calling forth another bolt of amber liquid.

The spell she channelled, scorching sap, had been one of Garrain’s favourites, though it hadn’t done him much good against the trow, who’d possessed an uncanny ability to dodge or resist every spell he’d hurled at her.

But Nuille was no combat greenhand. She was a tender. Where had she even learned to cast that spell?

From me, realised Garrain. She’s seen me practising on many an occasion.

Chaos erupted as the dwarrows and the dead scattered, and several of them surged toward the housetree. Oh deus, what have you done, Nuille?

Garrain charged out to meet the two alvari and a dwarrow who had started climbing up the walls to the window where Nuille stood ashen-faced, her spell forgotten.

It’s not just dead alvari, he realised, glimpsing splashes of red within the dwarrow’s eye sockets.

Then his glaive swept through the dead things’ legs, sending them tumbling to the ground, wisps of smoke rising from instantly cauterised wounds. Still they clawed at him on hands and knees, so he hacked and sliced until they fell beneath him and did not move.

“Behind you!” cried Nuille.

He turned just in time to block a sword swung clumsily by another dwarrow. Living or dead, he couldn’t tell. The dwarrow was certainly dead by the time Garrain was done with him.

The rest of the throng had charged off in another direction. If they’d thrown everything they had at him, he’d be dead and running alongside them by now, and so would Nuille. But killing wasn’t their main goal; that much was plain. They only killed those who got in their way. Their goal was to escape.

Garrain exchanged a wordless look with Nuille. Her eyes told him everything he needed to know. She was deeply shaken, but she’d cope without him for a while. He turned and dashed through the trees, heading toward the outer gates.

By the time he caught up with the knot of dwarrows and dead alvari, he was too late to help the line of wardens who had rushed to intercept them.

The wardens were highly skilled but few in number, and their foes hard to vanquish with mundane weapons. It wasn’t long before they’d begun to fall. And once killed, the wardens clambered to their feet—or their hands and knees in some cases—and with blades and gauntlets and spiked helms they’d turned on their erstwhile comrades.

It was in these final moments of chaos that Garrain spotted her. Stepping between the risen alvari and dwarrows was one who wasn’t doing any fighting; who wasn’t even carrying a weapon.

It was her. The dwarrow he’d seen being tortured by the forge master. Her face was one big bruise, yet still he could see the implacable force behind her eyes.

She’s commanding them, he realised.

Following from a safe distance, Garrain watched as the knot of dwarrows and alvari continued onward to the Circle gates, where a trio of wardens rushed to block their path—and were immediately overrun.

Then came arrows and bolts of magic from atop canopy towers, and finally enough carnage was being wrought upon the risen dead that they did not rise again.

Only then did Garrain find the courage to attack. Uttering a wordless cry, he charged the gathered dead and swept Trowbane around in a wide arc. Smoke billowed from severed limbs, as bodies fell around him. The stench made him gag, but still he fought on. Or rather, chopped on, for they weren’t fighting back. Not any longer.

As the last of the dead fell, he glimpsed a small form dashing into the trees far beyond the walls, unseen by any eyes but his. He did not pursue her.

Garrain stood amidst the corpses for endless heartbeats, slowly gathering his wits.

“Sarthea’s third nipple!” came a startled exclamation. He looked up and saw that it was Thiachrin, flanked by Onduon and another of his students. “What happened here, fledgling?”

Wearily, Garrain just stared off into the distance, unable to think of an answer that made any sense.

“Well it’s over now, and I missed it,” said Thiachrin with a sigh. “You’re a frightful mess. Go take a bath. And while you’re at it, take three.”

Garrain looked down at himself, clad only in blood and mud and soot.
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                “Oh for dog’s sake, put some clothes on, you skeevy elf!” muttered Saskia, releasing the staff abruptly. Why the hell was that guy running buck naked through the woods at night with a weapon in hand?

Okay yeah, there was that one time she herself had stripped him down to his underwear and ran off with his clothes, but still, this was getting ridiculous.

It wasn’t the first time she’d spied on him at an inopportune moment. Whoever that beautiful raven-haired elf girl was…wow. Saskia had gotten to know her about fifty shades more intimately than she would have preferred.

The staff was like an addiction for her. No matter how many times she witnessed something she’d rather not have seen and vowed never to touch it again, the staff kept luring her back. She’d reach out and bam! Suddenly she was seeing out of his eyes again. She felt like a creepy voyeur half the time, but this was the closest thing she had to a television in this messed up world. And she was so lonely here in her little mountain cave. Watching what was going on in someone else’s life almost let her forget how alone she really was.

But of all the people of this world she could have spied upon, why’d it have to be him!? She’d had her suspicions from the start, and her hunch had been confirmed on the third day when she saw his reflection in a pool. A pool filled with a bunch of naked, bathing elves, with bodies far more toned and perfect than you’d ever see at a nudist colony back on Earth. Not that Saskia had ever been to a nudist colony. Anyhow, the important thing was that the elf whose life she spied upon was the former owner of this staff, the druid who had tried to kill her!

The druid had changed a lot since she’d seen him last. He looked less…elfy, and more muscular. If she didn’t know any better, she’d think he’d been working out at the gym.

Saskia did know better though. He’d been fighting. Fighting a lot.

When he wasn’t engaged in X-rated activities with that lady friend of his, he was hacking at training dummies and other elves with an assortment of lethal-looking weapons. And by now he was no slouch with those weapons. His prowess seemed to have improved remarkably in just the few weeks she’d been spying on him. Early on, she’d watched him get knocked on his butt by elves much smaller than he was, but in the past few days, the only one who could challenge him was that massive brute with the big sword. On Earth, one couldn’t become a champion fighter in such a short time. It took years to get that good.

So was there something different about this world? Was it closer to a role-playing game, where characters went from midget to demigod over the span of a few days? Where they levelled up?

Given the presence of her game-like spectral interface, she’d be a fool not to at least consider the possibility, and whether such levelling rules might apply to her as well. So far she hadn’t heard any victory music or congratulatory dings or seen any flashing numbers when she killed a horned pig. She could do without that crap, honestly. She’d never been a fan of number-crunching in games, or math in general.

The other question on her mind was…why the change from when she’d fought him? Why the muscle-head routine? Wasn’t this guy supposed to be a druid? Where were his spells? She hadn’t seen him cast a single one.

It was hard to tell what was really going on because this window into his world was visual only. No sounds came from his end of the connection. Saskia couldn’t hear the elves speak, and she wouldn’t have understood their language even if she could.

The visuals weren’t flawless either. There was a surreal quality to what she saw; as if her host had smeared Vaseline over his eyeballs. Whether this was how he really saw the world, or a limitation of the connection, she couldn’t tell.

Sometimes, she saw disjointed scenes and events that were too bizarre to be real—even for this world—and she could only assume she was watching his dreams. Too many of those dreams featured Saskia in them. This guy was obsessed with her, and not in a good way. Was that why he spent so much time training with weapons? So he could use them against her? Had he decided being a scary acid-flinging druid wasn’t enough, so now he’d multi-classed into fighter/druid?

Even when he was awake, she often didn’t understand what it was she was seeing. These elves were weird. Their buildings were weird, their clothes were weird—when they bothered to wear clothes—they ate weird food, and they slept in these weird hammocky beds that looked…actually really comfy, she had to admit.

Saskia yawned and crawled over to her own makeshift bed beside the fire. She could go for a hammock right about now, although it’d have to be made of some super space-age fibre to support her weight.

After a good night’s sleep, she embarked on her latest project, one she’d been working toward for a while.

Over the past couple of weeks, Saskia had been rediscovering the ancient art of pottery-making. This wasn’t just a hobby. Aside from a small water bladder and a couple of little vials of unidentified fluids she was hesitant to discard (in case they were valuable potions), she had nothing in which to keep liquids. And the only cooking implements she had were sticks and stones. She hadn’t realised how essential containers were until she didn’t have them. Pottery was, in theory, the easiest solution to that problem.

Back on Earth, she’d once watched a YouTube video on the process, but it was another thing entirely to attempt it herself with no kiln or potter’s wheel, and just the low-grade clay she could collect from around the valley. She’d had to dig an outside firepit she could use specifically for this purpose. Her little cookfire inside the cave didn’t burn hot enough, and if it did, it’d smoke out the place. Then there were all the different clays, additives and glazes she’d had to try out before she’d found a combination that was strong and didn’t leak. Without access to the Internet or books or tutors, her early attempts had been a string of failures, some of which literally exploded in her face.

But she’d soon discovered she wasn’t entirely on her own in this. The mysterious game-like interface had once again come to her rescue, revealing new indicators to guide her. Nothing with words or numbers, of course. What she got were subtle highlights that showed her what materials to harvest, markers on her map that showed her where to find them, more highlights that hinted what she should do with them, and floating thermometers and hourglasses that showed her how hot and for how long she needed to fire the pottery.

It was just like a crafting minigame, except this minigame had walked her through the same process a potter on Earth might have used before the advent of modern tools and techniques.

So far, her on-again, off-again efforts had yielded just a few lumpy bowls and jugs. Hardly an impressive feat of craftsmanship, but far more than she’d have achieved on her own without any guidance whatsoever.

Today, she was making something much more ambitious; a large cook pot, almost worthy of the name cauldron. A cooking vessel fit for a troll. This work would require a lot of clay, and the stuff gathered straight from the ground wouldn’t do. Fortunately, she’d already prepared what she needed the day before, and now had an ample supply of dried, powdered clay picked clean of stones and other detritus. She just needed to add water, mix it up, and then mould it into shape.

This was trickier than it sounded. Her claws would make a mess of things if she wasn’t careful. Today, her solution was to press the clay onto a large, round stone and let it do most of the work for her. She could smooth it out with the palms of her hand, without her claws getting in the way.

After the clay had hardened a little, she prised it off the stone, and smoothed over the inside as best she could with her fist. On a whim, she scratched her name onto its outer surface with her claws, and, unable to stop there, sketched out a design based on a city skyline from Earth. What would the people of this world make of that?

Satisfied with the design, she poured on a glaze made from wood-ash and feldspar. After waiting a while for that to dry, she brought the resulting glazed pot down to the smouldering firepit she’d prepared in a sheltered little nook outside her cave. She carefully lowered the pot onto the burning embers, placed stacks of logs around it, and then piled in the fuel – branches, twigs, dried pig dung; whatever she could use to get it burning at the ridiculously high temperature needed to turn brittle, crumbly clay into a viable cauldron. Within the seething flames, the vessel began to glow. Finally, her spectral thermometer told her it was hot enough, and she breathed a sigh of relief. She kept adding fuel throughout the afternoon, then left it to cool overnight.

Returning to the cave, her eyes were immediately dawn toward the druid’s staff. After she’d eaten, she gave in to temptation and clasped her fingers around his thick pole…oh frock, why was her mind going there? This guy was rubbing off on…nope. Just nope.

The moment she touched the staff, she was whisked away to…wait, what the hell was this!? The scene that greeted her was so far from the usual sexploits that it gave her emotional whiplash.

In the staffovision, her host was standing before a large bonfire, surrounded by solemn-faced elves. Some of them were openly weeping.

Then Saskia realised what was on the fire. Bodies; too many to count, charred and billowing smoke.

What in the world happened here!? thought Saskia, shocked. What did I miss?

She didn’t sleep very well after that. The sight of so many burning bodies was hardly a relaxing prelude to a good night’s rest. If only she were more like Raji, who could drift off to sleep during horror movie scenes that left her wanting to huddle behind the sofa.

Saskia retrieved her cauldron from the firepit the next morning. Inspecting the large pot, she was satisfied by the result. Sure, it was a bit lumpy and misshapen (just like its creator), but it had come through the firing process with a nice glossy finish.

She’d come to a decision sometime in the sleepless night. She needed to get away for a day or two. Away from the staff. Away from the comforts of her cave. She needed to go adventuring. To get strong enough that the elves could no longer threaten her, if such a thing were possible.

The best place to go to level-up quickly in a typical role-playing game was usually a dungeon. A dungeon in a game could be any indoor or underground or even outdoor environment filled with monsters or traps. This had always struck Saskia as kinda funny, because a dungeon in the real world was just a room or cell in which prisoners were kept; a pretty lousy place to gain experience, unless one wanted to experience sitting around eating rats.

What she sought was not a cell, but a mountain cave. One like hers, but with actual monsters inside, and not a girl who looked like a monster.

She knew that other caves existed in these mountains; she’d seen them on her map and visited some of them. So far, she hadn’t found anything worthy of the name dungeon.

Saskia’s map had evolved considerably since she first roamed the mountains. She could now change its scale, zooming out until it covered an area about fifteen kilometres across, wide enough to see beyond the edge of the valley. Underground, the range remained much smaller than on the surface: just under one and a half kilometres. Both of these limits were expanding a bit further every day. With a mere thought, she could make the minimap rotate, or remain locked in a direction of her choosing. Over time, seemingly responding to her wishes, it had adopted a new visual design that better represented the three-dimensional nature of the terrain and the interior of her cave. And where in the beginning she’d struggled to keep the map up at the same time as her other interface layers, she could now simultaneously maintain two or three of them.

She hoped these changes would make today’s search easier than her earlier explorations.

Today, she headed for a cluster of dungeon candidates to the north. There was much more snow up here than the last time she’d come this way. It was just as well her skin was thick and her trollish regeneration made her virtually immune to frostbite, because she still had no shoes. They just weren’t practical with these massive clawed toes of hers.

Stepping gingerly into one of the caves, she immediately turned away. Just beyond the entrance, it ended in a pool of water that had completely iced over. If there was anything down there, she’d have to wait for warmer months to find out.

The next cave, in a gully between two steep cliffs, was much more promising. There were small footprints in the snow at the entrance, and lots of them. Even more enticing were the clusters of lime-coloured markers on her map in the tunnels beyond. Okay, so creatures marked green or even yellow weren’t normally much of a threat, but the sheer number might present a challenge.

She stepped around the corner, arms wide, claws splayed, teeth bared; ready for a fight.

Five tiny white fuzzballs stared up at Saskia with wide eyes and hissed, lips curling back on their adorable little faces to reveal needle-sharp fangs.

She stood there gawping for a long moment. Then she dropped to a crouch and cried out, “Oh my god, you’re so cute!”

She wanted so much to boop those little pug noses, but she didn’t think that’d go down well. Also…she had claws.

The fuzzballs backed away, chittering softly, before turning their fluffy tails and scampered off down the tunnel.

No way was she going to murder something that adorable. Especially if they didn’t even try to fight back.

Well…maybe there was something more menacing further in. She pressed on, around a bend and into a larger cavern, where at least twenty of the little critters stood atop rocks and stalagmites, eyeing her timidly.

Who’s the monster now, huh? she thought to herself.

Slowly, she sidled past them, trying to ignore the multitude of beady eyes watching her every step.

The chamber narrowed into a steep tunnel that wound its way deep into the mountain. Surrounded by icy rock, a thought occurred to her. These mountains appeared to be made of roughly the same stuff as mountains on Earth. So what was the world tree itself made of? She’d already discounted the possibility that it was made of actual wood. That would just be absurd. Was there a plain old nickel-iron core somewhere down there? No, surely it wouldn’t be that boring. There had to be something exotic. Something magic. If she went deep enough, maybe she’d get to see it.

Eventually, the tunnel opened out into a windy, downward-sloping ledge overlooking a frozen lake. Jutting from the ice was a huge column of dark rock, half-obscured by roiling mist.

Behind her, something chittered. She glanced back and saw that several of the creatures were following at a safe distance behind her. On her map, she could see many more trailing behind them, just out of sight. Shivering, she shooed them away. In movies, scenes like this usually didn’t end well. Then again, those movies usually starred fragile little humans with no clue they were about to be eaten, not big genre-savvy trolls.

As she continued down the slope, her map revealed more and more of the ice lake below, and she began to feel increasingly uneasy. There were swarms of green dots out on the ice; too many to count. And in the centre, a large violet marker.

What is that, the dungeon boss? she thought.

If red meant dead, a violet marker indicated something…way out of her league. Even if there hadn’t been that ominous colour to it, going straight up to the boss with all these little critters still scurrying about wouldn’t have seemed like a wise move. They’d probably swarm her, and she didn’t fancy the idea of being devoured by fuzzy little land piranhas, no matter how cute they were.

She should turn back, like five minutes ago.

And yet…

Saskia had to see what was down there, lurking within that veil of fog. If she didn’t at least take a look, the mystery of it would eat away at her.

She stepped out onto the ice, toward a seething mass of furry white creatures that scurried out from underfoot. A nauseating stench filled the air. Some of the tiny fuzzballs had columns of even tinier chittering critters in tow, bringing to mind images of ducklings following their mothers. Others stood in clusters around mounds of dark…oh crap, they were feeding. The crimson stains across the ice told her they weren’t vegetarians, if the pointy teeth weren’t evidence enough.

She lost her nerve, and began to back away, thinking, Why haven’t they swarmed me already? Am I that scary, or are they already sated? Where’d they get all that meat anyhow?

And then the dark column at the centre of the lake flexed, and an ear-splitting screech echoed across the cavern.

That isn’t stone, she realised.

The head of the great worm flailed about, shaking the ice beneath her feet. For a moment, the mist parted, and she saw a writhing mass of tendrils reaching for the high ceiling, before drawing back inside its gaping maw.

The little fuzzballs, which she now dubbed adorribles, didn’t seem at all fazed by the gargantuan monster in their midst. But of course they wouldn’t, because it was trapped in the ice, and they were eating it.

Through the swirling fog, she watched as innumerable specks of white streamed into and out of great, gaping cavities in its thick hide, like ants feeding on a whale.

I guess that explains why they aren’t attacking me, she thought. And why there are so many of them. They’ve got the motherlode of meat here. I’m just not worth their time.

Still, she wasn’t going to stick around and give them a chance to prove her wrong. She high-tailed it up the slope and out of the cave, bounding on all fours to increase her speed.

That was quite enough dungeon-delving for today. She returned to her cave, shivering from more than just cold.

The next morning, she saw that the weather in the mountains had taken a turn for the bleak and miserable, and it was heading her way.

Guess I’ll be hunkering down in my cave for a while, she thought morosely.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t stay inside all day. Later, while out collecting water from the nearby stream, Saskia noticed a blue marker on her minimap heading down the mountainside. She’d never seen a blue marker before.

Warily, Saskia ducked behind a rock, watching the marker draw closer. Its movement seemed too purposeful to be a wandering animal. The unknown entity was taking the same route Saskia herself had walked when she first entered the valley.

Whoever approached was likely taking shelter from the fierce blizzard that howled up in the mountains. But what were they doing up there in the first place, on a day like today? This was not the weather for travelling.

A figure stumbled through the trees. Long raven-black hair flapped in the breeze, atop a grey, round face covered in cuts and bruises and a dusting of unmelted snow. It was a woman of indefinable age. A very short and stout woman in a torn smock, completely inappropriate for these conditions. A dwarf.

Saskia stepped out from behind the rock. The dwarf took one look at her, teetered for a moment, then pitched face-first into the snow.
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                There was a dwarf in her bed. Or rather, the pile of branches and leaves wrapped in animal pelts that she liked to think of as her bed.

This is not how I imagined my day would go, thought Saskia.

She was pretty sure the dwarf in her bed wasn’t just a human with dwarfism, but an actual dwarf; one of the demi-humans first seen in Germanic and Norse mythology, and later popularised by Snow White, The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings. This world had elves and trolls, so Saskia had been half-expecting dwarves to show up at some point. What kind of a fantasy world would have elves without dwarves? They went together like cats and dogs. Almost every elf-loving high fantasy setting had to include the brawny, bearded, bad-tempered little buffoons.

There was no beard on this dwarf, although she did sport some impressive sideburns. Apparently the dwarves of this world didn’t subscribe to Tolkien’s credo that all dwarves had to have beards—even the women.

The dwarf woman was in a bad state. In the short time since Saskia carried her up to the cave, she’d drifted in and out of a groggy semi-wakefulness, occasionally mumbling gibberish that may or may not have been real words. With her inability to speak any of the native languages, Saskia had no way of knowing for sure.

The dwarf’s face and body were a mass of deep cuts, bruises and scars. There was an ugly red tattoo on her cheek. It was obvious those were no accidental injuries. This woman had been tortured. Saskia felt ill just thinking about it. There would be a special place in hell reserved for whoever had done that to her.

These wounds were ghastly, but hypothermia was a more immediate concern. The woman’s skin felt cold as death.

This stirred up memories she’d sooner forget. Memories of her own ordeal, back on Earth. She too had suffered from severe hypothermia on top of the injuries sustained in the fall. Her body had already started to shut down by the time the rescue team had been able to extract her from the foot of the cliff. She hadn’t been conscious for that, but she remembered being told about it afterward.

If the same thing had happened to her here, she’d have had no chance. At least, not if she were still in her human body. Whatever minor miracles the surgeons and nurses had wrought to keep her alive were not possible out here in the wilderness of a strange world.

Here, her options for warming up a hypothermia victim were far more limited. Even sleeping bags and hot water bottles were beyond her meagre resources.

Saskia briefly considered the notion of climbing into bed with the dwarf and warming her up with direct skin-to-skin contact. Her friends Reiko and Ivan had sworn by the method, claiming it had once saved Reiko’s life. Of course, Ivan would relish any chance to jump into bed with Reiko.

But this was different. Thanks to this new body of hers, the ick-factor was multiplied by a factor of nope. Saskia didn’t want to give the poor dwarf a heart attack. Besides, there must be better options. She didn’t have hot water bottles, but she did have…

Stones!

After heating some rocks by the fire, she placed them in the bed with the dwarf. As the stones cooled, she replaced them with more warm ones.

While she was doing this, she noticed something…well not exactly strange—not after all she’d seen—but certainly new. Whenever she looked at the dwarf, she began to see faint shapes and colours overlaid across her body. It took a few minutes for the vague blurs to resolve into something recognisable, and then it became immediately obvious what she was seeing.

It was some kinda medical overlay, showing the dwarf’s skeletal system, and with all of her injuries marked out and colour coded, like in a medical sim.

What the hell is this? thought Saskia. Theme Hospitroll? Surgeon Simulatroll 2019? Okay, I’ll stop now.

Looking over the new overlay, it was somewhat of a relief to see that there were no broken bones. The frostbite and the multitude of cuts and bruises were already plainly obvious to her naked eyes. She didn’t need this interface pointing them out to her.

The most unexpected sight was the jagged shard of…something deep in the dwarf’s chest cavity, right next to her heart. Saskia had no idea what it was, but the foreign object glowed brighter than the surrounding bones and organs. It’s location meant there was no way she was going to even contemplate removing it.

After several rounds of stone-heating, the woman’s face had gone from deathly grey to a dark umber colour. At least, the parts that weren’t blotchy and swollen were umber; her bruises were colourful in different ways. She still wasn’t exactly coherent, but she was beginning to look at Saskia with a kind of drowsy bewilderment.

Saskia knew that look. She’d worn that look many times since she arrived on this world. It was the look of someone who wondered if she was still dreaming. Who wished she was still dreaming.

The best thing she could do right now was make herself scarce, and let the poor woman rest in peace—er…rest peacefully—while she set about her next task. More than anything else, the woman would need food. Hot food, and lots of calories.

Thanks to her recent efforts with pottery, Saskia had just the thing she could use for that. Saskia filled the cauldron with water from the stream, and set it over the fire. While it was heating, she headed back out into the valley and chased down a mountain goat, and tore out its throat with her teeth.

She’d kept practising with the bow from time to time, but she hadn’t yet reached the point where hunting with it was more efficient than simply running down her prey. In this relatively open mountainous terrain, she could outrun nearly everything. And today, she was in a hurry.

Just getting the heavy carcass up onto the ledge and into the cave would have given her pause if she’d still been in her human body. The cave entrance was at least three metres up the cliff face. But she was a troll. When she straightened her back a little, she could just reach out and place it on the ledge. Being a giant monster did have its perks.

Arriving back in the main cavern, she found the dwarf looking much more alert, but with a panicked expression on her bruised and swollen face. It occurred to Saskia that perhaps the woman thought she’d be going in the bubbling cook pot.

Well, that would’ve been one way to warm her up…

Chuckling to herself, Saskia set to work cooking a chunky soup with meat from the mountain goat and some of the hardy root vegetables that the horned pigs were so fond of digging up. It wasn’t fancy, but the smell wafting out of the cauldron brought to mind the delicious soups her mum had cooked for her in the cold winter months back on Earth.

Saskia scooped some of the soup into a bowl. Quickly, she realised the woman wouldn’t able to hold the bowl in her swollen fingers, so she sat cross-legged on the floor beside the bed, trying to look as non-threatening as a troll could look, and held the bowl for her. It was awkward, but the dwarf managed to get two bowlfuls down.

Despite being awake and with some food in her belly, the woman wasn’t out of the woods yet. Her hands and feet were still badly frostbitten. If Saskia couldn’t find some way to treat those horrific injuries, amputation might be their only option. Even back on Earth, with the help of the best medicine money could buy, the dwarf’s prospects would’ve been grim.

Medicine. Saskia turned the word over in her mind, inspecting it from different angles.

What was the closest thing most fantasy worlds had to modern medicine? The answer, of course was healing magic. Fat chance she could conjure that up on the spot. But for those who lacked the talent for spell-casting, there were usually other options, such as herbal remedies and potions. Alchemy.

The vials of liquid she took from the druid—could one of them be a healing potion? They could just as easily be poison, so she couldn’t just feed them to the dwarf, one by one. But maybe her patient might recognise them?

Each one she waved in front of the woman’s nose elicited a clear nope, ranging from distaste to outright fear. She got the sense that the dwarf did know what they were, and that they were not things a sane person would want to consume.

Okay, so that was a bust. But maybe there some way she could brew a healing potion herself? The problem was, even if alchemy really was a thing, she had no idea how to actually do it. In many games, it was just like cooking; mix a few ingredients together, and hey presto! Potion of Annihilation. But in other fiction, there was more to it than that. Often there were rituals or spells involved. Sometimes, like in Harry Potter, only someone with innate magical talent could do it; a witch or wizard. That would probably rule her out.

Then there was real world alchemy, which bore little resemblance to what was usually portrayed in fiction, and involved a bunch of complicated and time-consuming stuff like distillation and fermentation. But real world alchemy was mostly complete bunk anyhow, and probably no more useful than the average game as a guide for what she should do here on another world with different rules.

Hey, interface gods, she said silently. I could really use a hint right about now! And if you could dispense with the slow reveal this time, that’d be great. I’m in a bit of a hurry…

Nothing flashed up in front of her eyes. This wasn’t hugely surprising. Her interface was a fickle beast.

Then she saw that she was glowing.

No, not glowing. Highlighted. Just like her interface had done to ingredients used in pottery.

Uh…I think that means I’m an alchemy ingredient, thought Saskia.

Come to think of it, one common alchemy ingredient in other fantasy worlds was troll’s blood. Given that she could regenerate so fast, perhaps her blood would grant some of that ability to other creatures? It sounded more than a little creepy, but it was worth a shot.

Saskia opened up a deep cut along her palm with her claw, and let the blood run into a bowl. By the time the bowl was a quarter full, the wound had already stopped bleeding.

As she approached the bed with bloody bowl in hand, the dwarf gave her a look of disgust and said something that Saskia took to be the Dwarvish equivalent of, “You have got to be kidding me.”

Mercilessly, Saskia pressed the bowl to the dwarf’s lips until she finally relented, and began to choke down the dark liquid.

Moments later, the woman retched, and then coughed up a string of dark red phlegm.

So much for that idea, thought Saskia regretfully.

But that didn’t mean she should just give up. Her blood may still be a key ingredient. She might just needed some other ingredients as well—and perhaps some magical jiggery pokery—to activate its healing properties.

When she called up her map, her suspicions were confirmed. There were a number of new icons marked throughout the valley, adding to the growing list of natural resources shown. First it had been clays and other sources of minerals she could use for pottery, and dead branches, twigs and dung she could use to fuel the firepit. These new markers were plants, mostly. They could only mean one thing: alchemy ingredients.

No time to lose. She ran outside to scour the valley for the ingredients marked on her map.

The first icons she recognised on the map were plants with bright orange berries and myrtle green leaves. Saskia was all too familiar with those berries. They grew from small bushes down by the stream. Last time she ate them, they’d given her diarrhoea. She called them crapberries. Plucking a generous handful of the horrid things, she glanced back at her map.

Also easily recognisable were seed clusters and bark from the wannabe-pines that were so common in this valley. Their seed clusters weren’t exactly pinecones, but they were doing a pretty good job at pretending to be.

The other plants on the map were harder to identify. A lot of the leaf icons looked similar to each other, and didn’t exactly match the shrubs they represented. Fortunately, they weren’t just marked on her map. They were highlighted for her as well.

Rushing back to the cave with ingredients in hand, she couldn’t shake the feeling that if this actually worked, it would be suspiciously convenient. What were the odds that the exact plants she needed would all be found in this little valley? Unless it wasn’t actually specific plants that were needed, but rather certain kinds of ingredients, and her map just showed her the ones that were closest at hand.

Using a rock, she ground the leaves, berries, bark and seeds into a paste inside the cauldron. She followed this up with a generous portion of her blood, then added a bit of water, and swirled it all around.

As far as quantities were concerned, she was totally winging it. Games rarely gave quantities in grams or litres, instead using arbitrary units like ‘a handful of elderberries,’ ‘a bottle of water’ or ‘one manticore’s testicle.’ Here, she’d been given even less instructions than that. All she had were some basic ingredients, which may or may not all be meant for the same potion. If precise measurements were needed, or if ingredients had to be added at specific times, or in a specific order, then she’d have to figure it out through trial and error.

And that was only the beginning of her uncertainty. What was she supposed to do next? Chant something? Draw a pentagram at her feet? Sacrifice a chicken?

Let’s start with the basics, thought Saskia. Bring it to the boil. That’s pretty much a given, right?

So she placed the cauldron over the fire, and waited. As bubbles rose from deep within the cauldron, her spirits lifted with them. She could do this. She was an alchemist!

“Double, double toil and trouble,” she chanted, watching the potion begin to simmer and steam. “Fire burn and cauldron bubble.” She gave a little cackle and danced around the fire.

Then she turned to the dwarf, who was staring at her in horrified fascination.

“Stop looking at me like that!” said Saskia defensively. “I have every right to unhinge a little! Loneliness does that to a girl. Troll. Troll girl.”

There was a pop, and a huge gout of goopy liquid erupted from the big pot. The cauldron wobbled for a second, and then began to tip off its precarious perch over the fire.

Instinctively, Saskia reached out to steady it. Her hand began to sizzle. She screamed and yanked her fingers away from the scorched surface.

The cauldron rolled onto the ground, splashing its boiling contents all over her feet and ankles.

Howling in pain, she hopped around on her scalded toes, clutching her seared hand. Ow ow ow!

The worst of it was that her regeneration ability didn’t work on heat burns any more than it did on acid burns. She’d found that out weeks ago after some early cooking mishaps. Those scars still hadn’t healed, and now she’d have more to add to the collection.

Actually, no, that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst of it was that a woman might die or lose limbs because Saskia had crocked up the potion. A woman who right now was watching her with a mixture of disbelief and…amusement. The little wretch thought this was funny. Clearly, she had no idea that Saskia was doing this for her. That her life hung in the balance.

Okay, calm down, Saskia told herself. It’s not that bad. All you have to do is go out there and gather some more ingredients, and try again. Her hands and feet aren’t gonna drop off right this instant.

This time, Saskia picked lots more leaves and berries and seeds and bark; enough for at least several more attempts at brewing the potion. There was apparently a bit more to the art of alchemy than simply throwing a bunch of ingredients in a pot and saying ‘abracadabra.’

Her next attempt she approached more cautiously, watching from a safe distance, in case the bubbling mixture went all ’splodey.

Oh it ’sploded alright. Even though the cauldron was half empty this time, the result was a miniature volcanic eruption, spurting scalding liquid over the fire and the surrounding cave floor.

“Frock!” she yelled, and kicked the pot over, adding another burn to her burn. “Ow, ow, ow!”

There was something extremely unstable about this concoction. But what?

Is it my blood that’s reacting so explosively? she wondered. I already know heat is my kryptonite…

Next time, she omitted her blood from the mixture. When it began to boil, a little hourglass appeared before her, spectral sand quickly flowing out of it.

Well this was promising. The timer hadn’t appeared for her earlier attempts.

Sure enough, this concoction was much more stable. Once the timer had expired, she peered into the cauldron, and saw that its contents had been reduced to a thick brown sludge. This was nothing like the deep crimson colour and watery consistency she’d expect from a potion of healing.

After she lifted the cauldron off the fire with a pair of sticks, a thermometer appeared in front of her. Its meaning was clear. She had to wait for the concoction to cool before adding the final ingredient—her blood.

Saskia poured the foul-looking brew into several jugs, and waited. When the mercury had dropped to the marked level, the ghostly thermometer vanished. It was time.

Trembling in anticipation, she tore open her wrist and let her blood dribble into the waiting jug. She stirred it all together with a wooden spoon.

Her nose wrinkled in disgust. This wasn’t right at all! Like oil and water, the two liquids didn’t mix.

What was she missing?

Absently, she tasted some of the syrupy goop that had risen to the top. She swirled it around in her mouth, as if sampling the finest vintage. Smooth like gushing arteries, with a zesty barnyard aroma, and a gravelly aftertaste.

Eh, she’d had worse. Her trollish tastebuds allowed her to stomach things that would have sent her human self into a frenzy of projectile vomiting. She took another sip.

Before she knew it, she’d finished off the whole jug, except for some her own blood, which had settled to the bottom. Failed potion it may be, but this stuff was…strangely addictive.

Another hourglass appeared.

What the hell?

At first she simply felt…odd. Like something was happening deep inside her. As the spectral sand continued to fall through the hourglass, the feeling progressed to queasy discomfort. Soon, that too passed, replaced by a crawling, itching sensation all over the surface of her body, but concentrated most heavily in her hand and feet. Resisting her urge to scratch them with her sharp claws, she inspected her burns. The red, peeling skin from her recent burns was beginning to flake off, and she could see a fresh layer of smooth blue-grey skin rising beneath it. Her older burn scars were also fading fast.

Wow, okay, this was unexpected! Somehow this concoction was allowing her to heal wounds that her natural regeneration couldn’t.

The last speck of sand fell, and the ghostly hourglass vanished. According to the timer, whatever had been happening inside her had run its course. And yet her burn scars continued to fade, so clearly it hadn’t.

Unless…

She opened her vein again, pouring forth a deep, rich scarlet liquid into an empty jug. The substance—she hesitated to call it blood, because it didn’t look the same as her blood normally looked—seemed alive with potential.

Oh wait…that was just her interface making it all sparkly, but still, it was different now. She could feel it. And she knew why.

What she’d just been doing wasn’t alchemy, at least not the mystical kind so often seen in games and fiction. That concoction she’d brewed wasn’t a potion. It was food, providing her body with special nutrients it needed to…

To change itself from within. The hourglass had been showing her the time needed to complete the transformation. Presumably, the changes would last only as long as the potent combination of nutrients remained in her system, but until then her blood was turbocharged.

This just might be enough for her blood to confer her spontaneous regeneration ability on others that drank it. Hopefully!

Saskia smiled at the dwarf and gave her the thumbs up. The woman returned her gaze with a bemused expression. When Saskia brought the jug to her bedside, that look changed to one of panic. Wrinkling her nose, the dwarf turned her head aside.

“Oh no, you do not get to refuse your medicine!” huffed Saskia. “Not after everything I went through to make it!”

To be fair, this was the second time she’d forced the dwarf to drink her blood, and the last time hadn’t gone so well. But this was different. This time it was going to work!

Finally, the woman relented, and took a swallow from the jug. She gagged and choked, and stared daggers at her.

But Saskia was not inclined to be merciful. She didn’t relent until the entire contents of the jug was inside her patient’s belly.

The dwarf said some things to her that would no doubt be best left untranslated.

Within minutes, the dwarf’s expression of indignant rage changed to one of surprise. Saskia watched in fascination as her blood worked its magic. It took a while for any visible changes to become apparent, but slowly, the dark splotches and jagged cuts across the woman’s face and arms began to fade. By the time the effect wore off, healthy flesh was beginning to show through. Her bruises and scars were still there—just much paler than before. Best of all, the swelling in her hands had noticeably diminished. They remained an unhealthy shade of crimson, but at least they looked like hands now, not purple balloons.

Feeling dizzy with relief, Saskia immediately poured another jug of delicious blood. This time, however, the dwarf woman seemed to be having a difficult time getting it down. Halfway through the jug, she threw up all over the cave floor.

Crap, okay, so there seems to be a limit to how much her body can metabolise, thought Saskia, frowning down at the mess. Guess we’ll have to take it slow.

She waited until the next day before trying again. Her body had returned to normal within a few hours, and the blood she’d harvested seemed to lose its potency just as quickly. So she had to repeat the whole process from the beginning—drinking another jug of the strange concoction, and then waiting for it to be absorbed into her system—before she could donate another pint of transformed blood. It was well worth the effort. Once again, her patient underwent a dramatic improvement.

The good news was that the dwarf’s injuries had healed enough for her to hobble a few steps and eat without assistance.

Saskia did her best to provide for her guest, cooking meals and cleaning up after her. Still, a palpable silence filled the air whenever Saskia was in the cave with the dwarf.

Ah awkward silence, thought Saskia. How I missed you so. It had been weeks since she’d had anyone to be awkward with.

Finally, the silence grew too loud even for her, so she approached the dwarf and tried to introduce herself. Pointing at herself, she said, “Saskia.” After repeating this several times, she pointed at the dwarf woman, who looked up at Saskia, uncertainty written across her bruised face.

Saskia sighed, and tried again, repeating her own name, and then attempting to get a response.

After a long pause, the woman said, “Ruhildi.”

“Ruhildi,” repeated Saskia, trying out the name. She wasn’t sure if Ruhildi was the name of the individual sitting in her bed, or the word for dwarves as a whole, or some other designation, but it was a name. She could work with that.

That was as much as she could get out of the dwarf today. Saskia’s halting attempts to break the ice weren’t going anywhere fast. Ruhildi wasn’t very talkative, and the language barrier seemed insurmountable. Simple gestures, body language and facial expressions didn’t allow for meaningful conversations. It was hard to tell if they even meant the same thing to the both of them. On Earth, a nod of the head usually meant yes and a shake of the head meant no, but there were some places where their meanings were completely reversed. How many more differences might there be for a different species on another world?

The next day, struck by sudden inspiration, Saskia found a large flat area on the cave floor, and with her claws sketched a scene of the valley outside. When she brought the dwarf over to see it, the woman looked astonished.

“What, you’ve never seen a troll draw before?” said Saskia, amused.

Here, Saskia was in her element. The drawing was simple, but she knew how to convey the essence of a scene with just a few well-placed lines.

Saskia quickly scratched objects into the scene. Tapping them with her claws, she voiced the English word for each one. Each time she spoke, Ruhildi would reply with what Saskia had to assume was the equivalent word in Dwarvish. Soon, they’d exchanged words for trees, rocks, mountains, rivers and countless other things. There was no way Saskia would remember even a quarter of those words, but it was a start. Finally they were getting somewhere!

One little titbit she learned was that the Dwarvish word for themselves sounded like dwarrow. And their word for troll? Trow. The words were too similar to the ones she knew for it to be mere coincidence.

When Saskia sketched an elf in the clay, Ruhildi grew sullen, and hissed out a word with such venom that Saskia would’ve suspected she’d just learned her first Dwarvish swear word, if it didn’t sound so similar to her own word for the race. Nodding in agreement, Saskia added a bow to the elf’s—the alvar’s—hands, then drew a likeness of herself with several arrows sticking out of her back. She winced and rubbed the area in remembered pain. Ruhildi snorted at that, and then gave her a grudging nod (which, it turned out, did mean the same to dwarves as it did to Saskia, though some other dwarven gestures were less recognisable). The message was clear: neither of them were fans of those xenophobic donkholes.

By the end of the day, her head ached, and they were still a long way off being able to have an actual conversation. Why can’t this be more like a proper video game? thought Saskia irritably as she drifted off to sleep. In a game—even one set on an alien world—everyone would just speak English, or at least have handy subtitles. A game world wouldn’t be much fun if the player couldn’t talk to its inhabitants, and no game would be so harsh as to force its players to learn an entirely new language.

Saskia awoke to the sound of heavy breathing, accompanied by a rasping clatter, like sticks being scraped across stones. There were innumerable faint voices whispering on the air. Were they real, or the echoes of a fading dream? Groggily, she looked over at Ruhildi, who stood in the far corner, head bowed. The dwarf’s chest rose and fell with deep, regular breaths. She’s sleepwalking, thought Saskia. Or at least sleep-standing.

Something slid out from behind the sleeping dwarf. Bones clacked as they scraped across the floor, dragged by tattered limbs stripped of all muscle and sinew.

“Flocking crickets on a pogo stick!” Saskia leapt to her feet and ran toward the dwarf. “Ruhildi, get away from that thing!”

Ruhildi jerked, and her eyes flew open. The whispering ceased. As if its strings were suddenly cut, the dead thing collapsed, its bones scattering across the floor.
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                As a troll, Saskia had eaten a lot of strange things. Things that wriggled. Things that oozed. Things that tried to eat her.

But this was the first time she’d seen her food rise up and start dragging itself across the floor—after she’d already eaten most of it.

The food in question was what remained of the mountain goat analogue she’d slaughtered on the day Ruhildi showed up. She’d been keeping it in a little nook, far from the fire, where the air temperature was close to that of a refrigerator. The meat from around the beast’s shoulders, flanks, midsection and upper limbs had gone into the soups, stews and steaks they’d enjoyed over the past few days, leaving many of its bones exposed, and its guts hanging out. Saskia had been saving those for later, when she could eat in private. She didn’t know how Ruhildi might react to the sight of her gorging on entrails.

Except there was no way she was putting those entrails anywhere near her mouth. Not any more. Not after…whatever the hell had just happened, happened.

Ruhildi blinked down at the carcass that moments earlier had been cosying up to her legs. She looked at Saskia and muttered something that sounded a lot like, “Och bollocks.”

Then she limped back to bed and went straight to sleep.

Saskia stared at her, flabbergasted. “You don’t just go back to sleep after something like that!” she snapped. But the only reply she received was a snore.

Grumbling about crazy dwarves, Saskia hauled the carcass out into the snow—holding it at arm’s length, in case it once again started moving of its own accord—and buried it. Saskia had no intention of sharing this cave with the undead. If she left that thing inside, next thing she knew it’d be biting her face off. And that might take days to grow back.

Even after the remains were safely buried, Saskia slept fitfully. The crawling dead invaded her dreams, creaking and clattering and scraping their way down the tunnels of her mind. She awoke feeling dull and bleary, with the echoes of her nightmare still ringing in her ears.

Ruhildi was already up, and no longer in the cavern. For a moment, Saskia wondered if the dwarf had slipped away in the night, but a quick glance at her map showed a familiar blue marker at the cave entrance. She found Ruhildi sitting on the ledge, looking up at a clear pre-dawn sky. Or as clear as a sky shrouded in giant branches could be. The dwarf wasn’t doing her partially-healed extremities any favours by sitting out here in the cold.

Saskia resisted the impulse to grab Ruhildi by the shoulders and shake her until she coughed up some answers. It wasn’t like the dwarf could give her those answers even if she wanted to. They couldn’t speak more than a few words of each other’s language. And the last thing she wanted to do was antagonise the dwarf. Ruhildi was the first person she’d met on this world who hadn’t run away screaming or tried to murder her.

So she bottled up her frustration, and just sat down quietly beside the dwarf, watching the first rays of sunlight peek over the nearby mountainside…

…then watching the sun wobble back down behind the slope again.

Saskia sighed.

Ruhildi gave a disgusted snort and said, “Och what a tease.”

Saskia almost fell off the ledge. “What did you just say?” she gasped. Of course, the surprising thing wasn’t what the dwarf had said, but the fact that Saskia had understood her at all.

Ruhildi looked blankly up at her.

It was then that Saskia realised the dwarf hadn’t suddenly learned how to speak English overnight. Saskia had suddenly learned Dwarvish. But what had come out of her own mouth was plain old English, which to Ruhildi still sounded like gibberish.

She tried again. “Am I speaking your…? Nope, still English. Dogramit!”

Ruhildi grunted and tilted her head to the side. “I don’t ken what you’re trying to say, Sashki.”

Saskia was no linguist. She’d never spoken anything other than English and the odd bit of Japanese she’d picked up from watching too much subtitled anime as a teen. Well that and a few scattered Dwarvish words she’d exchanged with Ruhildi yesterday. But now, as if a switch had flipped in her brain, she understood this dwarf completely.

It was the strangest feeling. Like she had a magical translation app in her head. But unlike her old phone app, this one didn’t suck!

And for some reason, Ruhildi seemed to speak almost like a Scottish person. This made no sense, because she wasn’t speaking any dialect of English, and Saskia was pretty sure it wasn’t Gaelic either. How could a language she’d never heard before sound Scottish?

Or maybe it didn’t. Maybe it was all in her head. All those movies and games with Scottish dwarves must have left their mark in her subconscious. So now that a real dwarf was speaking a language unlike any on Earth, wouldn’t her expectations colour what she heard?

The effect was made even more incongruous by the fact that Ruhildi didn’t look the least bit Scottish—or much like a typical fantasy dwarf, for that matter. This thing worked in mysterious ways.

Anyhow, the important thing was that it did work. Kinda. Now she could understand Dwarvish, but only while it was being spoken to her. She couldn’t just say the Dwarvish word for, say, rhubarb (if rhubarb even existed on this world), because she didn’t actually know Dwarvish. There was just this thing in her head that gave meaning to what she heard.

How do I do this? Think, brain, think! She rapped her knuckle against her forehead. Then she realised Ruhildi was now looking at her with an expression of pity. Way to appear sane, stupidiot.

“Methinks she’s a wee bit touched in the head,” muttered Ruhildi.

“I’m not crazy!” blurted Saskia in English. She looked at the dwarf woman. Then she glanced at the ghostly map hovering in the air before her, and up at the impossibly large branches in the sky, and added hesitantly, “…I think?”

Saskia thought back to what Ruhildi had said. The actual words, not just what her magical translator had told her they meant. She spun the Dwarvish phrases around in her mind, pulling them apart. Yes, the individual words had meanings too. She could use those…

“I…don’t…touched in the head,” said Saskia, haltingly…in Dwarvish! She was speaking Dwarvish!

Ruhildi’s eyes grew wide. “Och you’re full of surprises, you are!”

“I trying…” Saskia trailed off. Right now, her vocabulary was too small to say anything meaningful.

The dwarf fell silent, looking down at her hands, which were now back to their normal size, albeit still an unhealthy shade of crimson.

“You…say,” said Saskia. She frowned. What she wanted to say was, “Keep speaking,” but she didn’t know the right words. She mimed speaking, using her hands to exaggerate the action.

Throwing Saskia a funny look, Ruhildi edged away from her. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Sashki. You’re a—och I didn’t think I’d ever be saying this—you seem like a fair nice trow. I’d be laying in the Halls Beyond, ’tweren’t for you. I’m fair grateful for that. But I amn’t going anywhere near that mouth of yours.”

“No!” said Saskia, waving her hands in denial. “That not what I… You…say!”

The dwarf’s eyes filled with dawning comprehension. “You’re just wanting me to speak to you.”

“Speak to me,” echoed Saskia, nodding.

“Och if you insist,” said Ruhildi. Then she fell silent again, before admitting finally, “I ken not what to talk about.”

Saskia rolled her eyes. This would have been a lot easier if Ruhildi was one of those chatterbox non-player characters who told their life stories to anyone who walked by.

“Just talk about you,” prompted Saskia.

“But I’m after meeting you just a pinch of days ago,” said Ruhildi, sounding a bit defensive.

“Just…speak!” said Saskia, exasperated. Recite the Dwarvish dictionary for all I care! Actually, that’d be perfect, because I just need to form the vocabulary to ask proper questions.

“Och alright,” said the dwarf. “There once were a wee lassie with fire in her heart and nectar in her veins…”

Ruhildi launched into a tale of youthful hijinks that may or may not have been autobiographical. Saskia couldn’t tell, but she did pick up some interesting titbits of information. Like the fact that the dwarves of this world—or at least the ones in Ruhildi’s story—lived in a place called the Underneath, an extensive warren of tunnels and caverns far beneath the surface of this branch. It was such a cliché, she almost laughed at the descriptions. From the Mines of Moria to the Underdark and the Deep Roads, dwarves in stories always loved their underground tunnels.

As Ruhildi spoke, Saskia listened and learned. Absorbing this language felt almost too easy. Had she still been a normal human back on Earth, there was no way she would’ve remembered all these words and how they all fitted together. This translator thing wasn’t just a cheat that allowed her to speak any language with no effort, but it was doing something that may be even more useful in the long run: allowing her to think in a new language.

The protagonist of the tale returned home to a severe scolding from her mother, and Ruhildi fell silent. The story was over.

“Thank you,” said Saskia. “Was that little scamp…you, in the tale?”

Ruhildi gave a sad smile. “No. That were my daughter, Nadi.”

“Oh,” said Saskia. “She sounds very cute.”

“Aye, she were,” said Ruhildi. “And she were a handful, at times. Most of the time.” She laughed. Then the smile froze on her face, and for a moment transformed to a look of undiluted horror, before returning to a more neutral expression.

Saskia knew better than to pry. She was pretty sure if she probed further, this story wouldn’t have a happy ending.

“I think you should come back inside, where it’s warmer,” said Saskia, worriedly eyeing Ruhildi’s hands, which were looking a little bluer than they were the day before.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi, rising to her feet with a groan. “You ken…the way you’re taking to the stone tongue…it’s uncanny,” said Ruhildi.

“I’m a little surprised myself,” admitted Saskia. “Though there are still gaps in my…uh…”

“Vocabulary?”

“Yeah, vocabulary,” said Saskia. “As soon as you’ve spoken a word, I can grasp its meaning and use it myself. Most words, at least. Names of people and places and such, not so much.”

“I don’t ken how you’re doing it, but I see now why you’re wanting me to keep yapping,” said Ruhildi. “I shall endeavour to insert new words from my forefathers’ lexicon into our discourse, so you can larn them too. Even if it’s making me sound exceedingly pompous.”

Saskia laughed. “Thank you, but I think normal words will do for now.”

Back in the cavern, Ruhildi sat by the fire while Saskia prepared a new batch of the blood-booster, as she’d come to call it—the concoction that supercharged her blood.

“This blood of yours is like nothing I ever tasted,” said Ruhildi chugged down another jug of the stuff as if it were the finest dwarven ale. The dwarf sagged in relief as the bruises and marks on her hands and face and body began to fade. “Never would I have believed ’twere real, if I hadn’t felt its effects.”

“There’s something about this concoction I brew that changes my blood,” explained Saskia. “It took me a while to figure out how to make it. I’m still learning.”

“Aye, that much were plain,” said Ruhildi. “You were fair entertaining, mind. All that dancing and shouting and hopping about. You’d make a fine ale hall fool.”

“Thanks,” said Saskia dryly. “So this blood healing thing. You’ve truly never seen it before? Aren’t there other trolls who can do it?”

“You’re the trow, not me,” said Ruhildi. “You tell me.”

“I don’t know any other trolls,” admitted Saskia.

“I see,” said Ruhildi. “Well I’m no scholar of trow anatomy. I never heard of blood that can heal another person.” She paused, thinking. “Although there are those elixirs the mer alchemists are so proud of. And the stories tell of their menageries in the Tower of Strife. So methinks you shouldn’t let yourself be caught by the mer…”

Saskia’s imagination took over, conjuring up a scene of dystopian horror: trolls strapped to benches with tubes sticking out of them, syphoning off their blood into giant glass bottles. She shuddered.

“Wait…mer?” said Saskia, raising her eyebrows. “Like…fish people?”

Ruhildi laughed. “I wouldn’t say that within earshot of one of them, Sashki. They’re just alvari who live by—or on—the sea.”

Yeah, I’d better hold my tongue if I ever find myself contributing to their blood bank, thought Saskia wryly.

As the effect of her blood began to wear off, Saskia inspected Ruhildi’s hands and feet. Now they only looked a little bit red and sore. “Another day or two and you’ll be good as young,” she said, in another slightly botched translation of an English expression.

The next day, Ruhildi insisted on going for a walk outside, “lest my legs shrivel up from lack of use.”

Saskia was only too happy to oblige her. It wasn’t like she was cooped up inside the cave all day, but she’d been feeling a bit guilty whenever she left the dwarf alone in there. So they headed out to the cave entrance, where Saskia helped the short woman down the several-metre-high drop from the ledge.

“How we could’ve used you back in the ’Neath,” said Ruhildi. “Who needs ladders when you have a trow?”

They walked along the river, past a series of collapsed stone arches.

“Dwarrow construction, these,” said Ruhildi.

“Are there many dwarrows in these parts?” asked Saskia.

Ruhildi snorted. “Not on this side of Ciendil. At one time we shared these lands with the leaf-ears. But Abellion’s March pushed my kin back to the ’Neath a greatspan ago. Now, these mountains are so far up the alvari’s butts the only dwarrows you’re like to find are slaves.”

“Is that what you are—were? A slave?”

Ruhildi looked at her sharply. “I amn’t after wandering into a frightful blizzard for the jollies, you ken. I’m after choosing freedom, no matter the cost.”

“I figured as much,” said Saskia. “So you decided you’d rather die up here than live as a slave.”

“Well, not quite,” said Ruhildi. “The weather weren’t so abominable when I were leaving. But aye, I’m after kenning the danger and rolling the dice freely.”

“Well you came to the right place, Ruhildi,” said Saskia. “I also came up here to get away from those frockers.”

Ruhildi’s lips curled up at the sound of the unfamiliar word. “Sometime you have to larn me some of your trow curse words.”

Saskia’s lips twitched. How could she explain to the dwarf that she didn’t actually swear? Well okay, the thought behind the word was the same, but her mouth was as clean as the soap her mother had often threatened to wash it out with.

“So you think the elves—alvari—will come after us, even up in the mountains?” asked Saskia.

“Och aye,” said Ruhildi. “Though if luck be with us, they’ll wait until highspring.”

“When is that?”

“The thawing begins just a pinch of fivedays hence,” said Ruhildi.

A few weeks, translated Saskia. “That doesn’t give us much time. Is there somewhere safer we could go? Only once you’ve recovered enough to travel, of course.”

Ruhildi frowned. “I’m seeking a way down to the Underneath. The alvari now hold the mouth of the prime passage in the north, but there are other paths, if you ken where to look. When I dwelt below, I heard whispers of a hidden tunnel deep in these mountains. I mean to find it.

“You…you could come with me, I suppose, though like as not you’d be safer staying up here. My kin have no love for yours, and our tunnels weren’t built for ones of your size. I fear you’re not like to find safe haven anywhere on Ciendil.”

“Ciendil? asked Saskia. “Is that like…the name of this world?”

Ruhildi looked at her incredulously. “Now you’re just tweaking my nose.”

“Please, just…funny me,” said Saskia.

“Huh?”

Saskia sighed. She’d meant to say “humour me” but the expression just didn’t translate properly. “I mean…just tell me.”

Ruhildi looked at her curiously. “You’re an odd one. You have more wits about you than most, or we wouldn’t be having this conversation, yet at the same time you’re clueless as a little’un suckling at her mam’s teat.”

“Just answer my question!”

“Well alright,” said Ruhildi. “Don’t get grit up your butt. Ciendil is the name of this branch of Arbor Mundi. Not the world itself.”

Arbor Mundi? Was that…Latin? She was pretty sure arbor meant tree in Latin. So…world tree?

“Okay, so what about the other branches? Could I just go to one of them?”

Ruhildi laughed. “You’re making it sound so easy. Away to another branch, just like stepping over a rock!”

“Well isn’t it?” asked Saskia. “Aren’t there like…portals and such, that I could take to them?”

“Por-tals?” Ruhildi repeated the unfamiliar word.

“Yeah, like magic doors that take you from one place to another instantly.” Come on, thought Saskia. This world must have portals. Every fantasy world has portals!

“You’ve a fair odd imagination, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “I never heard of such a thing.”

“Oh,” said Saskia, crestfallen. “Well I’ll help you find your way home, at least.”

“That’s fair kind of you,” said Ruhildi. “Only…I mean no disrespect, but I don’t ken how a trow can help me.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised,” said Saskia. “Did you know there’s another tunnel sealed behind the rock wall at the back of my cave?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “I do ken, and I’m a bit surprised you larned of it, without the stone sense.”

“Dwarrows can…sense stone?”

“Some dwarrows,” said Ruhildi. “Myself, I can sense the shape of earth and stone up to thirty paces away.”

“Dwarrow paces?” asked Saskia.

“Aye.”

“That’s not very far.”

Ruhildi glared. “I’d like to see you do better!”

“Okay, well…what if I told you my…uh…sense…” My map, thought Saskia. “…has a range of about, oh, thirty thousand paces? At least on the surface, it does. Less underground, but still more than thirty paces.”

“I’d say you’re mad, or a liar,” said Ruhildi. “Or an oracle. Mayhap all three. Which can’t be, of course, ’cause you’re a trow.”

“What, trolls can’t go mad or tell a lie?”

“No, you dolt! Trows can’t be oracles!”

“Hey, watch what you call me, donkhole!” snapped Saskia. “Wait…oracles? You mean magical…uh…ones with magic sight?”

“Aye, alvari mystics,” said Ruhildi. “I never had the misfortune to meet one, thank the forefathers, but I heard tales. ’Twere said that Jienne the Inscrutable could spy a striped bear shitting in the woods five spurs yonder.”

Thanks for that mental image, thought Saskia.

Something about the dwarf’s words set her mind whirling. Ruhildi left little room for doubt that oracle magic or mysticism was an elf thing. And yet, the word oracle felt…right to her in way she couldn’t explain.

She bent and quickly scratched out drawings of her clock and minimap into a rock at her feet. “Just so we’re clear, it’s not…normal to have things like this in your eyes, is it?”

Ruhildi tapped the circular drawing. “This is a map.”

“Yes!” said Saskia. “That’s exactly what it is! Can you see it too? I mean, not the one I just drew, but your own map…uh, floating in front of you?”

Ruhildi blinked up at her. “Methinks you’ve been too deep in the trow juice today, Sashki.”

“Can you see it or can’t you?”

“No. No I can’t. And no, ’tis not normal!”

Well that settled it. Either Ruhildi was a non-player character who wasn’t in on the world’s game-like nature, or the interface was something unique to her.

Or perhaps…something unique to oracles.

And that was when the idea crystallised in her mind. The spectral interface elements that had been slowly appearing to her since she arrived on this world—the map, combat telegraphing, darksight and so on—they were, to use gaming terminology, her class abilities. And oracle was her class.

Except gaming terminology didn’t really apply here, because this wasn’t a game.

These things didn’t show up because she was stuck in a game, or a world that ran on game logic. They were the abilities of an oracle manifesting in a way that her game developer brain could understand and use. If she were, say, a druid instead of an oracle, she likely wouldn’t have seen any of this crazy-making stuff. This wasn’t some god or gods making fun of her. It all came from within.

I’ve been trolling myself, she thought. Wow. And now I owe myself a sincere apology. No, two apologies. One for nearly convincing myself that this is all just a game, and one for the awful pun.
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                “Methinks I broke her.”

The sound of Ruhildi’s voice pulled Saskia out of her reverie. The dwarf was looking up at her with a bemused expression on her face.

“Oh, don’t mind me,” said Saskia. “I just had an…uh, I don’t know the word.” Epiphany.

They returned to the cave in silence, while Saskia processed her newfound understanding of herself, and of the world. She shouldn’t be this certain about her true nature as an oracle. The evidence was flimsy at best. But she felt such certainty about it.

Maybe that too was part of being an oracle. She had been getting a lot of inexplicable hunches since she came to this world. Actually, she’d had her share over the past couple of years on Earth too, come to think of it. She’d always had a well-developed sense of intuition. It was part of what made her a good artist. Ever since the accident though, the cryptic dreams and strange feelings had at times made her wonder if her sanity was slipping.

As they got ready for bed that night, another random thought occurred to her, and she voiced it to Ruhildi. “Say, are there any humans on this branch? On Ciendil, I mean.”

Ruhildi was silent for a while. Then she said, “I ken not this word hoo-mans.”

Saskia sighed in frustration. “I don’t know how to say it in the stone tongue.”

“If you tell me what hoo-mans are, mayhap I can tell you the word for them.”

“Oh, uh…I guess we’re—they’re sorta like a cross between an elf and a dwarf?” said Saskia uncertainly. “With round ears like yours, and their men can grow beards, but they’re closer to elves in height, on average.”

“A half-breed?” Ruhildi looked at her, aghast. “Quit talking nonsense, Sashki. A dwarrow’d sooner cut her own throat than lay with an alvar!”

“No!” Saskia waved her hands in denial. “I mean, we—they’re not dwarf-elf hybrids or anything. I was just describing what they look like. They’re a completely separate race. Although, there are human dwarfs, but…never mind that.”

“Och, if you say so,” said Ruhildi, tilting her head to the side.

“So do you have a name for them?” asked Saskia.

Ruhildi looked thoughtful. Finally she said, “No, I never heard of folk like that.”

“Oh,” said Saskia, deflated.

Elves and dwarves and trolls, but no humans? Humans were the default race on most fictional fantasy worlds, forming the bulk of their population. But not on Arbor Mundi, apparently.

Perhaps that was why she had appeared on this world as a troll. Whatever had transported her here had put her in a body appropriate for this world. But wouldn’t it have made more sense for her to become an elf, since she’d appeared in the middle of an elven village? Elves were also far more similar to humans than trolls were.

On the other hand…there was that voice-recording session with Fergus, on her last day on Earth. She’d had trolls on the brain. Trolls and orcs and dwarves. Maybe her memories or subconscious had affected the race selection somehow. Maybe they’d affected which world she’d ended up in…

“Not that I don’t believe you,” said Ruhildi. “If you say you crossed paths with such folk, who am I to deny you? This is a vast world, with room enough for people and places I never dreamt of.”

Saskia felt light-headed. Finally, after all this time, with all this bat-guano happening around her, she was beginning to detect a glimmer of order behind the chaos.

She slept like a baby that night, and awoke with a new sense of clarity and purpose.

Having answered some questions about herself, the next item on her agenda was to find out about her new roommate’s agenda, beyond the obvious goal of finding her way back home to her people. After seeing what Ruhildi did in her sleep the other night, Saskia was pretty sure she knew where the dwarf’s talents lay, but she wanted to get it out in the open, before another incident occurred.

She’d put off the conversation off long enough. It was time to just come out and say it.

“I can help you find your way home, Ruhildi. I want to help. I haven’t told you everything about myself, and you may not believe what I’ve told you, but it’s the truth, and I’m not crazy.

“I know you have your own strange stuff going on as well. The other night, you looked like you were asleep on your feet. And then this thing crawled out from behind you…”

Ruhildi scratched her sideburn. “I were hoping you forgot about that, or passed it off as a dream.”

“There was a dead thing dragging itself through my cave,” said Saskia dryly. “Pretty hard to forget.”

“Och, it’s worse than you ken, Sashki. Truth be told, you’re not safe around me. Mayhap ’twould be for the best if I just leave.”

“No! I mean…don’t be hasty,” said Saskia, trying not to let despair trickle into her voice. She didn’t want to be alone again so soon. “Just tell me what’s happening. Maybe I can help with this as well.”

“Alright well…I should just show you,” said Ruhildi. “If you still want me to stay after you witness this, then I’ll stay for a time, and accept any help you can offer, and do whatever I can for you in return.”

Saskia followed her to the site where she’d buried the bones. She already knew where this was going…

Ruhildi knelt down, digging through the snow with her hands, until she reached the dirt beneath. She crouched there, unmoving, eyes closed and brows creased in concentration. A whisper of voices gathered in the air, warning Saskia that magic was being summoned. The whispering grew in volume. And then, abruptly, it stopped.

Nothing happened.

Several minutes passed, and nothing continued to happen.

“Impressive,” said Saskia.

“Shut it!” said Ruhildi.

Again a whispering sound filled the air, and built up to a crescendo. Finally, Ruhildi gave a shuddering groan. The voices went silent. The ground gave a slight tremble.

And then nothing happened.

Ruhildi leapt to her feet, cradling her hand, which had turned a rather more unhealthy shade of blue. “Och, I can’t do it when you’re watching!”

Despite her distaste for what she knew the dwarf was trying to do, Saskia struggled to suppress her mirth. She was no stranger to performance anxiety.

“It’s alright, Ruhildi, I get it. You’re a necromanc—” She paused. “Actually, what’s the word in the stone tongue for a magic user who controls the dead?”

“Necrourgist,” said Ruhildi. The word she spoke was close enough to the one Saskia was familiar with—necromancer—that translation was unnecessary. “You…don’t have a problem with that?”

Saskia did have a bit of a problem with that. It was super creepy. She’d been fine with necromancers in games, but the prospect of coming face to face with actual rotting corpses did not appeal to her. And then there were the moral issues. She’d been raised to respect the dead. Using corpses as personal slaves, even if the corpses themselves were just soulless husks, seemed about as disrespectful to their original owners as one could get.

On the other hand, she’d put up with a lot to avoid being alone again so soon. Best not to reveal how uncomfortable this made her…

“Well I admit it scared the bejewels out of me the other night,” said Saskia. “But now you’ve been honest about it, it’s not so…aargh!”

Something had grabbed her ankle. Something white and bony. A skeletal hand. Of course it was a skeletal hand.

She shook her foot, violently. With a crack, the hand broke free at the forearm. Then it began to crawl up her leg like a bony five-legged spider.

“Ruhildi,” she pleaded. “Make it stop!”

“I…och bollocks!” said Ruhildi. She reached out for Saskia, who was tearing great gashes in her own leg trying to prise the bony critter off. “Stop struggling, damn you!”

The instant Ruhildi touched the wayward hand, it let go of Saskia’s leg and fell, bony fingers splayed, into the snow.

Ruhildi looked at Saskia sitting in the snow with a bloody leg. She raised her bushy eyebrows. “You’re still alright with me being a necrourgist?”

Saskia didn’t trust herself to speak at the moment, so she just nodded dumbly.

“Until I can master this affliction, there may be…teething problems, like the one you experienced.”

Teething problems, as in actual teeth ripping into my flesh, thought Saskia.

“An affliction, you call it,” said Saskia. “Is it not just another magical talent? Like being a druid or oracle?”

“Druid?”

“Elven nature magic-user.”

“Och, they’re called greenhands,” said Ruhildi. “As for me, I were born a stoneshaper. Among my people, those with the gift of stoneshaping are reputed above all others. Necrourgy is a perversion of that gift. ’Tweren’t something I… ’Twere him that did it. When that bastard… What he did, it changed me; woke the monster inside me. And now I can’t be rid of it.”

“I’m sorry,” said Saskia. She was still left wondering what exactly had happened, but as for being changed into a monster…she could certainly relate to that.

“Why?” asked the dwarf, looking perplexed.

“Sorry for what you had to go through,” said Saskia.

“You need not apologise,” said Ruhildi. “’Twere my master to blame, and all of his kin, not you. You’ve been nothing but kind to me.”

“I wasn’t apologising,” said Saskia. “That was an expression of…” She trailed off, unable to think of a translation for sympathy. “Never mind. So I get that being a necrourgist isn’t all sunshine and bunnies, but is it really that bad? Once you learn to control your new power, it’ll just be another tool, right? One you can keep locked away, and pull out only when needed?”

“You’re not wholly wrong,” said Ruhildi. “But don’t assume it’ll be an easy thing for me to master. This monster within, it doesn’t answer readily to my will. And if I don’t let it out through spellcasting, it flies free as wild, unfettered magic. I’m not for going back to the ’Neath ’til I have it tamed, elsewise I might endanger my kin.”

“Well you can practice your spells as much as you like around the valley. Actually…” Saskia paused, considering what she was about to suggest. “I’d like to be there, to…well, help clean up the mess, if you lose control of your pets. I need to practice fighting humanoid—uh, alvar-shaped opponents. I’ve made enemies, you see, and I think one of them has an unhealthy obsession with me…”

Taking a deep breath, she told Ruhildi about the druid (or greenhand, as the dwarf called him).

Ruhildi eyes grew wide as Saskia’s tale progressed. “’Tweren’t just any greenhand you defeated, but a keeper. ’Twere no small thing, even for one as big as you. But those…visions, as you’re for calling them, when you touch the keeper’s staff…I never heard of such a thing afore. ’Tis fair odd.”

For the rest of the morning, Ruhildi struggled to control the unruly skeletons she unearthed. Whenever one of them ran amok, it became Saskia’s job to chase it down and return it to the earth. This was harder than she expected, because the deaders just wouldn’t die!

Yeah, she should have predicted difficulties killing something that had no skin. The problem was, as usual, movies and games had led her astray.

Destroy the brain, they said. Lop off it’s head. That’s how you kill the undead.

What a load of crap. Their brains were already long-since turned to mush and slurped up by worms. Rip off their heads, and they just kept coming. What use did a brainless, eyeless skeleton have for its head?

No, to stop one of these boggers, she had to utterly dismantle them, tearing their bones apart until there were no more joints to flex or teeth to chatter. And then stomp on those bones until they stopped vibrating.

It was…fun.

Despite her earlier scruples, it felt so good to have a truly mindless enemy to fight. Something she could kill without actually hurting anyone. Being a troll came with certain…aggressive urges, and this let her unshackle them with no consequences.

After a while, Ruhildi stopped trying to reign her minions in, and just watched Saskia going at it with that now-familiar bemused expression.

After a dunk in the icy river to wash off the sweat and corpse dust, she joined Ruhildi for dinner.

“So you’re a stoneshaper,” said Saskia after swallowing a mouthful of liver. “I take it that’s a dwarven thing, like the elves have greenhands and oracles?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “We have our worldseeds. The alvari have theirs. Stoneshapers come from the seed of stone, held deep in the ’Neath.”

“Wait, what? You came from a…stone seed…?”

“The seed of stone is a worldseed. And only my magic came from that worldseed, not my body. We dwarrow are born the same way as everyone else, no matter what the leaf-ears say about us.”

“Alright, so how does that work? What is a worldseed?”

Ruhildi smiled. “So many questions, Sashki. You remind me of my…” Her smile wilted, and she stood frozen for several long seconds before answering, “The worldseeds are the source of all magic. Leastwise, all we mortals are like to get our hands on.”

Saskai frowned, seeing the light suddenly go out of Ruhildi’s eyes. “So, what, you walk up to a dwarven worldseed, touch it, and bam, you’re a stoneshaper?”

“I ken not this word bam, but no, that’s not how it works at all. The only way to gain the blessing of a worldseed is to be created in its presence.”

“Created as in born?”

“Not born. The act of creation happens a while afore birth, if you ken what I mean…”

“Oh!” Saskia felt her cheeks grow warm. “So your parents…”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “They stood atop the highest pillar of the humping chamber to beget me as close as could be to the crystalline glow of the seed of stone. Or so my pap liked to tell me.”

Saskia did an actual spit-take, and burst out laughing. “Humping chamber?”

“The official name is the Solemnity of Stone, but no-one calls it that. I don’t ken why anyone would want to be solemn about what goes on in there.”

“And to be an oracle, I’d also have to have been…uh, created near a worldseed,” guessed Saskia.

“Aye, the alvari call that one the seed of kenning, or some such. So you can appreciate how unlikely ’twould be for one of your kind to be a true oracle. The leaf-ears hold their worldseeds under heavy guard, even from their own kin. They’d never let a pair of trows get close enough to…”

“Hump,” said Saskia, recalling the pair of elves she’d encountered in a compromising position when she first woke up in this world. She thought she’d done a pretty good job repressing that memory, but now it was back, as clear in her mind as if it had happened yesterday. The thing in the tree that had looked to her like an old computer monitor, but somehow wasn’t…could that be a worldseed?

Yeah, that had to be it! Although…if only babies conceived in the presence of that thing could become oracles, then Saskia, who had been born and raised on Earth, didn’t qualify.

But in another sense, maybe she did. She’d entered this world in its presence, hadn’t she? What if her troll body had been created for her in that same moment? Creation didn’t necessarily mean conception, in her case. This seemed like exactly the kind of loophole that would have allowed the object’s magic to enter her; for it to turn her into an oracle…

The more she thought about it, the more the idea seemed to fit. And yet she was having one of those hunches again, and this one was telling her she still hadn’t figured out the whole of it.

Ah well. She was close! That much, she knew.

After they’d eaten, Saskia dug the druid’s staff out from under a pile of rocks in the corner of the cavern. A few days earlier, she’d buried it to avoid being tempted by its siren call while she took care of Ruhildi. That was no longer necessary, and Ruhildi was eager to see Saskia’s trophy for herself.

The moment she uncovered the glowing stone at the end of the gnarled length of wood, a low whisper swirled about her. Something fantasinating was happening; she could sense it. Before she knew it, she’d reached down and clasped the staff between her trembling fingers.

Ruhildi and the cavern around her faded away, replaced by an altogether different view. She was moving along a high causeway on a steep slope. The path weaved between a forest of curvaceous stone buildings that reached into the sky like pointy hats.

I’ve been here before, she realised.

Walking at the druid’s side was another elf with a scar on his cheek. She’d seen this guy before, but it took her a moment to identify him. He was the one who had jabbed her with the spear on her first night in this world. That scar was from her claws. Last time she’d seen him, he’d been lying unconscious at her feet. It was somewhat of a relief to see she hadn’t killed the guy. She wondered what his relationship with the druid was.

Probably found each other through Troll Haters Anonymous, she thought.

“Echoes afear,

Ixathi is here;

Come to gather you all.

No echoes in flight,

Nor binder’s blight,

Shall weather the final call.”

Saskia almost dropped the staff in fright at the sound of the low, wavering voice. The one who had spoken was an elf boy who lurched awkwardly behind the druid and his companion. He looked to be in his mid-teens, assuming elves matured at the same rate as humans, which was by no means a given. From the way he moved, she suspected he had some kind of disability.

This was the first time she’d heard anything through the staff. Strangely, all was silent except the sound of his voice.

Actually, that wasn’t the strangest thing. Even stranger was the fact that he’d spoken those words in English.

Saskia watched as the kid hopped over a muddy pothole, chuckling to himself. “That’s one small step for man. One giant leap for…damn!” He stumbled, splashing muddy water over his breeches. “Okay, Houston, we've had a problem here.”

Saskia did a mental double-take. That wasn’t something she’d expected to hear on this world. Her mind whirled as she tried to comprehend how an elf could be uttering famous quotes from American astronauts.

“Where’d you hear that?” she demanded. “Who are you?”

Even as the words left her lips, she remembered she wasn’t actually there. Distantly, she heard Ruhildi’s voice. “Who’re you talking to, Sashki?”

Suddenly, the young elf looked straight at her. Not at her host. Not at the druid whose eyes she looked out of. At her. She could feel his gaze boring into her. “Oh I didn’t be seeing you there,” said the boy, now speaking a different language—Elvish, perhaps? “I’m Dallim.”

“You can hear me?” asked Saskia, suddenly bursting with excitement. She’d assumed the connection was one way, but somehow… “Are you from Earth?”

“Earth?” said Dallim. “I don’t be from Earth. I think I…saw it once? Or dreamt it, or thought it up. Hard to tell the difference. Be you a dream?”

“No!” said Saskia. “I’m real! Just…far away.”

“Oh, you’re really real!” said Dallim. “I’m so happy for you! I do wish I were real.”

“You’re more real than anyone I’ve met in this world! You just quoted Neil Armstrong, for dog’s sake! How can you not be real?”

Dallim frowned. “That’s kind of you to say, funny-eared girl, but we both know that can’t be true.”

“It is true!” countered Saskia. “Hold on…funny-eared? You can see me? Don’t I look like a troll?”

The elf boy laughed. “You be no trow. You’re smaller than me! You’re a human. I’ve been seeing your kind before, in many worlds. Many dreams. Be you a dream?”

Saskia stared at him for several seconds, feeling increasingly bewildered. “Didn’t we just go over that…?”

But the spear-toting elf chose that moment to run up to Dallim, grabbing him roughly by the shoulders. The boy seemed to lose sight of her, and he lapsed back into cryptic poetry.

“Blade heavy and light;

Scorch and spray.

Pale and bright,

He lights the way.

By curse or by right,

Ye here and in sight,

Ye both, he shall betray.”

Again, he spoke in English, but she had no idea where he’d pulled that little verse from, or the one she’d heard earlier, for that matter.

Before she could ask him about it, Dallim wandered off. The adults turned away from him, and her world was once again shrouded in silence, except for the drum beat of her heart.
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                Damp moss drooped from glistening, slime-spattered branches. An oppressive mist hung in the air, smothering what little sunlight filtered down through the canopy. Garrain stepped with careful deliberation, unsure what his feet might set upon. A well-founded concern, in this instance. Swirling fog parted beneath each dank footfall, offering glimpses of movement amidst the putrid mass beneath.

A thick dollop of something fell from the branches above, landed wetly on his head and proceeded to ooze slowly down the back of his neck. Garrain frowned and attempted with limited success to wipe it off before it delved into one of his hard-to-reach places.

He looked over at the hulking alvar at his side, striding through the murk as though it were a pristine greenway, and said, “Is it normally like this?”

Thiachrin looked at him blankly. “Is what normally like what?”

“Is this place normally like…this?” Garrain gestured around him, then froze at the sight of a pusworm wriggling up his arm. Grimacing in distaste, he shook the passenger off.

“Only in the wet seasons,” said Thiachrin.

“Dare I ask which are the wet seasons?”

“All of them.”

“Of course they are,” muttered Garrain. “Now I understand why the oracles rarely leave Fellspur. They’d have to pass through the slime-infested swamp of shadow on their way out.”

“I think this is how they prefer it,” said Thiachrin. “Keeps outsiders away.”

A loud splash, followed by a hiss and a growl from somewhere in the mist-shrouded gloom set Garrain’s ears a-twitching. “Morchi? Ollagor? Is something amiss?”

He found the grawmalkin in the water behind a miredroop tree. They had pinned beneath their paws a wriggling, squirming creature almost as long as an alvar was tall; its tough scales and sharp beak no match for Morchi and Ollagor.

“Just a slaith,” called out Garrain, vanquishing the unfortunate creature with the tip of his glaive, Trowbane. As Thiachrin drew closer, Garrain added, “Still, more fearsome beasts are known to feed on slaith. We’d best be on our guard, lest we draw the attention of a hungry swamp wivorn or demigracken.”

“Or a trow,” said Thiachrin.

Garrain looked at him sharply. “Yes Thiachrin, thank you for that unneeded reminder.”

“Always here to help,” said Thiachrin.

Garrain smiled fondly at the grawmalkin, who were eyeing the slaith’s corpse hungrily. Morchi and Ollagor were brothers from the same litter. Tuleon had been in the process of rearing and training them when he was laid low by the trow. The only other alvar the unruly pair tended to obey was Garrain, so at the family's behest, he'd taken charge of them while Tuleon recovered.

It was becoming increasingly overoptimistic, this notion that Tuleon was recovering, and not just lying there, imitating a lump of wood. Regardless, Garrain found himself warming to his new charges.

Before he let them devour the carcass, Garrain set to work slicing off several chunks of slaith flesh for himself and the blademaster. Slaith wasn’t the tastiest meat, but it was better than travel rations. He used Trowbane for cutting—and searing. Its spellshaped edge was good for more than just slaying trows. There was nary a dry patch of land on which to light a cookfire, nor any kindling dry enough to burn, so this was the only way for them to enjoy a hot meal.

He suspected Ifilwen would be howling in his burial mound at the sight of Garrain using his fine work as a cooking implement. But Garrain didn’t much care what Ifilwen would think about it. The forge master had deserved far worse than death for what he’d brought down on Wengarlen.

After the incident with the escaping slaves and the risen dead, an air of foreboding had settled over the Circle. Nervous wardens roamed the garden paths, and many slaves who had nothing to do with the incident were being put to the sword. If anyone had discovered how a necrourgist had appeared in their midst, they weren’t sharing it with Garrain. He was convinced Ifilwen was ultimately to blame though. The forge master had done something to that dwarrow. Something involving torture. It seemed fitting that Ifilwen had also been one of her first victims. Garrain would shed no tears for him.

Garrain wondered what had become of the dwarrow; aside from himself, the lone survivor of the two-way slaughter. Why he’d let her slip away into the night, he couldn’t say. Had it been shock or fear that had kept his feet rooted to the spot, or had he truly wanted her to go free, after all she’d suffered at Ifilwen’s hands? It likely wouldn’t matter in the end. He couldn’t imagine she’d survive for long alone out there. Not with her wounds, and with the prime passage to the Underneath blocked.

But enough about the dwarrow. Whether she lived or died was no longer his concern. The trow, on the other hand…she would die by his hand. First though, he had to find her.

To that end, he and Thiachrin and the two grawmalkin had been journeying for four days, the last of which they’d spent squelching about in this sea of slime, dense fog and drab trees. The swamplands known as the Illerenes spilled out across much of southern Laskwood. Although there had reportedly been trow sightings in the Illerenes from time to time, Garrain didn’t realistically expect to find his trow here. They were merely passing through on their way to Fellspur.

Birthplace of Jienne the Inscrutable, Fellspur was known for its fireberry wine, its inhospitable location and of course its oracles. The latter were his reason for coming here, although he could go for some of the former right about now. If the stories were true, there were some oracles who were uniquely suited to finding things and people. And perhaps trows.

Coming here hadn’t been his first choice. He’d hoped to get some guidance from Wengarlen’s resident oracle, an alvesse named Mireisse. But upon meeting her, those hopes had been quashed. Mireisse was locked in the silly hollow, smeared in filth and raving about flying metal boxes.

“If the rumours are true, she’s not the only oracle to have suffered this fate,” Nuille had told him. “There have been whispers of a terrible malady…a plague of the mind…”

This had been the first Garrain had heard of it. Then again, if oracles were at risk, Fellspur, source of all oracles, would have ample cause to keep quiet about it, lest their northern neighbours take advantage of their weakness.

Still, the oracles were perhaps his best hope for quickly tracking down his staff, Ruinath, or the trow that held it. Even if the rumours were true, there’d surely be some who remained free of this…plague. All he needed was one oracle to point the way.

Thiachrin had insisted on accompanying him to Fellspur, ostensibly to help persuade the swampfolk to allow him entry to the city. When Garrain had voiced his surprise at the blademaster’s interest in his quest, Thiachrin had told him, “I’m getting restless again. Happens every span or so. I’d been planning to hunt dwarrows in the Underneath, or find a good wivorn’s nest to clear out, but this hunt of yours sounds more fun.”

“A trow hardly poses a challenge of the same level as a wivorn!” Garrain had protested, perhaps a little too vehemently. “I mean, you’ve no magic, but you could slay a trow blindfolded.”

“Something tells me this is no ordinary trow you’re facing,” Thiachrin had explained. “I don’t think the elders truly appreciate the danger it poses. This may be the opportunity of a greatspan; the chance to meet a foe who truly challenges me.”

Jerking Garrain back to the present was the sight of two grawmalkin snouts emerging from the slaith carcass, bloody lips curled back in a silent snarl. Garrain whirled about.

Lamplight pierced the mist, revealing a line of dark figures stalking toward them from the south.

“Who are they?” whispered Garrain, unable to keep an edge of nervousness from creeping into his voice.

“Calm yourself, fledgling,” said Thiachrin, still chewing on a slab of slaith meat. “They’re just rangers of Fellspur, come to greet us.” Wiping juices from his chin, he called out to the approaching alvari, “I wasn’t expecting this sort of a welcome before we even set foot in your enclave.”

The rangers were led by an alvar clad in worn leathers bristling with daggers, and bearing a slender iron spear. There was a scar across his face where some large, clawed beast had raked him. He addressed them curtly. “Youse do be encroaching on Fellspur lands, northerners. Explain yourselves.”

“Oh we’re just here to drink in the pleasant scenery and converse with the friendly locals,” said Thiachrin. 

The alvar glared at Thiachrin. “Is that so? Then I bid youse a pleasant journey home. We haven’t the time to be dealing with impudent outsiders.”

“Now there’s no need to be rude,” said Thiachrin. “Care for some slaith?” Thiachrin held out a half-eaten slab of meat.

“I think I should do the talking, Thiachrin,” muttered Garrain. He turned to the lead ranger. “We just wish to converse with an oracle, then we shall be on our way. Please, if you would just let us—”

“Perhaps I didn’t be making myself clear,” said the ranger, patting his spear. “Leave. Now.”

“What, you’re not even going to—”

“Final warning,” said the ranger. “Be turning back now, or we’ll be returning youse to the Grey Mists whence youse came.” As he spoke, he levelled his spear at them, and the alvari at his side likewise raised their weapons.

“Oh you’re welcome to try,” said Thiachrin. “I think you’ll be rather unhappy with the result, but it’ll be an amusing diversion.”

The nonchalant smile never left the blademaster’s face, but suddenly a feeling of menace oozed from his every pore. Several of the rangers took an involuntary step backward. Garrain had to fight the urge to back away himself. He was beginning to regret bringing Thiachrin with him. This was about to get messy. He counted at least nine rangers fanning out around them. Probably more hidden in the misty gloom. Not good.

Their leader was having none of it. In a flash of silvery rage, he thrust his spear toward the blademaster’s throat. At his cue, the other rangers sprang into action. They rushed forward, brandishing scimitars and axes. From the shadows came the sounds of bowstrings being pulled taut.

Grimly, Garrain hefted Trowbane. The grawmalkin hissed at his side.

He heard a twang of loosed arrows.

At that same instant, the blademaster moved.

A glint of metal flicked past Garrain’s eyes. There was a clinking clatter, like a rain of stones against steel, and he felt a gust of wind brushing his face.

Two of the rangers stumbled, suddenly pinned to the ground. They stared down in shock at the arrows jutting from their feet, clouding the water with their blood. Arrows deflected by the blademaster’s whirling claymore.

The leader of the rangers got too close to the storm of steel, and fell back, clutching his bleeding wrist as his spear went flying.

Morchi and Ollagor waggled their haunches, looking ready to pounce. Garrain placed his hands on their backs, stilling them. He didn’t know why Thiachrin had goaded the rangers into attacking, but once the fight had broken out, the blademaster had been very careful not to kill anyone. Garrain had to trust that he knew what he was doing.

More arrows came streaking toward them from the gloom, but Thiachrin deflected those as well. Grinning, the blademaster advanced.

A short time later, their leader’s voice rang out. “Halt! Be lowering your weapons! This northerner does be far beyond our ability to defeat.”

Instantly, the chaos stilled, and the only sound was the groans of injured alvari. Seven of them were unconscious, pinned or disarmed, and the others bore lesser wounds.

Thiachrin leapt from the branch of a silverwood tree, where he’d just knocked another archer off his perch. The blademaster landed with barely a splash in the midst of the injured rangers, who flinched away from him. A moment later, he caught his massive sword out of the air, and stabbed it into the ground at his feet.

“It’s good to see you have some sense, ranger,” he said amiably.

“What’ll be happening now, demon from the north?” asked their leader, his face ashen. “Be doing as you please with me, but please be sparing my alvari.”

“I’ll think about it,” said Thiachrin. “What’s your name, ranger?”

“Utmar,” said the ranger, wincing as he wound soft leaves about his injured wrist.

Thiachrin was silent for a long moment, glancing about the rangers. Then he spoke. “Alright, Utmar, how about this? You’ll go with my companion to Fellspur. You’ll persuade the enclave wardens to let him pass, and take him to see the oracles.”

“To what end?” said Utmar.

“As I already told you, I require an oracle’s guidance,” said Garrain. “There is a certain object, stolen from me by a loathsome creature, that I wish to find. That is all. I assure you we mean your people no harm.”

“And what about you?” asked Utmar, looking at Thiachrin.

“Me?” said Thiachrin. “I’ll stay out here with your alvari. We’re going to be best of friends. But be sure to return before dawn on the morrow, or you wouldn’t enjoy what happens next.”

Hostages, thought Garrain grimly. He didn’t much care for this plan, but it might be the quickest way to get the help they needed.

“How can I be assured you won’t just be killing my alvari the moment you get what you want?” asked Utmar.

“You’re just going to have to trust us,” said Thiachrin.

“I suppose I’m to be having no choice then, demon,” growled Utmar. He called out to another ranger, “You’ll be in charge while I’m gone, Pavlar.” Turning to Garrain, he muttered, “Let’s be getting this over with.”

As Garrain took hold of Morchi’s collar, Utmar spoke again. “You’d best be leaving your pet behind, lest it attract undue attention.”

“Would the grawmalkin be such an unusual sight in Fellspur?” asked Garrain.

“Unusual and unsettling,” said Utmar. “Our pets do tend to be less…”

“Fearsome?”

“I was about to be saying ‘furry.’”

The daygloom had begun to wane by the time they came upon the first spires of Fellspur, rising up from the swamp’s edge like fingers of stone.

Predictably, a guard stepped forward the moment the two alvari emerged from beneath the trees.

“Who does your companion be, Utmar?” asked the guard, eyeing Garrain warily. “You know we’re not supposed to be allowing outsiders into the enclave…”

“Special dispensation for this one,” said Utmar. “Council’s orders.”

“I’ve been given no such orders,” said the guard, suspicion plain on his face.

“Then I do suggest you be taking it up with the council,” said Utmar. “In the meantime, I’m in a hurry. Stand aside!”

The guard locked eyes with Utmar for a long moment. Finally, he stepped out of their way, muttering, “Rangers.”

Silence greeted them as they ascended a wide ramp lit on either side by emberleaf lamps, and stepped out onto a causeway that wound its way between the spires. Most of the residents were indoors. Garrain caught glimpses of movement behind covered windows. The few folk who watched them pass offered only nervous glances or hostile glares.

“Such a rapturous reception,” said Garrain.

“Everyone’s been on edge of late. And we hadn’t been getting many outsiders even before the…” Utmar fell silent.

“Before the what?”

Utmar sighed. “There does be a…situation. It’s the reason we’ve been turning everyone away. Trying to turn everyone away.”

They made their way across the causeway, past a small market circle filled with colourful broadleaf tents. The pungent aroma of cooking meats and miremint assaulted his nostrils, and Garrain was a little disappointed he didn’t have time to sample the local cuisine. Every moment they lingered, he ran the risk of being spotted by the wrong person; someone who might not be satisfied by Utmar’s answers. Garrain didn’t want to think about what might happen to him then.

Utmar led him to one of the smaller housespires, where they waited nervously until a silver-haired elder alvesse answered the doorchimes, clad in naught but a mildwinter breeze. Scowling at the sight of them, she said, “I don’t be ravelling for youse rangers any more, Utmar, as you well know.”

“This does be a…unique situation, Mir Viette,” said Utmar. “May we be coming in?”

“This doesn’t be a good time,” said the alvesse—Viette—holding her arms across breasts swinging low with age. “Youse are interrupting a mighty good humping.”

Garrain could see two unclad alvar standing in the flickering candlelight behind Viette. They looked at least a greatspan younger than her. Lifemates, both? thought Garrain. Best not tell Nuille about this swampfolk custom, lest she get ideas in her elder years…

“All the same, may we be coming in?” insisted Utmar. “This is important. You’re the only one I do trust with this matter, Mir Viette.”

“Do stop calling me that!” snapped the elder. “I’ll always be just Viette, to you. Alright, you and your…friend may be entering, but only because you’re Trascallin’s sprout, and I do have a soft spot for that old bastard. The things we did be getting up to in our youth…”

“Be sparing us the details, please,” muttered Utmar.

Inside the house, Garrain tried to ignore the glowering stares of Viette’s alvari. The interior was crowded, but warm and clean, in sharp contrast to the crumbling, muddy outer walls. A crackling fire and scented candles kept the damp air at bay. The walls were heavy with hunting trophies and floral arrangements.

As Viette donned a lacy evening dress, Utmar whispered in her ear. She shot a glance in Garrain’s direction, her eyes narrowing.

That look sent shivers down Garrain’s spine. Did Utmar just betray him?

Shooing her alvari away into the bedchamber, Viette sat Garrain and Utmar at the table. “So it’s a ravelling you be needing. Youse rangers just can’t be letting me retire in peace, can youse? But I suppose, just this once, I can be doing this for you, Utmar. Now you…” She looked at Garrain. “Be holding out your hand, ranger.”

“You’re an oracle, Mir Viette?” asked Garrain, relieved that she apparently still thought he was one of Utmar’s rangers. Unless she was just pretending…

Viette stared at him. “Were you dropped one too many times as a nestling? Yes, I’m a raveller; an oracle with a gift for finding things. Now hold out your hand!”

Garrain did as he was told.

She clasped his sweaty palm between her leathery hands and said, “Be telling me what you seek.”

“My ah…that is, a greenhand’s staff, known as Ruinath. Shaped from witherbark in the Age of Disharmony. Last seen in the hands of a dangerous monster. I seek the staff and the monster.”

Viette gave him a curious look. “A greenhand’s staff? What need does a ranger be having for such things?”

“That is my business,” said Garrain.

Viette chuckled. “Alright, I don’t be meaning to pry.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Exhaled. Then she opened her eyes again, and peered into his.

“What you seek is being far to the north, beyond the Arnean Sea, east of the city of Elcianor. Look for the red rock.”

Garrain stared at her. “That’s it?”

“You were expecting scrike’s entrails? I’m a raveller. I do follow the ethereal threads between people and things.”

“So Ruinath will be waiting by some…red rock?”

“Not waiting,” said Viette. “I did tell you where it is being, not where it will be. By the time you will be getting there, it could be someplace else.”

“Then there’s no time to lose!” said Garrain, springing to his feet. “I don’t suppose I could convince you to accompany me on the journey…? I could pay good coin…”

Viette laughed. “Not a chance, ranger. What need does a dying elder be having for coin?”

Garrain blinked at her. Her flesh did have a rather deathly pallor, now that she mentioned it. “Oh. That is…unfortunate.”

“I’d be asking for payment of a different kind…” Her eyes ran down his body, and he shivered. “…but I cannot be making such a journey.”

Utmar and Garrain gave thanks and hastily departed. Garrain was eager to get back to Thiachrin and begin the long journey north. Viette’s ravelling at least gave them a place to start looking.

As they hurried back down the causeway, Garrain noticed they were being trailed by a bow-legged young alvar with a vacant expression on his face, turning his head from side to side like a messenger scrike as he lurched about. He spoke what sounded like a nestling rhyme, except the words were spoken in an unfamiliar tongue.

Confused, Garrain whispered to Utmar. “What’s his story?”

“That does be Dallim,” said Utmar. “He’s harmless, but don’t be trying to make sense of what spills out of his mouth.”

Again, the young alvar spoke, cackling as he tried and failed to leap over a puddle.

“Looks as though he’s…not all there,” said Garrain.

“Mad as a wivorn tied to a tree,” said Utmar.

“He’s not the only one, is he?”

Utmar looked at him sharply “Why’d you be saying that?”

“There’s an oracle back in Wengarlen—Mireisse, I think her name is. The same thing happened to her. And there are rumours…”

Dallim jerked suddenly, staring at Garrain with widening eyes for a handful of heartbeats, before speaking again. “Oh I didn’t be seeing you there. I’m Dallim.”

Garrain blinked at him, unsure how to respond.

“Airth?” said Dallim. “I don’t be from Airth. I think I…saw it once? Or dreamt it, or thought it up. Hard to tell the difference. Be you a dream?”

Garrain looked at him for a long moment. “No, of course I’m not a dream.”

“Oh, you’re really real!” said Dallim. “I’m so happy for you! I do wish I were real.”

If Nuille were here, she might be able to do something for this piteous creature. But Garrain had nothing to offer, besides words. “Look around you, Dallim. This is the waking world, even if you’re too addle-headed to realise it. Now if you would just toddle off and bother someone else. I have no time for—”

“That’s kind of you to say, funny-eared garl, but we both know that can’t be true.”

Funny-eared…garl? Garrain didn’t know how to respond to that. Whoever or whatever this alvar thought he was talking to, it clearly wasn’t him.

Dallim laughed. “You be no trow. You’re smaller than me! You’re a human. I’ve been seeing your kind before, in many worlds. Many dreams. Be you a dream?”

Trow. Garrain’s ears twitched at the word.

As though echoing his thoughts, Utmar said excitedly, “Trow? Be you seeing the trow, Dallim?” He clasped his hands around the young alvar’s shoulders, giving him a gentle shake. “Be you seeing where it is?”

Dallim blinked, and for a moment it seemed as though he’d been jolted back into the waking world. He looked between Garrain and Utmar.

Then he returned to his nonsensical rhyming.

Utmar let out an exasperated grunt, and released him. On wobbly feet, Dallim wandered off, still babbing to himself.

“It appears I’m not the only one looking for a trow,” said Garrain. Then he stopped in his tracks, staring at the ranger in confusion. “If you also need to find this creature, why didn’t you just ask a raveller?”

Utmar gave him a wary look. “I…think you should be speaking first. Be telling me about your…trow, then I’ll be telling you about ours.”

Garrain briefly described what had happened when he and Tuleon fought the foul creature, and his quest to regain his staff, Ruinath.

“Would that you’d just told me that back in the swamp,” said Utmar with a sigh. “This day would’ve been going very differently.”

“You didn’t give me a chance to explain,” said Garrain. “Perhaps you should have listened, instead of sticking your spears in our faces and yelling at us.”

“It’s been a long mildwinter,” said Utmar. “We’ve been up to our eyeballs in problems, and most of them do stem from that trow. I’m sure she does be the same monster you described.”

“Start at the beginning,” said Garrain. “When did you see the trow?”

“Very well,” said Utmar, sighing again. “I suppose our secret had to be getting out eventually. It did begin in lowspring, when that monster did steal atop our sacred spur…”

Utmar’s tale was, if anything, even more inexplicable and horrifying than his own. Somehow the trow had reached their most highly guarded site high on the spur, in an enclave full of oracles, without being spotted. By the time the guards found her, the creature had corrupted the seed of knowledge, source of the oracles’ magic.

With their source despoiled, the oracles had been crippled. Some merely lost their magic. They were the lucky ones. Others such as Dallim and Mireisse had been afflicted by madness; their minds cast adrift, untethered from the waking world.

“Just so we understand one another,” said Garrain, “you’re saying all oracles everywhere are either mad or no longer oracles?”

“I fear so,” said Utmar grimly.

“Then what about the raveller—Viette?” asked Garrain incredulously.

“She does be one of the lucky ones,” said Utmar. “She was a raveller, until the trow came along and ruined everything.”

Garrain’s face grew hot with anger. “You bade her to lie to me! She made it all up!”

“You did be telling me to take you to an oracle,” said Utmar. “I did just that. It doesn’t be my fault the oracles can no longer help you. What did you expect me to do? Refuse and watch my alvari be killed?”

Garrain struggled to quell his anger. The worst thing he could do was start a fight here in the middle of Fellspur. It wasn’t long before he felt his rage subside, replaced by seeping despair. How was he going to find the trow now?

He let out a long breath. “I will not soon forget this subterfuge, Utmar. I know you were protecting your alvari. I can respect that. But this puts us in a very difficult position.”

Utmar looked pained. “If there did be any ravellers left—that is, ones who were still sane and had the use of their magic—we’d already have found the trow ourselves.”

“Yes,” said Garrain. “But I cannot promise Thiachrin will be in a forgiving mood if I return empty-handed…”

A wall of silence hung in the air between them, before Utmar finally spoke again. “I’ll take you to the seed of knowledge, to see the corruption for yourself. Would that be reason enough to convince that basta—your companion that I’m telling the truth?”

“I hope so,” said Garrain. “In any case, this hasn’t been an utter waste of time. I’ve learned more about this trow I hunt. If there’s anything else you could tell me, it’d go a long way…”

“Actually,” said Utmar as they made their way up the steep slope, “I don’t think that creature truly does be a trow.”

Garrain looked at him sceptically. “What else could she be?”

“A demon,” said Utmar. “The trow flesh may be but a guise for something far worse.”

“It’s been five greatspans since a demon blighted the arbor,” said Garrain dismissively. “You called Thiachrin a demon too, but I assure you, he’s just a very powerful alvar.”

Even as he said it, Garrain shivered at the possibility. The last great demon, Calburn the Arborcaede, had challenged Abellion and brought about the fall of Ulugmir, or so the story went.

“Be telling me then, northerner, what kind of trow can corrupt a worldseed? What kind of trow has no bellybutton?”

Garrain stared at the ranger. Was he jesting? “No bellybutton…?”

“I did see it with my own eyes, just before I drove my spear into it,” said Utmar. “Didn’t you see?”

“My companion’s grawmalkin tore open her belly before I got a good look,” admitted Garrain. “All I saw were…” He shuddered. “So you’re saying a creature with no navel…”

“Wasn’t born of this arbor,” said Utmar. “A demon.”

They crested the slope, and followed a wide ledge to the lower branch of the spur, where a familiar scene awaited him.

A misty glade, surrounded by towering silverwood trees, beneath a dark sky. At its centre was a shallow pool. And in the middle of the pool was a tree.

It very much resembled the sacred pools back home, where the beating heart of the seed of life lay nestled in the serpentine grasp of a drackenwood tree. Here too, there was a tree, but it was an old redleaf. And it was dying.

In its withered branches was perched a large tome, with glowing runes engraved across its leathery cover. The tome was open; and as he circled the tree, Garrain saw that the curling script of the tree tongue that had graced its pages was being slowly overtaken by peculiar symbols, like a swarm of beetles creeping across the darkening paper. A crawling pain entered his mind. That writing was not meant for mortal eyes.

There were no lovers entwined beneath this tree. To try to bring another oracle into this world would at best end in failure. At worst, it would bring forth an abomination of the same ilk as the necrourgist who had terrorised Wengarlen.

Garrain stood still, feeling silent tears forming in the corners of his eyes.

What power could do this to a worldseed?

Utmar was right. She was a demon.

They made their way back down the slope in silence, over the causeways, past spires of stone shaped across the millennia by generations of alvari; spires that seemed to Garrain’s eyes to be crumbling into dust.

There was nothing for him here. These were a broken people. A thousand years from now, there would be nothing left but bones and echoes.

“I want to be coming with youse,” said Utmar. “I want to be helping youse slay the demon that did this. Restore the—”

Garrain gave a bitter laugh. “Restore the seed of knowledge? Can’t you see the damage is already done? Even once she’s banished from this world, the corruption will remain.”

Utmar was silent for a time. Finally he said, “Even so, I need to be doing this. My rangers, too. They’ll follow me to the ends of Ciendil if I do ask it of them.”

Garrain didn’t answer immediately, while he turned over the proposal in his mind. A part of him was vehemently opposed to the idea; the part that burned to slay the trow—the demon—by his own hand. Another, more rational voice insisted that he’d be foolish to turn down such an alliance, given that it was no longer just a trow they were facing.

“Perhaps,” said Garrain finally. “But before I accept your offer, we’ll see what the blademaster has to say on the subject. Jevren would have to agree to it too, when we get back to Wengarlen. Either of them is worth more on the field of battle than an entire battalion of Fellspur rangers.”

“Who better to fight a demon than another demon?” muttered Utmar.

Garrain’s heart leapt at the sight of Thiachrin and the grawmalkin waiting on a tiny island in the swamp, under flickering torchlight, near the spot where he’d left them.

The blademaster grinned. “Good to see you made it back in one piece, fledgling. You got what you came for?”

“In a manner of speaking,” said Garrain cagily.

“Great!” said Thiachrin. “I see you’re an alvar of your word, Utmar. A pity…”

Utmar’s face was pale in the torchlight. “Where be my—”

There was a flicker of silver, and a thud, and a sudden gust of wind. Something splashed into the water and rolled, before coming to rest at Garrain’s feet.

Utmar’s head; mouth agape. The ranger stared up at him accusingly.

Garrain looked across the blood-slicked water to the pale arm poking out from behind a nearby rock.

“What?” said the blademaster, wiping Utmar’s blood from his claymore. “You didn’t expect me to let that flock of feckless prattlebirds live, did you?”
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                “Will you cut that out!”

Saskia glared at Ruhildi, who was making a pair of rib bones from last night’s meal walk across her legs like tottering chopsticks. She’d almost come to regret encouraging her dwarven friend to practice her magic. This was not a nice way to wake up. She still had nightmares from the first time it had happened.

“A fine morn to you too, grumpy guts.” Ruhildi released her magical hold over the bones, letting them scatter onto the floor.

“What time is it? Hold on, why am I asking you?” Saskia pulled up her spectral clock, then gave another groan. “Ugh, slept in again!” No wonder Ruhildi had given her the bony wakeup call.

“That you did, you big stone slug,” said Ruhildi. “The way you were rattling in your sleep, I feared you’d bring the roof down on our heads.”

“I may yet, if you wake me up like that again,” muttered Saskia.

“Och don’t be like that. A fine day beckons, if you don’t sleep it all away. Now up with you! Time for a nice dwarrow-cooked breakfast.”

Saskia watched in horrified fascination as an assemblage of femurs and fibulae walked a pan of sizzling meat from the cookfire to her bedside. Her stomach gurgled in response to the delicious smell, while at the same time quavering at the sight of the gruesome waiter.

“What the frock is this? Bacon and legs?” Saskia gave a half-choking snort at her own pun, which of course was completely lost on the dwarf.

Back on Earth, there were people who would pay good money to eat a meal served Ruhildi-style; the same kinds of people who went for those Japanese dancing squid bowls. The woman could start her own restaurant where dead animals served up pieces of themselves to diners.

She took the crispy meat gingerly in her claws, tasting it experimentally, before gobbling it down. “This is good!” she mumbled around a mouthful of…not quite bacon, but closer than she’d come with her own attempts at cooking. “Nice and salty. Wait…where’d you get the salt? We’re not by the sea…”

Ruhildi looked at the floor. “Secret recipe.”

Saskia stopped chewing, her imagination going into overdrive. Each image that sprang to mind was more pukeworthy than the last. Never ask how the sausage gets made, she silently told herself.

Still, she appreciated the gesture. Over the past few weeks, Ruhildi had taken on her share of the cooking, and then some.

Even better, the dwarf had turned out to be an uncanny craftswoman, putting Saskia’s feeble attempts at pottery-making and carpentry to shame by constructing a smithy complete with furnace and anvil. With it, she’d crafted a set of iron pots, pans and utensils, along with various other useful tools. Later, she’d forged an impressive weapon for Saskia: a massive hammer that only a troll could wield comfortably. Saskia had promptly named it Mjölnir. She’d helped the dwarf as best she could—mostly just doing the heavy lifting—but it was Ruhildi who could work miracles with iron.

As for how they’d mined the ore, and smelted and shaped it so quickly, Saskia had watched the dwarf turn stone to fine powder at the touch of a finger. It was a marvel to behold.

But today wasn’t a day for crafting. Today was a training day.

Hefting Mjölnir, Saskia followed Ruhildi out of the cave, blinking in the bright sunlight. The dwarf no longer needed her help getting down off the ledge. One of the first things she’d done was carve a set of stairs into the stone wall with her magic.

The thawing that marked the beginning of the season Ruhildi called highspring was already well underway. They followed a muddy path to the site of one of the crumbling stone ruins, beneath which countless old bones lay buried. Ruhildi climbed up onto a stone pillar, from where she surveyed the ruins like a queen atop her throne. Saskia gripped her weapon tightly, and waited for the necromancer to bring out her dead.

Whispers of magic filled Saskia’s ears, and the ground began to quaver. And then she saw them. Pools of expanding light appeared on the ground all around her, telegraphing spots where things were about to get dicey. One was directly beneath her feet. She stepped away from the glowing spot on the ground.

“Bollocks!” muttered Ruhildi.

Saskia chuckled. “Thought you were gonna get me there, huh?”

And then, in a shower of dirt and stones, they burst forth like groaning, mouldering clichés. Some of the emaciated forms were missing limbs or lower jaws. Some were covered in strips of leathery flesh and the tattered remnants of armour. Others were just naked bones held together by invisible magic duct tape, or whatever the stuff was that made them move without muscles and tendons.

They sure looked the part, but unlike many zombies and skeletons in popular culture, these ones didn’t actually dig their own way out of the ground. As Ruhildi had explained it, “The dead are too feeble to escape from all but the shallowest of graves without help. But never you worry about that. With a pinch of essence, I can part the ground betwixt us, clearing a path to the surface.”

The dwarf had been a stoneshaper before she became a necromancer, and she hadn’t lost her old magic. According to Ruhildi, they weren’t actually separate magics, but two aspects of the same power, which dealt with the manipulation of solid, non-living matter. The difference was that a necromancer could also control things that still remembered they were once alive, and harness those lingering echoes to shape her spells.

It didn’t escape Saskia’s notice that this was a very convenient synergy. A necromancer who didn’t also have mastery over soil and stone would have to dig her undead minions out of the ground with a shovel.

Saskia took a moment to examine the gathering dead. Most had the short and wide stature of dwarves, but there were a few taller, leaner ones that might be elves. Ruhildi had spoken of ages long past when dwarves had lived side by side with elves. Maybe these corpses were from that time. More likely though, they’d been on opposite sides of a battle, seeing as some of the skeletons held battered swords and shields.

She wouldn’t have thought such weapons could have survived being buried for so long. Why hadn’t they rusted away? Must have been made of something impervious to rust, or enchanted or something.

While she was contemplating how implausible this situation seemed, one of the unlikely swords was being swung at her legs (which were about all the skeletal dwarf swordsman could reach). Right, thought Saskia. Critique reality later. Fight now.

She took a hurried step back, and brought her hammer smashing awkwardly onto the corpse’s shoulder. Its sword arm and several rib bones fell to the ground, and the skeleton was left with noticeable kink in its spine.

“Should get that looked at, Mr Skellington,” she taunted.

Letting out a clattering groan—a miraculous feat for a heap of bones with no windpipe—the skeleton lunged forward and grabbed her knee with its one good arm. Or as good as mouldy old bones could hope to be.

Saskia prised the tenacious little blighter off and threw it at one of its companions. Both of them fell in a heap, tangled up in each others’ ribs.

“Oh get a room,” she said, watching out of the corner of her eye as the two skeletons flopped around on the grass, their every movement only serving to get them even more entangled.

She turned to face the other deaders, who had gathered in a loose semicircle around her. Ruhildi was clearly holding them back; something she hadn’t been able to do just a few days earlier. Nor had she been able to summon so many of them.

Something hard smacked into her chest, and rolled across the ground. Saskia stared in surprise. It was a skull, thrown by one of the tangled-up pair. This was followed by an arm and a foot, which she dodged, thanks to the trails of light that appeared in the air before her, giving her a moment’s early warning. The most intact of the two skeletons had given up trying to untangle itself, and was pulling apart its companion and hurling body parts at her.

“Hey, that’s cheating!” Saskia glared up at her friend, who was smirking down at her.

A shrivelled zombie came hopping forward on one leg, swinging its other leg at her like a grotesque club.

Saskia sighed. This was gonna be a long day.

Later that morning, Saskia sat against a crumbling wall, nursing a deep gash in her leg, which was gushing copious amounts of blood with every heartbeat. After hours spent tussling with Ruhildi’s minions, one of them had gotten her with a lucky sword thrust. It must have hit an artery.

With one hand pressed against her leg to try and staunch the bleeding, Saskia fumbled for the bladder of blood-booster she kept with her for just such an occasion. Over the weeks, she’d improved her recipe, and it was now more potent than ever. She shouldn’t have to wait long…

If she were still human, she’d have bled out in a few minutes. As it was, she could already feel the flow slacken, as her hyperactive regenerative powers worked their magic.

Having sent her skeletons back into the earth, Ruhildi rushed to Saskia’s side.

“I think I’ll have to bow out of our training session for today,” muttered Saskia through clenched teeth, fighting the urge to tear at the wound with her claws. It itched like a thousand bee stings; a side effect of the accelerated healing.

Seeing the stricken look on Ruhildi’s face, Saskia reassured her, “Not your fault. I got careless. And no harm done. Well…a little harm, but nothing permanent. I heal fast, you know.”

“Aye, I can see that,” said Ruhildi, eyeing her quickly-congealing blood with horrified fascination. “I shouldn’t have sent three of my minions at you all at once though. That were beyond reckless.”

Saskia shook her head. “If anything, you should be pushing me harder. Real enemies won’t hold back. This practice may save my life someday. And yours. I can take a little short-term pain for long-term not being dead.”

“Unless, forefathers forbid, I slay you by mistake,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia laughed. “Not gonna happen. I’ve survived far worse than this. You shoulda seen what the greenhand and his pets did to me.”

Ruhildi gave a shiver and went still and silent, and Saskia immediately regretted opening her big mouth. Whatever tortures and depravities the slavemaster had inflicted upon the dwarf woman must have been far worse than anything Saskia had endured. If the innumerable scars that criss-crossed Ruhildi’s face and body weren’t evidence enough, there were the disturbing sounds she made in her sleep, and the moments like this, when her face went motionless as a corpse.

They sat wordlessly for a time, then Saskia gave a sigh and limped back to the cave, wincing as she moved her punctured leg.

Unable to do much while she waited for her leg to finish healing, Saskia decided it was time to check up on what her elves were doing.

After that brief, confusing chat with Dallim, the Neil Armstrong-quoting elf, she’d spent many an hour spying on her would-be killer, hoping she might have a repeat of that kind of encounter. Dallim had not only understood her English, but spoken it perfectly. And he said he wasn’t from Earth. She could think of only one other explanation. That young elf was an oracle.

To her great disappointment, the druid hadn’t run into him again. Nor had he met any other oracles—at least, none who could speak to her.

But she had gotten a glimpse through his eyes at the strange pool where she’d first awoken on this world. It was the same as she remembered it, but for two things. First, the strange tree in the centre of the clearing had withered noticeably since she’d seen it last. And second, the thing held in its brittle branches was no longer an old computer screen, but a leather-bound book.

She’d known that thing wasn’t really what it appeared to be the moment she touched it. This had just confirmed her suspicions. Different people saw different things when they looked upon the object. To Saskia, who had grown up looking at screens, the old monitor represented the same thing that a native of this world—or indeed, most people throughout Earth’s history—would find in a musty old book: knowledge, guidance, or perhaps just a break from reality.

The book had been written in a strange mishmash of languages; English words around the outer edges, and unfamiliar hieroglyphic symbols in the middle portion—Elvish, perhaps? It had seemed to Saskia as if the two languages were having a war across the pages, and English was winning. She had a horrible feeling this was all her fault, even though all she’d done was poke it lightly with a claw.

That thing was clearly what Ruhildi had called a worldseed, and it was what had made Saskia an oracle. It certainly didn’t look in a healthy state now. Ruhildi hadn’t said what would happen if a worldseed was damaged or destroyed. Nothing good, surely.

When she’d looked through the elf’s eyes the next day, he’d been wading through the swamp with that big friend of his, whom she’d taken to calling Groose, after the character from one of the Legend of Zelda games she’d played a lot as a teen. So running with the Zelda theme, the druid may as well be Link then. From that day on, something had changed between the two elves. Even though she couldn’t see Link’s face, she sometimes felt an anger simmering within him, directed at his companion. She’d watched them sparring, and there was a violence to their movements that had been missing earlier. Groose appeared to take it in his stride, but Link genuinely seemed out for blood.

Today when she touched the staff, she found Link and several other elves stepping through the woods, the undergrowth parting before them just as it had on the day he and his first companion had attacked her.

This magic wasn’t a constant wherever they went. At other times, she’d watched them bashing through the thick undergrowth; having no better time of it than she had. When she’d asked Ruhildi about the discrepancy, the woman had said something about greenways. The greenways were apparently some kind of localised phenomenon; druids couldn’t just magic the undergrowth away everywhere they went, as she’d initially assumed. The magic of the greenways also repelled non-elf sentients—those who weren’t being dragged by elven slavemasters.

At least that was how it was supposed to work. Luckily for Saskia, someone must have crocked up, because she’d been able to cross the greenway on her own. Or rather, with the help of her oracle powers. She’d never have even realised the thing was turning her away if it weren’t for her minimap.

Speaking of which, she’d discovered a few weeks back that her map also worked while she was watching from Link’s eyes, except it was centred on his location instead of hers. The map’s maximum range had expanded to about thirty or forty kilometres—enough to give her plenty of warning if the elves came too close.

Today, they weren’t exactly too close, and they weren’t heading in quite the right direction, but she was getting a little uncomfortable. She recognised the snow-covered slopes at the edge of the map. Somewhere up there was the pass that led to her valley.

Link had two of those monstrous cats at his side, as he usually did when he ventured out of town. She hadn’t seen him riding these ones; though huge compared to just about every species of feline on Earth, they were much smaller than the ones he and his archer companion had ridden when they fought her.

All of a sudden, the cats halted in their tracks, and their noses went low to the ground, picking up a scent. Hers? Saskia felt a prickle of dread, even though there was no reason to suspect any traces of her scent would remain after all this time. She didn’t stink that much.

The elves exchanged silent words for a moment before stepping through the undergrowth after the cats. Silent from her perspective, that is. Apart from that one time with the elven oracle, her link to…uh, Link remained visual only; she still couldn’t hear them speak.

They stalked through the undergrowth, weapons drawn, until they came upon a pair of massive boulders that leaned against each other.

Sitting in a hollow between the boulders was a troll.

Saskia drew in a sharp breath. She’d never seen another one of her kind before. This troll was male, but far from the muscular physique she’d imagined for the other half of her species, he looked…a little underwhelming. Clad in animal furs, he had a pot belly, a mane of moss green hair even more tangled and matted than hers, and a face that not even his mother could call handsome.

She noticed that the claws at the ends of his fingers and toes were much shorter and stubbier than her own. A few weeks back, Saskia had tried trimming her claws down to that size. It hadn’t gone well for her. Unlike human fingernails, her claws had nerves inside them, so she’d felt every slice. And within a couple of days, they’d grown back.

As the elves drew close, the troll leapt to his feet and bared pointed teeth at them. Stretching up to his full height, he was perhaps half a metre shorter than her, but he still towered over the elves.

Link placed his hands on each of the cats, stilling them. He said something to the other elves, who then simply stood to the side, waiting. The druid drew his vicious-looking polearm, and stepped toward the troll.

The brute let out a silent roar and charged, hefting a massive log one-handed like a club. Saskia felt more than a little intimidated, but Link stood his ground.

At the last moment, as the troll brought his club down in a blow that might have squished the elf to paste, Link dodged aside, slashing the back of the creature’s leg as he moved.

Wisps of smoke puffed into the air as the weapon left a dark cut across the troll’s tough hide. The big guy staggered onto his hands and knees, his face contorted in clear agony. Saskia had watched Link cooking food with the edge of that blade of his, but seeing what it could do to living flesh made her queasy. The troll wouldn’t be regenerating his wound any time soon. She shuddered, imagining it slicing into her own flesh.

The troll wasn’t finished yet though. As Link darted in, thrusting the tip of his blade toward the brute’s throat, a great arm lashed out, backhanding him. Saskia’s view tumbled as the elf fell backward, rolling aside just in time to avoid another crushing blow with the log that left a great furrow in the muddy, leaf-strewn soil.

It became a slow battle of attrition; the elf slicing and stabbing the troll’s legs and arms and belly, and narrowly avoiding being crushed several more times.

Saskia found it hard to watch. Despite all the elf had done to her and wanted to do to her, she’d grown strangely attached to him after all these weeks watching through his eyes. It was more like the kind of attachment she had to characters on long-running television shows and games than those she had to close friends and family, but still, the thought of him dying made her shiver in fear. Nor did she want to see the troll die. As far as she knew, the elves had hunted him down for the unforgivable crime of breathing while troll.

But Saskia didn’t have any say in the matter. All she could do was watch as the brutal fight came to its inevitable conclusion. Only after the troll’s movements grew feeble and sluggish did he try to limp away, and by then it was far too late. A deep slash across the backs of his legs cut to the bone, and sent him tumbling down. Another slice across the back of his neck ended his struggles for good. Link began to saw through the creature’s vertebrae, and Saskia released her grip on the staff, sickened.

Looking out of her own eyes once more, she registered the sight of Ruhildi’s face just centimetres away from her own. Saskia jerked her head back in shock. The dwarf did the same, nearly falling off the rock she was standing on.

“What are you…?”

Ruhildi looked abashed. “I didn’t mean to startle you. I were just fascinated, is all. Your eyes shine like lightglobes when you hold the keeper’s staff.”

“What, really?” Ruhildi had never mentioned it before. Maybe this was why the woman had started coming around to the idea that there really was such a thing as a troll oracle.

When Saskia told her companion what she’d witnessed today, Ruhildi said, “That’s the way of it, Sashki. The leaf-ears make a sport of hunting your kind.” After a long pause, she added, “To be true with you, the dwarrows are little different in that regard. Trows are fair tough, but that just makes you targets for any fool wishing to prove himself.”

“Crap,” breathed Saskia. She’d suspected as much.

If Link ran into another elven oracle who could speak to her, she could talk to them from a safe distance; perhaps find a way to convince the druid she wasn’t really his enemy, as she had with Ruhildi. Sadly, there hadn’t been time for that back then, and Dallim hadn’t been the most stable conversationalist.

The only other option would be to try to talk the elves down in person. There was a chance it might work. Of course, to do that, she needed to be fluent in their language.

Dallim had spoken a mix of English and Elvish. He’d understood her English, and she’d understood his Elvish. But as with Dwarvish, understanding Elvish was not the same as speaking it. She needed to hear enough words to build up a complete vocabulary first.

That evening, Saskia asked Ruhildi to speak in ‘the forest tongue,’ as she called it. Her friend was less than enthused about the idea, muttering, “I’d sooner cut out my own tongue than use it to utter the words of those bastards again.” What was up with this woman and self-mutilation? After Saskia explained that she might have need of it in the coming days, for both of their sakes, Ruhildi grudgingly relented.

To her surprise, the dwarf still sounded Scottish to Saskia, even when she was speaking Elvish. There were a few words in common with Dwarvish, but overall they were very different languages.

To her even greater surprise, it quickly became apparent that she didn’t need much help to speak Elvish. Either her magical translator app was getting better, or her earlier conversation with Dallim had kick-started it.

While they were at it, she also got Ruhildi to teach her how to write in Dwarvish, and show her the few fragments of Elvish writing the dwarf had picked up as a slave. Saskia’s translator had no more trouble with written languages than it did with spoken ones. Dwarvish writing used a large alphabet where some of the characters represented an entire syllable. Elvish words were written in what looked a bit like ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs. In both cases, she could effortlessly read the symbols Ruhildi scratched into clay, but writing any of them herself took a bit of practice.

Something intriguing happened over the next few days. Dwarvish symbols began to appear throughout her oracle interface, as she’d come to call it. The act of scratching out these symbols in the clay, it seemed, was all that was needed to convince her interface that words might actually come in handy sometimes.

Why not English? she wondered.

She hadn’t actually written anything more than her name in English since she came to this world, but there had been the English words Link had seen on the worldseed. And so many of the other interface elements had been pulled straight from her mind and memories. Maybe it just needed more external hints to coax it in the right direction?

Saskia began to write a diary of sorts, scratched into the stone of the cave wall. This was a novel experience for her. On Earth, she’d never kept a diary; just sketchbooks. As she wrote, she focussed on her desire for the interface to adapt and incorporate the new language. Sure enough, the Dwarvish symbols slowly shifted into English letters. It took a couple of days, but she was pretty happy with the result.

There were now proper distances and labels marked on her map. About damn time!

Speaking of time, in addition to her clock, she now had access to something resembling a calendar, showing the passage of seasons. There were a lot more seasons than on Earth, because, like the drunken sun, temperatures wobbled all over the place throughout the year, from cold to scorching to medium to hot to freezing to medium to cold again. The extra seasons had names like lowspring, mildwinter and highfall; at least, that’s how they were translated in her interface.

Even better, she could bring up information about objects and creatures she inspected, showing her, for example if a plant was poisonous or an animal diseased. It was all just descriptive information; no statistics or health bars. She suspected her interface would never get too number-crunchy; partly because of her personal dislike of such things, and partly because this wasn’t really a game, and in this world, just as on Earth, something as complex as one’s health—or strength or dexterity or even intelligence—couldn’t be meaningfully distilled down to a single number.

Between language lessons and crafting sessions, Saskia kept up the training bouts with Ruhildi. Her friend’s skill with necromancy—or, as she called it, necrourgy—seemed to be improving day by day. At first she’d had little control over the dead she summoned, but now Saskia often felt like she was facing a disciplined army. And then sometimes they’d come out of left field with some crazy stunt, like the time they started hurling body parts at her.

It wasn’t all smooth sailing for Ruhildi though. Even as she gained control over her magic, she’d still lapse into near-catatonia at times, and the night terrors and sleepwalking incidents continued unabated. One night, Saskia awoke to the sight of her friend slumped by the fire, clutching at a horrific burn on the bottom of her foot. She’d sleepwalked right onto the hot coals.

“Holy crap, Ruhildi, that looks bad.” Leaping out of bed, Saskia hurriedly filled a large bowl with cool water and set it at her friend’s feet. Murmuring her thanks, Ruhildi lowered her foot into the bowl. She stared off into the gloom, shivering. Letting out a breath, Saskia touched her lightly on the shoulder. “It’ll be okay, Ruhildi. I’ll go prepare another batch of my…”

She stopped mid-sentence, swaying as a wave of dizziness rolled over her. The cave receded from her sight, replaced once again with another scene. It was like seeing through the elf’s eyes, but…different. This time she wasn’t holding the druid’s staff, and she couldn’t feel her own body. She felt cold…so cold, and when her eyes drifted down, she saw that she was naked, and covered in cuts and bruises on top of a patchwork of old scars.

This was Ruhildi’s body, she realised, but not as the dwarf was now.

Cold chains bit into her wrists and ankles, binding her to an iron wheel that hung from the wall of a tiny blood-smeared stone room. She squirmed against it.

“Hold still, burrower,” said a robed elf with a reedy voice. He stood before her with a wand in one hand and a bloody knife in the other. There was a primal gleam in his blood-shot eyes. “It’ll go easier for you if you don’t move.”

He pressed the knife into her sternum, and she went suddenly still, feeling a slight sting as its tip drew a thin trail of blood.

Without warning, he thrust the knife deep, and twisted it. Almost, she blacked out from the shock. It was like Saskia’s own punctured artery times ten. A fountain of blood squirted out with every laboured heartbeat. But before she had time to bleed out, the tip of the elf’s wand gave off a pale glow, and the gushing flow suddenly slowed to a trickle.

The elf picked up a slender crystalline shard from a nearby bench top. It looked like the same material that tipped his wand, and the druid’s staff.

He pushed the crystal shard into the hole in her chest.
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                “Wake up, Sashki. Shite, I’m the one who should be swooning, me being a dwarrow and you being a trow. And me with my bollocking foot peeling off.”

Gasping on the floor, Saskia became aware of Ruhildi’s face gazing down at her. “What…? I saw…” Then she remembered what had happened just before she had the…vision. “Are you okay? How long was I out?”

“Just a few breaths,” said Ruhildi. “As for me, I could still use a bit of your juiced-up blood…” She pointed at her foot, still resting in the bowl of water. Some of the skin was sloughing off, revealing yellowy ooze beneath.

“Oh…oh crap. I’ll just…” Saskia suppressed a wave of nausea. “…I’ll go ready my…blood.”

She swallowed, the vision of Ruhildi still raw in her mind. So much blood…

It was a bad night. Not even a dose of Saskia’s regenerative blood could knit all of the charred flesh back together in one go. Ruhildi couldn’t sleep because of the pain, and Saskia couldn’t sleep because of what she’d just seen…and felt. The experience of being bound and helpless and…

Come morning, she decided that now was as good a time as any to do some more pseudo-alchemy experiments. If she could find any way to further accelerate Ruhildi’s physical recovery, it’d be worth the effort. As for her friend’s mental state…well that would have to wait. Saskia didn’t feel ready to have that conversation.

These alchemical experiments were really quite simple. She just needed to vary the types or quantities of ingredients she put in the blood-boosting concoction, whether and how long to boil them, how much water to add, and so forth. Then she’d tear open a gash in her flesh and measure how long it took to close up. Rinse and repeat a bunch of times, and she got a pretty good idea of each brew’s potency.

There was the slight complication that each time she healed a wound, her flesh grew back a little tougher than before. It became harder to cut—but also took a bit longer to regenerate. Her math nerd friends might be able to account for the changes by analysing datasets and subtracting biases or some such statistical hocus pocus, but bog that. Saskia just cut open a slightly different spot each time.

It had occurred to her that if she kept this up for—oh, a thousand years or so—her skin might eventually become as hard as diamond and impervious to swords and spells. Tempting though the prospect was, there would be some pretty big downsides. If she couldn’t draw blood, there’d be no more healing anyone else with it. And if something did manage to damage her in that state, she’d take ages to heal.

Also, she’d be a statue.

Probably shoulda led with that one.

Anyhow, she’d discovered that not all of the plant materials she used in her blood-boosting concoction were created equal—and not all of them were necessary. The crapberries, for example, had pretty weak concentration of the…whatever it was that fired up her blood. She called it petrolleum. Given the other unfortunate effect those little suckers had on her, she’d been quick to toss them out, and hadn’t looked back.

Even more important than the type of tree or plant supplying the ingredients was its location. She’d discovered this just the other day when she’d plucked some wannabe-pinecones from a tree that wasn’t marked on her map. These specimens had proven completely worthless for the purpose of improving her regeneration speed, although they’d made pretty good firewood.

This led her to the theory that the stuff she needed grew in certain places in the ground and was absorbed by certain types of plants that happened to grow nearby. So maybe—just maybe—she could harvest it directly from the ground, in a more concentrated form? Of course, it was just as likely that the plants formed some other compound from this hypothetical substance, and that the substance alone was of no use to her. Still, it was worth investigating.

And she knew exactly where to start looking: the spot with the highest concentrations of ‘alchemy’ ingredients marked on her map. That spot was smack dab in the centre of the valley, a short distance from the river.

Arriving at the designated location, she pushed away piles of twigs and dead leaves, and began to dig.

It wasn’t long before she hit paydirt: a clump of ochre-coloured soil that sparkled brightly in her oracle interface. Or maybe it sparkled for real too. It was hard to tell. Either way, this stuff was lit up like a Christmas tree. With the recent changes to her interface, she was now also seeing text labels over highlighted objects; this stuff was called arlithite. She gathered some of it into a bucket and brought it back to Ruhildi.

Her friend glanced down at the bucket, and said, “That’s a bucket of dirt.”

“Thank you, Captain Obvious,” said Saskia. “Can you see what’s in the dirt? It’s something called arlithite. Maybe you can tell me what that is.”

This earned her a long stare from Ruhildi, who then took hold of the bucket, swirled it around, and sifted the dirt through her fingers. Finally, she said, “I thought you were tweaking my nose, but you speak true, Sashki. There is arlithite in this here soil. Not a lot, mind, but more than I’d expect to find under the open sky.”

“So…what’s arlithite?”

“It’s an altered form of arlium. Very valuable, and quite rare up on the surface.”

“Well there’s plenty more where that came from. I think this stuff may be the key to brewing a better blood-booster…” Saskia explained her theory that the plants and trees had been absorbing trace amounts of arlithite, and it was that substance, not the plant materials themselves, that had been affecting her. “So my thought is…why not cut out the middlemen—er, middleplants? What if I just take this arlithite directly?”

“You…want to eat dirt,” said Ruhildi.

“No! Well…yeah, kinda. I was hoping you could extract the arlithite from the dirt though. With your magic.”

“Aye, mayhap I could do that…” said Ruhildi.

“I’m sensing a ‘but’ here.”

“But…only if you promise to be careful, Sashki. This bucket of dirt will yield less than a thimble of refined arlithite. You can surely imagine how potent it must be, compared to the tiny traces you took afore. I don’t ken what might happen if you take too much…”

“I’ll be careful,” said Saskia. “I’ll try just a tiny pinch of it.”

So that’s what she did. Even after swallowing a miniscule amount of the stuff, the result was quite spectacular. When she made a small incision across the back of her hand, it snapped shut almost instantly, and the scar was completely gone within seconds.

Saskia decanted some of her blood for Ruhildi, then watched in satisfaction as new skin rapidly spread across the burnt patch on her foot.

“Are you okay?” asked Saskia, watching as the dwarf swayed on her seat.

“Aye, it’s just a bout of the tummy shakes. Rarely have I felt so famished.”

Saskia nodded in understanding. She always felt ravenous after regenerating. But in this instance her friend had regrown a lot more flesh than she herself had.

After they’d eaten, they spent the rest of the day gathering and refining more of the miraculous substance. By the time they were done, Saskia had a small pouch of the stuff—enough for her to heal an army. She didn’t even need to add water.

So much for alchemy.

Throughout that day and the following morning, Saskia agonised over whether to talk to her friend about what she’d seen in the vision. The word vision didn’t do it justice, but she couldn’t think of a better one.

At first she’d worried that she might have witnessed a future event—a prophetic vision. If that turned out to be the case, talking about it would only make things worse, just like in every time travel story ever written.

Then she remembered the medical overlay she’d seen on the first day Ruhildi showed up. It had revealed an object deep inside her chest; an object very much like the one in her vision.

So the vision could only have been one thing: a memory. Or a delusion, but she’d set that possibility aside for now.

It was a pretty big invasion of privacy to have seen Ruhildi at her most vulnerable. Not just seen—been. Well, it was kinda the same with the elf she’d been spying on, but…no it wasn’t! He’d tried to kill her! 

If she told Ruhildi what she’d seen, she’d be digging up old wounds. Then again, sometimes old wounds needed to be dug up for them to truly heal. Ruhildi’s symptoms didn’t seem to have gotten much better over these past weeks, except for the fact that she no longer raised zombie goats in her sleep.

Finally, Ruhildi settled the internal debate for her. “Something’s gotten your mane ruffled, Sashki. I amn’t blind. Just out with it. I’ve had enough of your sidelong glances and pacing about.”

Saskia gave a strangled laugh. “Okay Ruhildi, but be careful what you ask for…”

As Saskia described—as delicately as she could—what she’d seen and heard and felt, the woman’s face slowly drained of colour. Ruhildi was silent for almost the entire morning, and Saskia worried that she’d made a terrible mistake.

Finally, while Saskia prepared lunch for them, Ruhildi began to speak.

“What you saw…that were the final time he tormented me. He’d been at it for so long I lost count of the seasons. It didn’t happen all the time; just often enough that I never slept soundly, except following a beating that left me senseless. That last time, I were laid low with a fever for days after. My kin…my fellow slaves took care of me, and whilst I lay thrashing and moaning in a pool of my own puke, they tried to overthrow the forge master.

“It didn’t go well for them.

“You ken, all greenhands have some power to shape living trees, but a rare few can also shape living flesh and bone. Most of those few become tenders; ones who pledge to use spells of flesh only to heal others. But some, such as the forge master, take no such oath. His ilk are called cruorgers. They are to greenhands what necrourgists are to stoneshapers: the darkest facet of the jewel.

“With a twitch of his wand, a cruorger can snap necks and stop hearts; make blood pour forth from eyes; even take control of living bodies and turn them against each other.

“The forge master did all of those things to my kin, and more.

“I awoke in time to witness the last of it. And something else awoke inside of me in that moment. It had been lurking there a long time, growing stronger with each cut. But now it were mine to wield. The first manifestation of an awakened magic is rare powerful. I ken not how I did it. I weren’t even fully aware at the time. All I remember is the rage.

“My kin rose up off the bloody floor…and in death achieved what in life they couldn’t. A cruorger is impotent against those who are already dead, you ken. He can’t stop the heart of one whose heart no longer beats in his chest. Dead blood and bone falls outside the domain of the seed of life. Death is my domain.

“I watched them cut him down. Watched the light fade from his eyes. And then I brought him back, just as I brought back my own kin.

“My kin and me—and the shell of the hated master—fought our way through the guards and any other leaf-ears foolish enough to stand in our way. Those who fell, I raised them to fight beside us. On that day, there seemed no limit to my power.

“To be true with you, I didn’t expect to survive. I didn’t truly want to survive. I just wanted to hurt them.

“Yet when I fled into the night, the alvari didn’t chase me. I ken not why. Mayhap they think I fell with the rest. Aye, that must be it. Elsewise these mountains would have been swarming with our enemies, even in the midst of mildwinter.

“I wandered high into the hills, still half-hoping to die. But death didn’t claim me as I claimed it. And that were when I met you.

“You brought me back, Sashki, my friend. You made me want to live again. And for that—I ken not if I ever thanked you truly, but I’m thanking you now. Thank you.”

Saskia dabbed at the tears spilling silently down her cheeks as she finished chopping vegetables for the soup.

Damn these onions, she thought to herself. Except…this world doesn’t have onions. What kind of a world doesn’t have onions? And what the hell is wrong with me? Why am I thinking about onions after listening to a story like that!?

“You’re…uh…” Saskia coughed. “…you’re welcome, Ruhildi. So the crystal shard thing that…that fucker put in your chest…it’s still in there? Is it dangerous?”

“Och it’s in there,” said Ruhildi. “I ken not if it’s dangerous, but without it, I’d not be casting any real spells.”

“What, really? That would mean he…basically handed you the weapon that killed him.”

Ruhildi snorted. “He were a fool, alright.”

“But…why? It makes no sense. What was he planning?”

“Long afore he did this to me, he larned to channel a portion of my dormant magic for the shaping of metals, and later, bone as well. That were how it began…” Ruhildi shivered, looking down at her feet. “’Twere not enough for him. He wanted more, fool he were.”

“A while back you told me the greenhand—the keeper—can’t use magic without his staff, and that’s why he’s so dead-set on hunting me down. The staff also has one of those crystals in it. So it’s the crystal he needs, not the staff? That’s what you use to cast spells?”

Ruhildi nodded. “You nearly have the right of it. But what you saw weren’t just any old crystal. ’Twere arlium. Yesterday I told you arlithite is a form of arlium. To be true with you, it’s not quite that simple, but it’s easier to think of them that way.

“Spellflingers bind our magic to an instrument shaped around a very specific piece of arlium, which we call our focus. Without our focus, we are near powerless—though he were still able to draw some power from me. That arlium shard the alvar put in me, that were taken from the same wand they confiscated from me when I were taken. I thought it broken, lost, until…” She paused for a long moment, eyes distant. “What he did to me…such a thing has not been attempted since the days of old Ulugmir. The arlium were fused to my body; to my animus. I am become my own focus.”

“Okay, wow, this is a lot to take in. I guess that makes you one-of-a-kind then? That’s kinda fantabulous! As long as it doesn’t kill you.”

“I ken not this word fanta-bu-lous,” said Ruhildi.

“It means great.”

“My focus is…not without its advantages,” admitted Ruhildi. “But I’d give up every speck of power to be safe back in the ’Neath with my… To have Nadi back.”

Her daughter, remembered Saskia. There was a story there too, but she sensed Ruhildi wasn’t yet ready to talk about that one. Still, she felt like they’d made great progress today. Surely it must be a weight off Ruhildi’s mind to talk about this stuff.

Of course Ruhildi wasn’t the only one with secrets. Saskia still hadn’t broached the topic of her own origin as a human. At first, because she didn’t know how her friend would take the news, or whether she’d even believe it. But now she felt like she’d missed the opportunity. It would be all awkward, like, “Oh by the way, I’m from another world, and I’m not actually a troll. Nice weather we’re having, eh?”

Once again, it was Ruhildi who gave her the lead-in she needed. Saskia was bathing in the river one afternoon when she noticed a blue marker approaching on her minimap. Looking up, she saw Ruhildi stepping through the trees on the riverbank.

Spotting Saskia lurking in the water, Ruhildi jumped. “Sashki, I didn’t ken you claimed this spot. I’ll find another pool downstream.”

Normally, Saskia was very self-conscious about her body. She’d been that way even as a human, and becoming this huge misshapen creature hadn’t improved her self-image. But Ruhildi was a friend, and a woman, and kind of a different species, so it didn’t bother Saskia overmuch today. Besides, she’d seen Ruhildi naked, so it was only fair.

“No problem, Ruhildi,” she called out. “But this pool is big enough for the both of us. If you wanna join me in here, I won’t bite.”

Ruhildi bobbed her head in what Saskia had learned was the dwarven equivalent of a shrug, before coming down to the water’s edge. Like the elves, Ruhildi didn’t seem to have any hang-ups about nudity. It was Saskia who was normally the prude. Ruhildi shucked off her furs and washed them in the shallows, before spreading them out to dry in the sun. Copping a sidelong glance, Saskia noted that Ruhildi was looking a lot better these days. Her older scars would never fully heal, but her skin now held a more healthy hue, with no cuts or bruises in sight. Saskia wondered if there might be something they could do to remove that ghastly slave tattoo from her friend’s cheek.

Done washing her clothes, Ruhildi paddled out to where Saskia crouched awkwardly in the water. Scenes like this were an embarrassing reminder of their height difference. Her little friend could swim freely here, while Saskia couldn’t even fully submerge herself. If she stood upright, the water wouldn’t even reach the spot where her bellybutton wasn’t.

It wasn’t long before the icy water got the better of them, and they waded ashore, shivering. It was then that her friend drew in a startled breath, and Saskia saw that Ruhildi’s eyes were locked on a particular part of her trollish anatomy. Feeling a little unnerved, Saskia covered the smooth skin of her navel area with her hands.

“Great dracken’s breath, you’re a demon, Sashki!”

Saskia stared down at her friend, bemused. The word Ruhildi had used was almost exactly the same as the English word; far too similar for it to be a coincidence. “I can’t tell if that’s supposed to be a compliment, or an insult.”

“’Twere neither,” insisted Ruhildi. “You really are a demon. Unless you’ve some other account for how you came to have no bellybutton…”

“Oh that,” said Saskia. “I thought that was just a troll thing. I mean, we regenerate, right? So why not regenerate birthing scars too?”

“That’s not how it works,” said Ruhildi, narrowing her eyes. “And if you were truly a trow, you’d ken it. Trow little’uns don’t heal any faster than the rest of us.”

Saskia let out a sigh. So much for that theory. “In that case, it must be a side effect of… Look, could we like…get dressed first? I’d rather not have this conversation with my lady bits exposed.”

They donned their still-damp furs. As they sprawled on the riverbank, soaking in the afternoon sun, Saskia told her story. She didn’t say much about Earth. Human technology, her job as a game developer, the complexities of city life; these things would be almost incomprehensible to the dwarf. She just kept to the basics: she was an artist, she’d been injured in a fall, and one night after a particularly bad seizure, she’d woken up in a strange new world, with a strange new body. When she described the clearing with the elves and the thing in the tree, Ruhildi immediately caught on.

“The seed of kenning! You’re fortunate the alvari didn’t kill you on the spot for laying eyes on it.”

“Oh they tried,” said Saskia. “I got away. And I laid more than just eyes on the seed thing. I tapped my claw against it, and it kinda…broke…”

“You touched it?” exclaimed Ruhildi, then she started to laugh. “That must’ve riled them up good!” Then she frowned. “You say it broke.”

“Well that’s what it looked like to me at the time. When I saw it through the greenhand’s eyes, it looked different. Not broken, exactly, but changing. And the tree that held it looked rather sick.”

“I don’t ken what that could mean. A worldseed shouldn’t be so fragile as to wilt from the press of a claw, no matter your strength. Mayhap it were responding to your demon touch.”

“But as I just explained, I’m not a demon!” said Saskia. “I’m not really a troll, either. I’m just a human girl from Earth. My original body wasn’t all that different from yours.”

Ruhildi’s eyes bore into hers. “You say you weren’t born of this world, and this isn’t your true form. That, Sashki, makes you a demon.”

“But…I don’t have horns and a tail!” she protested. “My skin isn’t red. I’m not evil. I don’t wanna hurt anyone! I just want to live in peace, maybe see the world, and one day find a way home.”

Ruhildi’s expression softened. “You have some fair odd ideas about demons. Have no fear, Sashki. I’ll not hold your true nature against you.”

“But I’m not a…what, really?”

“What right have I to judge you?” said Ruhildi. “I’m a necrourgist. I already believed you were a trow. Think about it.”

Saskia thought about it. “Isn’t a demon worse than both of those things?”

Ruhildi was silent for a while, before answering, “Not really. The leaf-ears would take issue, but I’m no unctuous alvesse. I meant not to accuse, but to larn what’s true. You are a demon.”

Saskia sighed. “So you keep saying. I guess I don’t even know what it means to be a demon. In my world, demons are bad. Like, really bad. Actually they don’t exist in my world. But if they did, they’d be bad.”

Ruhildi gave her that look again. The one that told her the dwarf thought she’d stumbled into crazy town again. Attempting to salvage the conversation, Saskia asked, “So tell me, Ruhildi, what exactly is a demon?”

“In the stone tongue—and the forest tongue, and other tongues besides—the word demon means ‘not of this world.’”

Saskia waited for her to continue, but no further explanation came. “That’s it?”

“Aye.”

“Oh.” Saskia was struck by the realisation that what Ruhildi really meant by demon was alien. “I guess by that definition, I am a demon. But not that bad kind!”

“I never said you were bad, Sashki.”

Saskia slowly exhaled. It was like a great weight had lifted from her shoulders, now that Ruhildi knew the truth about her. Or as much as she knew herself, anyhow. And though she seemed a bit shocked, her friend didn’t hate her for it.

“Thank you, Ruhildi. For a while there I thought you were itching to have me burnt at the stake.”

“Of course not. I save the burnings for the leaf-ears.” Ruhildi squinted up at Saskia. “Unless you’re secretly one of them…”

Saskia shook her head emphatically. “I’m certified one hundred percent elf-free. Money back guarantee.”

Ruhildi looked at her blankly. “I don’t ken what you just said, but I’ll take that as a no.”

“Speaking of elves,” said Saskia, “I think it’s about time I check up on our pest of a greenhand, just to make sure he and his fellows aren’t headed our way with pitchforks and torches. He’s already murdered at least one troll. I’d rather not be next.”

At first, after taking hold of the staff, she started in panic. She was back in the torture room. Was she stuck inside another of Ruhildi’s memories?

No, that couldn’t be it. There were no sensations; no sound. Just vision and nothing more.

The room wasn’t the same as when last she’d been here. It looked like it had been flooded, with water lapping at the doorway, and muddy bootprints across the floor.

Surrounding her were several elves decked out in heavy plate armour. It looked more utilitarian than the ridiculous stuff worn in some games, but she could see a bit of that classic elven flair in there as well. No-one could accuse the elves of making anything that looked boxy and boring.

Impressive though they were, they weren’t the ones who drew her attention, or that of the druid whose eyes she looked out of. There was another person in the room; a willowy elf in flowing robes, whose mottled skin seemed to have been bleached of almost all of its colour. The elf was completely bald, and he wore an eerie porcelain mask, set in a perpetual frown.

She had this creepy feeling that the elf was looking at her. Not at the druid. At her.

The armoured elves shoved the druid roughly into the iron torture wheel at the back of the room.

The slender elf leaned forward, and for a moment, he seemed to flicker and shift, and she caught a glimpse of pale eyes, staring into hers.

She’d seen those eyes before.
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                Eyes glinting with promise, his alvesse led him by the hand through the misty glade to the sacred pools, her wispy night dress shimmering under the light of Lumium. They knelt beneath the sinuous coils of the great drackenwood tree, gazing into the pulsing heart at its core, and gave thanks to the Arbordeus for the gift of life.

His alvesse turned to him then, a mirthful smile crossing her lips at his quickening. She slowly slid her dress down, revealing the delicious swell of—

Nuille’s eyes went suddenly wide, her countenance twisting into a look of pure horror. A shadow fell over her face.

He spun, reaching for Trowbane, but it was nowhere to be found. A huge clawed hand batted him aside, sending him spinning into the water. Gasping, he rolled over, spitting out the foul slime of a cursed swamp.

The demon held his alvesse by the throat, lifting her into the air with a single muscular arm. Wordlessly, Nuille met his gaze, a look of pleading in her eyes.

He gave a strangled cry.

The great hand squeezed and twisted, and Nuille’s head spun into the air and landed upright in his lap, showering him with crimson. Her unseeing eyes stared into his.

The demon with Thiachrin’s face gave a toothy grin.


A large paw gently batted him across the cheek. Garrain blinked up at the liquid eyes and furry muzzle of a grawmalkin. “Really, Morchi, we both know you’re perfectly well able to catch your own breakfast. You don’t need my help.”

“That’s what you get for spoiling them,” said Onduon, yawning up from his sleepsack. Caelach had taken the late watch and was already up, while Jevren snored softly on the other side of the campfire.

“I don’t—” Garrain bit off the denial, eyeing the slight bulge around Morchi’s midsection. “Alright, perhaps I do spoil them a little. But I work them hard in return.”

“Oh it’s a hard life being a grawmalkin, to be sure,” said Onduon. He smiled at Morchi and Ollagor; the latter of whom was polite enough to nuzzle Garrain only after he’d woken up. “All that feasting and napping must be so tiring.”

Garrain rose from his bed of leaves and stepped after the grawmalkin, who bounded through the undergrowth like unruly kittens. In truth, he rather enjoyed this morning ritual. It helped him shake off the dark dreams that had been haunting him, and it was a chance to strengthen his bond with Morchi and Ollagor.

A rustle of leaves to the west drew his attention, and he whirled to face the disturbance, Trowbane held at the ready. A white lyrebird took to the sky, warbling. Garrain let out a breath. He’d been so on edge of late.

“If you’d been more attentive, you could have made a meal out of that one,” Garrain chided the grawmalkin.

A little while later, he watched as they devoured a long-legged web lurker that had made the fatal mistake of lurking in plain sight.

By the time he arrived back at the camp, Jevren and the mundanes were packed up and ready to go. They were an efficient bunch; even Onduon, newly graduated to ranger scout. Thiachrin’s grandson had accompanied Garrain on several of these forays out into the wilds. He was good company, and still an able sparring partner, although these days Garrain had little trouble beating him one-on-one.

For the past few fivedays, Thiachrin himself had been away on an errand. Garrain had been somewhat relieved to see him gone, truth be told. The blademaster might be their most skilled fighter, but after seeing him casually murder the Fellspur rangers, Garrain no longer trusted him. Yes, they’d been from a rival enclave, and Thiachrin couldn’t have known of Utmar’s pledge to help them, and thanks to a nearby nest of hungry demigrackens, the swampfolk may never realise who slaughtered the rangers. But it was just such a pointless waste. They could have been working together against their common enemy.

Well there was nothing to be done about it now. He’d just have to hope that he and Jevren and Onduon—and yes, Thiachrin—would have the strength to vanquish the demon with whatever support they could muster from Wengarlen and the surrounding settlements. Assuming they ever found the elusive creature.

Soon, the party made their way back to the Scarberry Greenway. One of the larger greenways in Laskwood, the Scarberry stretched all the way from Sorwell to Everclade, and passed near Wengarlen along the way. While not the most direct path home, the ability to travel freely through even the most overgrown thickets more than made up for the windy route.

Greenways such as this were some of Abellion’s greatest gifts to his favoured children; hidden pathways through the great forests of Arbor Mundi that revealed themselves only to alvari. When an alvar stepped on a greenway, the undergrowth would part around him and he’d always have the wind at his back. Any other creature would find thickets and vines, fungal mounds and towering grasses blocking his path. Furthermore, there was a subtle magic that worked against the mind of any creature higher than a common beast, dissuading him from approaching too close. The magic affected even trows, brutish and slow though they may be. But evidently not demons. For it was on this very greenway that his troubles had begun.

Garrain couldn’t suppress a little cringe as he walked past the burnt trees that marked the spot where he’d fought the demon. New growth was already beginning to hide the evidence. That was for the best, as he didn’t want to be reminded of his shame every time he traversed the Scarberry Greenway.

He’d hoped the grawmalkin might be able to pick up the demon’s trail from here, but the seasons had passed, and the scent had long since faded. Garrain was beginning to despair of ever finding her. With the oracles crippled, he had to rely entirely on mundane means of tracking, which seemed not up to the task. The demon could have crossed the length of Ciendil by now.

If he could rally the whole Circle to his cause, he might stand a greater chance, but thus far, the elders weren’t taking seriously his claims that it was a demon they faced. Even Thiachrin had seemed sceptical. And so it had fallen on Garrain to conduct the search with just these few alvari at his back; a seemingly impossible task, given the vast swathes of land they had to cover. Thus far, they’d ranged between the Illerenes and the Arnean Sea, and up into the foothills of the Frostspear Mountains to the northeast. That was just a tiny portion of Laskwood, and Laskwood covered but a sliver of Ciendil…

A pinch of fivedays ago, the grawmalkin had picked up a scent, but it had led them to a different trow; a male, and a rather unimpressive one at that. Were he still in possession of Ruinath, Garrain would likely have burnt the trow to a cinder with a single bolt of scorching sap. As it was, the fight had been closer than he’d hoped, but he’d prevailed. It had been a fortunate encounter, providing him with exactly the kind of practice he needed for the battle to come. Now if only he could find more trows…

He didn’t fancy his chances; trows were all too few and far between. They’d almost been wiped from the face of Ciendil in the Cleansing, and in the ages since, his people had fought hard to keep them from proliferating.

After another long expedition into the wilderness with nothing to show for their efforts, they were heading back to Wengarlen for a much-needed rest and resupply.

Today was a long day in every sense: they had a lot of ground to cover, and the sun took an unusually long time to weave below the bough. Spurred by the knowledge that hot meals and warm baths awaited them, they pushed forward with nary a break—not even to wait out the darkenings. And when the final darkness of the encroaching night fell upon them, they kept going. Treading lightly under the dancing light of Jevren’s fire gnat spell, Garrain fell into a semi-conscious stupor, aware of little beyond the roiling of this mind. It was quite a shock when the Circle walls suddenly loomed before him in the dark, and the wardens standing at the gate called out their welcome.

After a quick stop at the bathing pools, he made his way back to his housetree, where his alvesse no doubt anxiously awaited his return.

To his surprise, Nuille looked tired and sad, rather than overjoyed to see him.

“What is it, my light?” he asked.

She burst into tears. He held her tightly, waiting for the storm to pass.

Pulling in a long breath, she said, “I’ve spoken to my family, and we’ve decided…it’s time we put Tuleon to rest.”

Garrain, swallowed, feeling a rush of sadness at her words. He’d been steeling himself for this moment. Tuleon’s fate had been sealed the moment he stepped into Garrain’s bristling barrier. Yet for all his mental preparations, when the moment came, it hit him like a club to the face.

“If you’re certain of this…” he said, when finally he could speak.

“He’s gone, ardonis,” said Nuille. “His body still draws breath, but there’s nothing left of him inside. I’ve known all along, ever since you brought him back to me. I just…couldn’t accept it. Not completely. Hoping for another miracle or…fucking something. But it’s never going to happen. There’s nothing I can do to help him, and I just can’t keep pretending.”

Garrain was silent for a long time, feeling a numbness creep over him. “I wish…” He sighed. “I suppose you have ways of making his passing painless. Even if nothing remains of him to feel pain.”

“I’m a tender,” said Nuille. “We heal whom we can, but…he’ll not be the first alvar I’ve eased into the Vale of Echoes. There won’t be any pain—not for him.”

The next morning, together with the family, and a few of Tuleon’s closest friends, they carried the body to the grove behind their family housetree. Garrain had many fond memories of this place; playing together in the treetops with Tuleon, and later, a different kind of playing with Nuille. The sun was shining, and the leaves were alight with the colours of highspring. Garrain could think of far worse places to die.

They laid the body in the tall grass, and spoke the prayer of passing. Looking pale and drawn, Nuille pressed her wand against Tuleon’s head, and called upon the spell that would end his life. Garrain heard the magic flowing out of her, and then there was a long silence. No-one spoke, and even the wind went still and quiet. Finally, Nuille said, “It is done.”

Garrain looked down at Tuleon. Nothing seemed to have changed, except that his chest no longer rose and fell.

She was right, thought Garrain. She’s been tending a corpse all this time. How it must have been destroying her…

Garrain and Nuille spent the rest of the day with her family, which had in a very real sense become his family after his mother cast herself into the Vale. It was a large family, encompassing five generations; so unlike his own illustrious ancestors, who had always seemed to meet untimely ends. Nuille’s greatmother had nearly two greatspans to her name, and had been alive when Undain the Eversmile still walked the arbor.

The purpose of their gathering was sombre, but the talk was not. Tuleon would have liked to see them this way: laughing and enjoying each other’s company, not weeping and wailing and pounding fists against walls. It was a far more pleasant affair than the vigil after the deathly revolt, as the incident with the necrourgist had come to be known.

Onduon was waiting outside their housetree when they returned the following morning. “Ah, there you are, keeper!” he called out. “I was about to send a scrike. Grandfather has returned, and he’s brought guests. They have requested your presence.”

Exchanging a look with Nuille, Garrain followed Onduon to the Arbordeum. He found Thiachrin standing with several heavily-armoured alvari bearing the insignia of the Temple of Elcianor. Templars, they were called. In their midst was a pale, masked alvar without a single strand of hair to his head.

“Ah, good of you to finally join us, fledgling,” said Thiachrin. “Hascithe, this is Garrain, the young keeper I was telling you about.”

The masked alvar turned toward him, and as he did so, Garrain felt an immense presence regarding him in the same way that he himself might regard a tiny wood chirruk. There was no joy or anger in the presence; even the latter might be preferable to this crushing indifference. He felt a cold sweat crawling across his flesh. Not even Thiachrin or the elder greenhands could project such an aura of power.

Hascithe spoke in a high, formal tone. “Tell us, keeper, about this trow whom you say is a demon. We want to hear the whole story. Don’t attempt to deceive us or leave anything out. We will know if you do.”

Swallowing, Garrain relayed the tale of his ill-fated clash with the demon, his journey into Fellspur, and subsequent attempts to locate her. As instructed, he included every detail he could recall. He didn’t even leave out the part where Thiachrin had murdered Utmar and the other rangers. The flicker of tension across the blademaster’s face gave him no small amount of satisfaction. Hascithe showed no reaction to the news, although Garrain couldn’t tell what emotions, if any, might be hidden beneath that immaculate white mask.

“Interesting,” said Hascithe when Garrain had finished. “We had sensed the corruption of the seed of knowledge. This all but confirms our suspicions regarding the source of the defilement.”

“Is the trow a demon or not?” asked Thiachrin, sounding impatient.

“Almost certainly,” said Hascithe. “That a demon once again walks the boughs of Arbor Mundi, we have no doubt. We have seen into her mind once before, although the contact was too brief to glean her location, or her corporal form. What we saw was…befuddling. We are not easily befuddled.

“We believe that mind—those malign, confounding thoughts—are the source of the oracles’ incapacity. Mortal minds cannot withstand such a violation. Either they sever the chord that joins them to the seed of knowledge, or they go mad.”

This was all too much for Garrain. “I do not mean to be impolite, but who are you?”

Thiachrin barked out a laugh. “I thought you’d have worked it out already, fledgling. You’re talking to one of Abellion’s Chosen.”

Garrain returned home some time later, his thoughts ajumble. One of the Chosen—here?

Like most alvari of the Circle, he’d been raised on tales of the Chosen. The tales told of immortal protectors of the world tree blessed with nearly limitless power, facing off against foes that could smite mountains. It was said that they spoke the words of Abellion himself, and answered to no mortal authority.

Garrain had thought of those tales more as fable than fact. After the fall of the Arborcaede, the Chosen had passed from the eyes of history, for, so the stories told, they were no longer needed. Never did he imagine he’d meet a living, breathing fable.

On the other hand, there were many scholars who disputed the existence of demons as well. If demons were real, why not the ones destined to stand against them?

This changed everything. With a Chosen leading the fight against the demon, victory would surely follow.

When next he went to the sparring grove, Garrain found the place a frenzy of activity. Rangers and keepers and many others besides were chopping away at straw alvar and each other, firing into targets and channelling spells.

“You wanted a warband to take on the demon?” said Thichrin, grinning at Garrain’s slack-jawed amazement. “Here’s your warband. Or rather, his warband.” He flicked his gaze toward Hascithe, who stood watching the scene behind that inscrutable mask, flanked by three steel-clad templars.

Whispers of Hascithe’s true nature had spread throughout Wengarlen overnight, and these alvar had flocked to the Chosen’s banner. Scouts were readying for deployment across Laskwood and beyond.

It was finally happening.

When Garrain stepped into the arena, the challengers came hard and fast. He’d heard them talk when they thought he was out of earshot; they called him the blademaster’s prodigy. He’d grown confident in his martial ability in recent fivedays, but it still came as a surprise to hear of his burgeoning reputation amongst the mundanes. More surprising was the discovery that he could hold his own against most of the veteran fighters who challenged him today. He did lose a bout or two, but there were none of the humiliating instant knock-outs he’d feared. He half-suspected they were holding back, until Onduon pointed out that they had absolutely no reason to do so.

And then, as though his day couldn’t get any more peculiar, Nuille showed up at the sparring grove, dressed for combat. Garrain didn’t know where she’d gotten those leathers, but he had to admit, she looked mighty fine in them. Apparently he wasn’t the only one who thought so, because there was a noticeable lull in the fighting as dozens of eyes turned in her direction.

As her eyes met with his, Garrain caught sight of something he’d rarely seen in his alvesse before: defiance. She was daring him to send her away in front of all these alvari.

A murmur rippled across the grove as Nuille stepped up to Jevren and uttered the formal challenge. Watching as she faced off against the veteran keeper, Garrain’s eyes grew wide as she nonchalantly channelled a bark sheathe spell in the opening moments of the duel, and then proceeded to weave together a succession of binding roots that would have caught Jevren by the ankles, had he not been so quick to leap aside. She spun out of the way of his paralysing thorns, and followed up with a brutal kick to his groin.

Garrain struggled to suppress a grin as the keeper doubled over, apparently feeling the impact even through his own bark sheathe shell. Nuille took advantage of his moment of weakness, reaching out with some spell Garrain didn’t recognise dancing at her fingertips. Jevren’s hand shot out, snatching her wrist and slamming her down into the ground.

His reaction to her kick had been a ploy. Jevren was cunning, and a lot more physical with his spellwork than most keepers. Garrain had learned a thing or two from him in their recent travels that he’d put to good use, should he regain his magic.

Nuille lowered her wand in surrender, glaring up at her opponent, who tilted his head in respect.

This isn’t her first duel, Garrain realised. It couldn’t be. No-one was this good in their first duel; not against an opponent as skilled as Jevren. While I’ve been out hunting the demon, Nuille has been practising. She’s been dueling the other keepers behind my back. Another thought followed; one that filled him with an icy dread: She wants to join us in battle. She’s trying to prove herself to me; to everyone.

Recalling his dream from the other night, he shivered. The trow demon wasn’t the only thing that could hurt her. After a dream like that, he didn’t want Nuille going anywhere near Thiachrin.

Some would call it an irrational concern. Garrain was no oracle. He didn’t dream true. Still, he wasn’t about to tempt the fates after such a sign. And dreams aside, he’d seen into the battlemaster’s pitiless heart back in the Illerenes, and he knew if Thiachrin ever desired her death, it would happen.

He couldn’t allow her to join them. It was that simple. As her lifemate, it was his right to deny her, but he really wasn’t looking forward to that conversation…

“So?” she asked as they headed to the bathing pools. “How was I?”

“You know quite well you inspired awe in me, my light,” said Garrain.

She cast the light of her smile at him and clutched at his arm, and he felt his heart twist a little inside his chest.

He was walking the garden paths the following day when three steel-clad forms stepped out from behind a wall. In moments, they had him surrounded. A hairless, slender figure emerged from the shadows, white robes billowing around him.

“You will come with us,” said Hascithe.

They marched him across the east bridge, and Garrain’s stomach tightened as he realised where they were taking him. The sight of the forge burrows lay before him; a slowly-healing gash in the arbor.

After Ifilwen’s demise, and with the loss of the dwarrow slaves who had done most of the actual forging, no-one had come forward to replace the forge master. The billowing stone furnaces had fallen into disuse, and creeping vines and fungal blooms were beginning to spread across the soot-stained walls and muddy ramps.

Hascithe and the templars led him down into the lower burrows, now ankle-deep in murky water. And then he found himself in an all-too-familiar room. His eyes crept to the iron wheel hanging on the wall, still caked in the dwarrow’s blood.

“You’ve been here before,” said Hascithe.

It was not a question, so Garrain didn’t answer.

Suddenly, he found himself up against the wheel, feeling jagged iron pressing into his back. The Chosen leaned in, and Garrain caught a whiff of perfume, disconcertingly similar to the sweet scent worn by his alvesse. Hascithe’s whisper brushed his ear, ever so softly. “You let her escape.”

“I’m well aware of my failings as a keeper,” said Garrain, feeling betrayed by his quavering heart. “But now that we know she was a demon, I hope you can understand—”

“The demon is not the one of whom we speak, and you know it. We speak of the dwarrow abomination; the necrourgist.”

Garrain’s blood chilled yet further at the Chosen’s words. He’d thought that he alone had witnessed the dwarrow’s final flight into the woods.

Without waiting for his admission, Hascithe continued in that same barely audible whisper, “Do not think you can hide your guilt from us. Know that you have angered the Arbordeus. Tread carefully in the coming days, keeper. Unutterable torments await those who stray from the path—and those they love.” The masked alvar released him and stepped back. “Now follow, and we shall reveal to you what it is you loosed upon the arbor.”

They led him up a flight of stairs and into a dusty room with a large stone table at its centre. The heavy steel door lay twisted and torn at his feet. Garrain shuddered to think what could do that to solid steel.

A mess of torn pages was strewn across the tabletop; dirty and caked in blood. The scribbled drawings and indecipherable symbols scrawled across the pages looked to Garrain to be nothing more than the ravings of a demented mind. Had Ifilwen really been that far gone?

Hascithe picked up one of the torn pages. “You don’t recognise these symbols, do you? The reason you don’t recognise them is because they belong to a dead tongue: that of old Ulugmir. This tongue is never spoken because it is forbidden. The only ones who yet speak it are of such ill repute that even their own people, the dwarrows of Torpend, have named them traitors. You may have heard of this vile band of demon worshippers. It is known as the Cult of the Arborcaede.”

Garrain had heard of it. The Cult of the Arborcaede featured in many a tale told to scare nestlings. If they had done half of what the stories said they did, the world would be a frozen, lifeless ruin by now.

But what Garrain couldn’t explain was…why would Ifilwen—an alvar—belong to this dwarrow cult?

“We see uncertainty in your eyes,” said Hascithe. “Understandable. You assume the alvar was the master, and the dwarrow, the slave. But what if it were not that simple?”

“That’s patently absurd!” said Garrain, forgetting for a moment to whom he was speaking. “Ifilwen was the forge master. The word master was right there in his title. He owned all of the slaves down here in the forge burrows.”

“In the beginning, perhaps. In the end…”

“I saw him torturing the dwarrow. From the scars I saw on her, I’m certain it wasn’t the first time. It could have been going on for…”

“Years,” said Hascithe. “But think on this. One cannot become a necrourgist without pain. The more pain, the more potent the power. This dwarrow endured such exquisite torment. It is almost…a thing of beauty. The result, more terrible than your darkest dreams. She is something new, and very, very dangerous.

“And you, foolish young keeper…you let her go free, straight into the welcoming embrace of our enemy. You have given the demon her greatest weapon against us.”

Garrain felt the blood drain from his face. “I thought you said you have not yet located the demon. How do you know—”

“We know because she’s right here, looking through your eyes. What she doesn’t know is that we’ve been looking back. We know where she is. And we’re coming for her.”
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                “Well that wasn’t at all unsettling,” said Saskia, releasing the staff as if it were a hissing cobra.

It was a pity her oracle translator thingy couldn’t read lips, because she had this lingering feeling the creepy elf been speaking to her.

And what was up with that horror movie apparition that appeared before her, with those freaky eyes?

That night, she couldn’t shake the apparition from her head. As she lay tossing and turning, it suddenly occurred to her where she’d seen that face before. It was from her dream, all those weeks ago. The one with the…well she still couldn’t remember the details. But she could remember the face.

What did it mean? No crapoodling clue. Sleep. Ugh, she so needed sleep.

She must have finally nodded off at some point, because she awoke with a splitting headache.

“Och, even trow demons can get the cranks afore bleeding, it seems,” muttered Ruhildi after Saskia snapped at her over some triviality.

“Actually, no, that was…huh…about a month ago, actually. But no, I just couldn’t get to sleep, and now I feel like crap.”

“I have a solution for that. It’s called counting—”

“Counting sheep,” said Saskia impatiently. “Yeah humans have that too.”

“I were about to say, ‘counting your kills,’ but I suppose anything will do.”

“Counting your…what?”

It was now well into highspring, and the valley was abloom with colour. The pass was clear, and the odds of having elves crash their party had just shot up into the danger zone. Ruhildi’s magic was under control. It was well past time to get the hell out of here and find the passage to the Underneath. Saskia had decided she’d try her luck with the dwarves, rather than stay on the surface. She didn’t want to lose her only friend on this world. Ruhildi could put in a good word for her, and hopefully keep her fellows from murdering the big ugly troll-demon on sight.

There were several cave systems that seemed worth investigating to see if one of them led to the passage Ruhildi had mentioned. Aside from her one solo dungeon-delving expedition all those weeks ago, she hadn’t yet gone deep inside any of them.

Before they looked at those, there was one tunnel much closer to home that they’d decided would be their first target: the tunnel they could both sense behind the wall at the back of the main cavern of their home cave.

To get to it, they’d have to dig through solid stone. But that wasn’t a problem for Ruhildi. In fact, she’d already made a start when she found a vein of iron ore back there.

From their time spent mining ore, they had a system worked out for this. Ruhildi placed her hand against the wall, casting what Saskia now knew to be the stone to dust spell. The rocks crumbled and flowed like sand, piling up around her. The dwarf had another spell, channel earth, that could have ejected the powdered stone into the cavern beyond, but that would have just made a mess. Instead, Saskia carted it outside in a troll-sized wooden wheelbarrow. This had the added bonus that Saskia didn’t have to stand around feeling useless while Ruhildi did all the work.

The stone to dust spell took a lot out of the dwarf, making her physically and mentally exhausted, and draining her of a less tangible thing she called essence. Unlike Saskia’s oracle abilities, and certain other passive magic such as Ruhildi’s stone sense, spells that affected the physical world were all powered by essence, which flowed from the world tree via their focus. It seemed pretty clear essence was roughly equivalent to mana, the self-replenishing magical resource seen in many games.

Because she kept burning through her supply of essence, Ruhildi had to stop and rest for one hour out of every two. That hardly mattered though, because there was only so much stone dust Saskia could move each hour, and they couldn’t let it fill the cavern where they slept. Still, this was a lot quicker than chipping away at stone with a pickaxe.

In the end, it took them two full days to form a passage through the wall to the tunnel beyond. Afterward, they decided to take a bath and wait until morning before exploring, because it was late, and they were covered from head to foot in grime.

To Saskia’s great relief, nothing slithered out of the depths that night to disturb their rest. But still she slept fitfully. This time, it wasn’t fear that kept her awake, but excitement. She felt like a kid on Christmas Eve, and at first she couldn’t explain why. Then she realised she had this vague sense that something…something was calling to her.

It was the same feeling she’d had the first time she’d spotted this cave. At the time, she’d thought it might be a troll thing. But now she was certain it was more than that.

The next morning, they began the long descent into darkness. Or in Saskia’s case, thanks to her darksight, into shadowless gloom, except for the nearby walls, which were lit by Ruhildi’s torch. Saskia couldn’t tell exactly how deep the cave system went, because it disappeared off the edge of her map, which now had a range of just over three kilometres underground, according to the distance markings that had appeared across it.

About a kilometre down, the tunnel emerged onto a steep ledge overlooking the frothing torrent of a swift underground stream, and a succession of small waterfalls.

Saskia scrambled down over slick steps cut far too small for her enormous feet, feeling the bite of frigid spray against her back, and praying that she wouldn’t slip and plunge into the churning water. If they went in, there’d be no crawling back out again. On the face of it, this was no more hair-raising than some of her more adventurous escapades in the mountains before the accident, but those she did with the help of modern safety equipment. Here, all they had was the rope she’d taken from the elves. They’d roped themselves together, but that just made Saskia more nervous, because if she fell, her weight would all but guarantee the dwarf shared her fate.

The fact that there were steps was a promising sign, according to Ruhildi. Her people were fond of steps. Saskia wasn’t. Especially not ones made for tiny dwarf feet.

After several kilometres following the stream, the path once again veered off into a tunnel; this one considerably narrower than before. The ceiling was so low in places that she had to crawl on her knees and elbows. Ruhildi, on the other hand, didn’t even need to stoop.

“Damn inconsiderate of these dwarves, not digging troll-sized tunnels,” muttered Saskia.

Ruhildi snorted. “Away to the open sky if you choose. I’m not for keeping you on a leash.”

“Hell no!” said Saskia. “I wanna see what’s down here. Besides, I’d never forgive myself if I let you get eaten by a Balrog.”

“Never heard of such a beast,” said Ruhildi.

“Big scary creature that murders dwarves who delve too deep.”

“Och, you mean a deepworm.”

Saskia’s mouth went suddenly dry, remembering the gargantuan worm-like creature she’d seen trapped in ice back in that cave to the north. She wouldn’t want to run into one of those things down here.

So far, she couldn’t see any dangerous creatures on her map. No violet or red or orange markers. Lots of green ones though; bats, mostly.

A few minutes later, Ruhildi stopped, holding her torch up to a flat wall or door that blocked their path.

“Dead end,” she muttered. “I can’t believe they’d just build a tunnel to nowhere. These are not mines following a vein…”

“It’s a door of some kind,” said Saskia, glancing at her map. “There’s a bunch of rooms on the other side.”

“No there isn’t!” said Ruhildi. “I can sense nought beyond this wall but solid rock.”

“Well that’s not what my map says,” insisted Saskia. “How about you try to open it.”

“I ken not what you’re playing at, but alright.” Ruhildi wiped a thick layer of dust from the smooth stone, revealing a palm-shaped indent. Within the socket glinted a layer of what looked like blue glass. Taking a deep breath, Ruhildi placed her hand against the glass.

“Zap!” shouted Saskia.

Ruhildi jumped, retracting her hand. She shot back a withering scowl.

Saskia laughed. “Sorry.”

Muttering to herself, Ruhildi turned her attention back to the wall. Nothing happened when she placed her hand back in the socket. Several minutes passed, and Saskia began to feel…strange.

“I think…I think it wants me to touch it,” she said hesitantly.

Ruhildi looked from Saskia’s enormous clawed hands to the dwarf-sized palm indent, and cocked her head sideways; a dwarven gesture that meant, “What are you smoking?”

“I know it’s ridiculous,” admitted Saskia. “Still, I can’t shake this feeling…”

After a long pause, Ruhildi gave a dwarven shrug and said, “You might as well give it a try. ’Tis fair odd. My stone sense is blind to whatever lies beyond that wall.”

Climbing awkwardly around Ruhildi, Saskia approached the wall with slight trepidation, checking the corners for buttons or levers, or nozzles that might betray the presence of those flamethrower death traps so often seen in games. She hated those.

Finally satisfied that the only object of interest was the palm-shaped indent, she pressed the base of her hand against the glass.

A soft glow emanated from the magical palm scanner. With a low rumble, the wall—the door—began to slide aside.

Beyond the door was a wide, rectangular hall. Running along the smooth stone walls at irregular intervals were patterns of the same blue glassy material that had lit up inside the palm scanner. The patterns reminded her of circuit diagrams, but Saskia couldn’t tell if they were functional or merely decorative.

Fantasinating, but what really drew her attention were the heavily armoured dwarves standing motionless on either side of the doorway, and another two at the far corners of the room. Pitted plates of grey metal covered the stout little figures from head to toe. Their faces were hidden behind featureless grey masks. She couldn’t even see any eye holes. Did they even have eyes? Or bodies, for that matter? For all she knew, they could be just empty suits…

In stiff fingers the dwarves gripped an assortment of thick, chunky blades, hammers and spiked shields. Old and battered those weapons may be, but she didn’t fancy the thought of having them stuck in her shins.

The eerie little guys made no move toward Saskia as she crawled inside the room, heart hammering. Standing silent and still as statues, the dwarves seemed oblivious to her presence.

To her relief, the ceiling was just high enough that she could stand. Her back gave a loud crack as she stretched.

“Hello?” she said to one of the dwarves. He gave no reply. She waved her hand in front of his face. Still nothing. No-one home then?

Ruhildi entered the room behind her, eyeing the guards with an unreadable expression.

At that moment, the stone door slid shut. The armoured figures lurched into motion, turning in unison toward them.

“That can’t be good,” said Saskia. “Get behind me, Ruhildi!”

Hastily, her friend did just that. Saskia raised her hammer, preparing for a fight.

The dwarves moved faster than she’d have expected of tin-can warriors. But they weren’t going for Saskia. Her oracle interface was pointing out their predicted movement patterns as ghostly trails on the floor, and they all converged on Ruhildi’s location.

This seemed more than a little odd. These were dwarves. Shouldn’t they be attacking the troll and leaving the dwarf alone? Or maybe it was a purely tactical decision to take out the squishier target first.

She felt magic on the air as her necromancer companion prepared a spell: something called scatterblast, according to the helpful message printed a scroll of faux parchment hovering above the dwarf’s head, accompanied by an hourglass timer.

Saskia swung her warhammer at the nearest dwarf. He didn’t even try to block. She heard a sickening clunk as her weapon smashed into his faceplate…and kept going. The head went flying into the wall, as the body began to topple over.

At the same moment, Saskia kicked her leg back at the other guy by the door, catching him in the chest with her clawed toes, and sending him tumbling away. Not the most elegant display of claw fu, but it got the job done.

And that was when she saw the first dwarf—the headless one—take a step back, regaining his balance. He turned to face them, hefting his broadsword—no small feat for one without a face. Saskia saw not blood, but a gleam of naked vertebrae within the armour’s neck hole.

“They’re undead!” shouted Saskia. “Ruhildi, can you…?”

“Trying!” said Ruhildi, and Saskia felt something shift in the gathering magic, and the message on the scroll changed from scatterblast to command dead. This one had an even longer timer; at least twenty seconds.

If Saskia didn’t act fast, her friend would be dead before the spell had a chance to go off. The two closest skeletal guardians were by no means out of the fight, and the other two were almost upon them.

Ditching her warhammer—it was too big and slow—Saskia snatched the headless guardian and threw him at the oncoming pair; an action that mirrored what she’d done in a recent training bout with Ruhildi. This guy was a lot heavier than those skeletons she’d practised against, thanks to the suit of armour, so the best she could manage was an awkward two-handed heave. The body only glanced off one of the skeletal dwarves, who kept coming, but the other two tumbled over in a flailing heap.

Ruhildi slowly backed into the empty corner of the hall, her face tense with concentration. A breeze began to stir around them as the spell gathered.

Saskia tore the axe arm off another skeleton and kicked it away, just as it took a swing at Ruhildi. That left—

Oh crap.

Four more skeletal guardians had just stepped out of alcoves that opened up in the stone walls. A classic cheap trick used in games; one she could really do without right now.

One of the reinforcements hurled a javelin at Ruhildi.

Saskia acted on instinct, aided by her interface’s telegraphing of the spear’s trajectory. She stepped into the path of the oncoming weapon, bracing for the inevitable impact.

Then she thought, Bog that! And she snatched the javelin out of the air, spun it about, and threw it back.

She watched as it turned end-over-end, before clattering harmlessly against the wall. Not quite the amazing follow-up she’d intended, but still, she’d just caught a spear out of the air!

Suddenly, a breeze whipped through the chamber, and the steel-clad skeletons went motionless. At that same moment, the scroll above Ruhildi’s head furled up and was gone.

Saskia let out a breath she didn’t realise she’d been holding. The spell had worked. They were safe, for now.

The skeletons formed up in a neat column, facing the far door.

“How long can you control them for?” asked Saskia. “Is it permanent?”

“Alas, no,” said Ruhildi. “Their old command spell is rare powerful. I can’t unbind it. If I lose sight of them, the old magic will take over, and they’ll attack. My spell will hold until that time.”

“Hmm…well I’m sure there’s gonna be more of them,” said Saskia.

Examining the room, Saskia couldn’t help but notice there was barely a speck of dust on the walls and floor. It was uncanny how clean this room was.

She picked up the helmeted head that had fallen to the floor. The mask was fused to the metal of the helm, so it would be no use to anyone who needed to see out of their eyes. Then again, it didn’t seem useful to a skeleton either, since they didn’t need heads to fight. Maybe it was just there so no-one had to look at naked grinning skulls or headless bodies.

The only other objects of interest were the glassy patterns on the wall. “Any idea what these are?” she asked Ruhildi.

“They look like wards. To what purpose, I ken not.” Tentatively, Ruhildi reached out and touched one of the lines of blue glass. “Methinks this is arlium, but it’s taken a form I’ve never beheld afore.”

Magical wards were commonly used as barriers or traps in games and fantasy fiction, but this was the first Saskia had heard of them existing on this world. Although, come to think of it, the elven greenway she’d encountered was sort of similar.

“Could the wards have been blocking your stone sense?” suggested Saskia.

“Mayhap.” Ruhildi frowned. “‘Tis an odd and inscrutable magic. Be prepared for anything, Sashki.”

Saskia wasn’t prepared for what she saw in the corridor beyond the next door. A gaunt figure in a tattered grey frock, head and limbs swathed in bandages, shuffled slowly across the floor, dragging a battered broom. Saskia goggled at the bizarre sight. Of all the things she imagined lurking behind that door, a mummy cleaner was not one of them.

Further down the corridor were several more armoured guardians. She quickly closed the door behind her so they wouldn’t ‘see’ her friend. They made no move toward her as she approached. This pretty much confirmed her theory that they only regarded Ruhildi as the intruder.

In one of the side rooms, she found another mummy waving a scraggly duster across marble shelves and drawers and closets. And further down the corridor, a pair of zombies were hard at work rebuilding a partially-collapsed wall.

At least this explained how the place remained so tidy and well-kept, despite being seemingly abandoned by the living, if the living had ever dwelt here. These undead were essentially worker-bots, acting out the commands of some long-dead master.

The next room she investigated was the most intriguing by far. It was a large oval chamber with a dome-shaped ceiling, held up by a ring of thick stone pillars lined with the now-familiar blue glass. Between the pillars, like the spokes of a wheel, stood rows of bookshelves, stacked high with stone tablets, scrolls of parchment, and bulky leather-bound books, tended by a zombie dwarven librarian in a knotted black dress. Because why the frock knot, thought Saskia with a silent giggle. Around the walls, inset behind panes of blue glass, were rows of what looked at first glance to be fantasy paintings, not unlike some she’d rendered herself back on Earth.

Eyeing the solitary guardian by the door, Saskia went straight to one of the bookshelves and flipped open a tome. Tome was the right word for it, because it was a damn door-stopper. It looked suitably ancient and mysterious; bound in wrinkled leather, with thick, brittle pages. The pages contained nothing but hand-written cursive gibberish, though there were a few letters that somewhat resembled Dwarvish symbols.

Returning to the first room, she handed the book to Ruhildi. “Can you read this?”

The dwarf frowned. “I’m no scholar of tongues, but methinks these may be the old symbols of Ulugmir. Like as not, this text were written afore the Desecration.”

Ruhildi was hiding something. Saskia wondered what it could be. Oh well. If it were important, her friend would tell her in her own good time.

“I have no idea what that means,” admitted Saskia. “But I think you should see the library. The only problem is getting you there safely.” She paused, thinking. Hold on, I wanna try something…”

Back in the corridor, she approached one of the motionless guardians warily. Carefully, she prised the spear out of its hand. When it didn’t attack, she muttered, “Oh to hell with it,” and lifted it off the floor.

It remained rigid, almost like a statue, except considerably lighter. She deposited it in the adjacent room, and returned to fetch all the other guards along the corridor, and the one inside the library. The only hiccup came when the occasional limb or head fell off.

Ruhildi marched her temporary minions out of the first chamber and into one of the side rooms, took a deep breath, and closed the door. Losing line-of-sight was enough to immediately cancel her command dead spell. Saskia stood ready to block the door if they tried to barge their way out. They didn’t.

Returning to the library with Ruhildi, her eyes were suddenly drawn to one of the paintings on the wall. “What the…?”

She hadn’t noticed it the first time she was here, but behind the blue glass was depicted a scene both strange and eerily familiar. Dashing over to the wall, she stared down at the surreal image of ocean depths, within which lurked the blurry silhouette of a great winged creature that seemed to have wandered off track somewhere at the junction between plant and animal. From the wings of the creature trailed innumerable dark leafy tendrils, and at the ends of those tendrils, people. Or rather, person, for the three figures hanging limply in the foreground all looked like near-clones of the same person.

This was a scene from her dreams! The ones she’d been having ever since her accident, until she awoke on this world.

Except the person depicted in this painting was not herself, as it had been in her dreams.

She blinked, and suddenly the image shifted. Gone was the dream scene, and in its place was the portrait of a bearded dwarf. It was the same man she’d just seen a moment ago, but now with a broader body, and a face slightly compressed along the vertical axis.

Saskia knew that face. Even though she’d never met the man in the painting, his smiling visage was etched into her memory.

He was her father.

            

    
        Book 1, Chapter 16: Arborcaede

    
    
    
    
                On a frigid spring morning in Sæbø, Norway, nineteen-year-old Alice Wendle met the large, scruffy-looking young man who introduced himself as Calbert Bitterbee. Alice had taken a gap year before university to go hiking with her boyfriend Hamish in Northern Europe. She and Hamish had just had an enormous fight about toothpaste, of all things, and he’d driven off in their rental vehicle with all of her belongings, leaving her stranded in this little tourist village on the shore of the picturesque Hjørund Fjord.

Enter Calbert Bitterbee. Calbert came to the rescue of the young woman shivering on the roadside, and offered to drive her to Ålesund, where she could take stock and make a decision on whether to call a very early halt to her disaster of a sabbatical. Alice, against her better judgement, accepted his offer.

This could be the beginning of any number of horror stories. Naive young tourist accepts the helping hand of a kindly stranger, who promptly shoves her into the boot of his car and takes her to a cabin in the woods, where the heads of his previous victims adorn the mantelpiece.

But that’s not what happened in this story. This story became, for a time, a sappy romance.

Calbert—or Cal, as Alice took to calling him—was mysterious and intensely alluring, like the male lead in every awful bodice ripper she’d never admit to having read. His blonde hair, grey eyes and towering frame hinted at a Scandinavian heritage, but he didn’t talk like one who had grown up in Norway. He spoke English with an accent that was hard to pin down. And the words that came out of his mouth sounded like poetry to her ears, even though she often had no idea what he was talking about. It didn’t matter. She could have blissfully listened to him recite the pages of a phone book. When he asked if she wanted to go on a detour into the Sunnmøre Alps with him, she said yes without a second thought.

One thing led to another, and by the time they came down from the mountains, Alice had a new boyfriend and travelling companion, and Hamish was a half-remembered belly ache. Alice and Cal set out together on a sacred mission to wear out the springs of squeaky hostel bunks across Norway. Neither of them had much money, but they had little need of it. They were young, and Cal could charm the teeth off a dentist.

They went river rafting on the Valldøla and jet boating on Geiranger Fjord. They delved into the forgotten crevices of marble caves in Rana; not the cave systems usually frequented by tourists, but deeper, darker hollows off the beaten path. On the day of the Sigurdsblot festival, they hiked to the famous stone plateau known as Trolltunga (Norwegian for ‘the troll’s tongue’), where Cal boasted about having once slain a real troll. As she had a habit of doing when he launched into outlandish stories of impossible things, Alice just nodded and smiled.

After Norway, they swept through Sweden, Denmark and Finland, before taking a ferry across the gulf and making their way south through Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland. One year became eighteen months, and Alice might have kept going indefinitely—future be damned—if it weren’t for the little passenger growing in her womb.

It was time to return home and face the music; an apoplectic mother, her university plans in disarray, and the prospect of having to dedicate the next however-many-years of her life to motherhood. As she boarded the plane, so heavily pregnant that they almost wouldn’t let her onboard, Cal promised he’d fly to be with her and their child just as soon as he’d sorted out his visa.

That was the last she saw of him.

Cal’s phone number couldn’t be reached. The letters she sent him went unanswered. The emails—well there were no emails, because this was the late nineties, and Alice hadn’t yet dipped her toes into those newfangled Interwebs everyone was talking about. She didn’t even know his nationality, and only after she was no longer in his presence did it occur to her how strange that was.

Tracking down the old acquaintances they’d met on their travels proved equally fruitless. The people she spoke to on the phone remembered Alice well enough, but when she mentioned Cal, they sounded baffled. In their minds Calbert Bitterbee didn’t exist, and had never existed.

As the years rolled ever onward, Alice’s time with Cal faded into a distant dream, awoken only in brief moments of clarity, when she looked upon the brilliant, inexplicable child they’d made together.


It came back to Saskia in a rush; the story she’d slowly, painfully extracted from her mother over the years, rendered vividly in her mind, and embellished with little details she couldn’t recall ever hearing. Was this an oracle thing, or just her own forgotten memories, dredged up in a time of need? Stories about trolls and caves might have seemed unimportant at the time she heard them, but given her present circumstances, they couldn’t be more relevant. She was pretty sure her mum had never mentioned the brainwashing and forgetfulness though. That sounded suspiciously supernatural.

Saskia had grown up resenting her so-called-father, but at the same time she’d always been a little intrigued by the mystery of him. This man who had captured her mother’s heart and then vanished; who was he really, and what had happened to him? Had he died? Hit his head and suffered from amnesia? Was he a wanted terrorist? Or just a complete donkhole; a conman who had fooled a gullible young woman into believing he cared for her?

Most of the time, in Saskia’s mind, the donkhole theory won. It was the simplest explanation, and therefore the most likely. The world was full of donkholes. Why would her father be any different?

Except now everything had just taken a turn for the weird, and she was beginning to think that maybe things weren’t so simple.

Saskia stared at the portrait of the dwarf who looked like her father, who just moments earlier had appeared inside a painting of her dream. What could it mean?

Although she’d been having variations of that dream for two years before she came here, she’d long suspected it had something to do with her arrival on this world. Had Calbert Bitterbee experienced the same dreams? Were they dreams, or…?

“Did you see that?” she asked Ruhildi, who had come up behind her.

“I don’t ken what you mean,” said Ruhildi, her eyes flicking back and forth between Saskia and the painting.

“The painting, it just changed. Did you see?”

“No…” Ruhildi’s voice was tinged with uncertainty. “Mayhap you just witnessed another of your oracle visions.”

“Maybe,” agreed Saskia.

There was an inscription at the base of the painting that she couldn’t read yet. Just as well she was in a library then, with more than enough reading material to feed her translator.

She hurriedly leafed through one of the books. Come on translator, she urged. Do your thing! Just a few pages in, something changed inside her, and like magic she suddenly understood the symbols on the page, and how they formed words and sentences. Actually, she was pretty sure it was magic.

Returning to the painting, she read the inscription aloud to her friend. “It says: ‘Archurgist Calburn, Master of the Dead Sanctum.’”

Ruhildi’s face held an unreadable expression. “Far as I ken, there were only one Archurgist Calburn, and he were the Calburn: the Arborcaede, the demon king of legend. I ken folk back in Torpend who’d offer their firstborns up to the alvari for the chance to lay eyes on this painting.”

Saskia didn’t know what to make of that. But given that Ruhildi called her a demon, it made sense that other dwarves would consider her father one too. “On Earth, he called himself Calbert. Calbert Bitterbee. Probably lied about that though.”

Her friend’s eyes grew wide. “You kenned him; you kenned the Arborcaede.”

“The what?” Saskia shook her head. “No, not exactly. I never actually met the man in the painting. Well, except in the sense that I came from him, and he was there while I was chilling inside my mum.” Her face grew hot. “Crap, that came out wrong. I mean—ugh, forget I said anything.”

“You…you were his…” said Ruhildi, seeming to put two-and-two together.

“Daughter,” admitted Saskia. “He…abandoned me and my mum before I was born.”

Maybe I should give him the benefit of the doubt on that front, she thought. She hadn’t exactly chosen to come to this world. Perhaps it was the same for her dad. Except when he’d spawned on this world, it had been as a dwarf, not a troll. Now that she thought about it, this seemed the most likely explanation. He wasn’t a bad father, just a victim of circumstance, like her.

Great, now she felt bad for him.

“I guess you’d better tell me more about this demon of legend,” said Saskia. “Something tells me it’s not gonna be a happy story of rainbows and cuddles.”

“Alright,” said Ruhildi. “I’ll share what I ken, but what I ken is more hearsay than history. And the things that were said about Calburn the Arborcaede, they can’t all be true. Among the leaf-ears, there were none more feared and hated than he. For my people, Calburn’s legacy is more complicated. Back in the ’Neath, there are those who curse him, aye. But speak to the common folk, and you’ll find as many who invoke his name with reverence.”

“What about you? Which camp are you in?”

Ruhildi looked at her blankly. “We haven’t made camp, Sashki.”

“I mean, what do you believe? Which side are you on? Revere or curse?”

“Och, I’ll say only that I have no patience for Abellion loyalists, but I don’t presume to ken the whole truth.”

“Okay…I don’t quite follow, but…moving on. What did he do that was so controversial?”

“The core of it is: Calburn sought to overthrow the Arbordeus.”

“The Arbordeus, Abellion…he’s like…some sorta god, right?”

Ruhildi stared at her for a long moment before answering. “Not just a god. The old gods are dead, and only Abellion remains. The very notion of rising up against him were…”

“Idiotic?”

“Overly ambitious,” said Ruhildi. “’Twere not without provocation though. Abellion were steadfast in his disdain for our kind, and his love of the leaf-ears. Despite this, the Ulugmiri Empire—our forefathers—had forged a peace treaty with the alvari of Ciendil. But Abellion coaxed the leaf-ears into breaking the treaty with a cowardly sneak attack against Climber’s Gate, the dwarrow fortress on Ciendil.

“When Archurgist Calburn entered the fray with his legion of the dead, neither side kenned what to make of him. What happened next were not soon forgot. His minions sent the alvari clans squirting back to Elcianor so fast their knees got blisters.”

Saskia blinked. “He was a necrourgist?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “Mayhap the first of our kind.

“Calburn went on to win victory after victory against the leaf-ears. With each great enclave that fell to his legions, he claimed another precious worldseed for the Empire. And so his legend grew.

“’Twere not long afore his influence rivalled that of King Dunmod of Ulugmir, and a feud boiled between them that I shan’t get into. The result of that were that the king lost his head, and the Arborcaede won an Empire.

“His dominion over dwarrow and alvari all but assured, the demon king turned his gaze to the throne of the Arbordeus. Enraged, Abellion set forest and meadow and sea and stone against him. Roads were swallowed and cities smothered, their people buried, only to rise again and serve in Calburn’s dead legions. A battle ensued, the likes of which we can only imagine, for none yet live who witnessed it, save Abellion himself. It brought about what came to be known as the Desecration of Ulugmir.”

“Ulugmir is, what, a branch of the world tree, like Ciendil?”

Ruhildi looked down at the floor. “Aye. She were our homeland; the birthplace of the dwarrows. Ulugmir goes by a different name now: the Deadlands. All that remains is her corpse; a withered, frozen husk, home to nought but shivering echoes.”

Saskia shivered. “So Calburn…died, I take it.”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “Along with everyone else on Ulugmir. As you said, ’twere not a happy tale.”

Saskia frowned, unsure what she should be feeling. Should she be grieving for a man she’d never met? Shocked that her father might have triggered an apocalypse? Mostly, she just felt…numb.

“That sounds…awful,” she said slowly. “I mean, the story makes both Abellion and my da…Calburn out to be power-hungry megalomaniacs who between them managed to destroy a big chunk of the world. Are you really okay that I came from…that?” She pointed at the dwarf in the painting.

“’Twere a long time ago,” said Ruhildi, giving a dwarven shrug. “Whatever your pap’s sins may be, they’re not yours to bear. I ken you’re a kind one. Too kind, methinks sometimes.”

“I just…can’t get my head around this,” said Saskia. She was struggling to reconcile the story of her father’s role in this apocalyptic story with the photos she’d seen of a carefree guy hugging her mother. It just didn’t add up. “How long ago did this happen?”

“I don’t rightly ken. A fistful of greatspan, at least.”

Over five hundred years, translated Saskia. A span was nine local years, just shy of an Earth decade, while a greatspan was a little over a century. She shook her head. “Do you really think this guy who died five hundred years before I was born could be my father?”

Ruhildi looked perplexed. “That can’t be. What age are you, Sashki?”

“Twenty three,” said Saskia.

“Twenty three…span,” said Ruhildi uncertainly.

Saskia glared at her. “Seriously? I mean years! Twenty three years!”

“Two span and—great drackens, I had no inkling you were so young! You don’t look a day under eight span.”

“Gee, thanks,” said Saskia. “Where I come from, eighty is considered elderly. Humans rarely live to be a hundred.”

“So young,” repeated Ruhildi, looking at her with sad eyes.

“Yeah well…it is what it is. Why? How old are you?”

“I…lost count,” said Ruhildi. “’Twere hard to measure the passage of time as a slave. I must be well into my seventh span by now.”

Seventy Earth years. Her friend didn’t look more than forty, despite her incredibly harsh life. Dwarves apparently aged much slower than humans.

“As for how it were possible for you to be the daughter of Calburn, I ken not,” admitted Ruhildi. “Mayhap the demon king were not slain, but banished back to your world.”

“That still doesn’t explain the age thing, but yeah, maybe…”

Saskia remembered the story he’d told her mum about slaying a troll. Maybe he had returned to Earth from Arbor Mundi before he met her mother.

The only other possibilities she could think of involved timey-wimey stuff, which, to be fair, she shouldn’t be too quick to rule out. This could be a Narnia-like situation, where time moved at different speeds on the two worlds.

“Anyhow, there’s no use standing around guessing,” said Saskia. “Maybe some of these books could tell us more. If my father was a necrourgist, there’s a chance he might have been here.”

“Aye, that may be so, but we don’t have time to go through them all,” pointed out Ruhildi. “Mayhap you could call upon your mystic sight to hasten the search…”

Saskia raised her eyebrows. She hadn’t thought of that. Maybe she could?

Alright, oracle interface, she thought to herself as her gaze swept the room. Be a dear and highlight any plot-relevant items for me, please.

And just like that, several of the books on a nearby shelf began to glow.

Okay that’s just creepy, she thought.

Taking a deep breath, she went to see just what her interface considered plot-relevant. Skimming through the pages of the first volume, she discovered that certain passages were highlighted in her interface, saving her the trouble of having to read the whole thing to get to the important bits.

Each of the highlighted books were in fact volumes of a single journal penned by one of Calburn’s apprentices, a dwarf necromancer named Poggendoobler.

Ruhildi raised her eyebrows at Saskia’s snicker. “Something amusing, Sashki?” Hearing Saskia read out the name, she frowned. “I’ll have you ken, Poggendoobler is quite the respectable name amongst my people.”

“What, really?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “He were named after the dwarrow demigod, Poggendoobling, son of Thugthipthangot and Bobbliboogdang.”

“Okay, now I know you’re just making this up.”

In the dry, fantiferous tone of an illiterate history professor on acid, Poggendoob—Pog wrote of the Archurgist’s preparations to capture Wengarlen and the seed of life. Ruhildi became very interested when Saskia translated this passage for her. Turned out Wengarlen was the name of the town where she’d been kept as a slave for years.

Pog’s journal offered up some intriguing information about this oddly civilised dungeon, called the Dead Sanctum. Once upon a time, these chambers had been perfectly ordinary dwarven catacombs; the kind whose occupants didn’t normally bother to rise from their coffins to sweep the floor. The ready supply of corpses within the catacombs had proven irresistible to a necromancer like Calburn. He’d set up shop here during their early campaign against the elves, long before his fateful clash with Abellion. It was his forward base, a home away from home, and a laboratory of sorts.

After they conquered the elves—which took less than a year, according to the journal—Pog remained behind as caretaker of the Dead Sanctum, while Calburn went to Ulugmir, and fate unknown (at least to Pog).

In Pog’s last entry, he wrote of leaving the Sanctum to ‘quash a troublesome rebellion.’ She imagined he must have met a sticky end at the hands of the elves, leaving the undead servants to endlessly carry out their last set of programmed directives.

By the time she left the library and stepped out into the corridor, it was already early evening outside. The journey topside would take at least several hours, but there didn’t seem much reason to head back tonight. This place was actually more a comfortable home than her cave, ignoring the creepy undead maids, and the guards who wanted to murder her friend. There were bedrooms, for dog’s sake. They’d brought everything they needed with them, knowing it could be a long journey to the Underneath, and possibly a one-way trip, if indeed there was a passage all the way down from here.

She found a large kitchen just down the corridor, with an actual wood stove. A mummy cook in a tattered vest stood mouldering in the corner. He probably hadn’t had anyone to serve in centuries. Unfortunately there was no fuel for the stove, so they had to settle for a cold meal.

As a precaution, they shared a bedroom that night, with Ruhildi taking the bed (it was far too small for a troll), while Saskia sprawled on the floor next to the door, in case an undead someone decided to pay them a visit in the night.

Before she closed her eyes, Saskia touched the druid’s staff, just to make sure he was still safely far away from here. She found him…entertaining that gorgeous lady friend of his, so she hastily exited the vision, stage outta here.

Fantabulous, she thought to herself, her cheeks flaming. Now I won’t be able to get to sleep for hours.

She did eventually nod off, only to be awoken several times in the night by shuffling sounds outside.

The next day, she took a winding staircase down to the second level of the dungeon. This place was vast according to her minimap, with chambers spread over an area several kilometres wide, and with a couple of tunnels that disappeared off the edge of her map. But only a small portion of the tunnels and rooms looked to have been converted into what Pog had called the Dead Sanctum. The rest were the original catacombs, crawling with who knew what evil—

Well actually, they were weren’t crawling with much at all. There were just a few green markers showing on her map; probably bats. The rest of the catacombs’ occupants were still in their tombs, doing what corpses were supposed to do: mouldering quietly.

This level looked to have been devoted to the actual raising and outfitting of Calburn’s undead minions. There was a large storage chamber filled to the brim with statuesque skeletal guardians. On the far side was a smithy manned by a naked skeleton with blackened bones. Spilling out from the armoury next door was a hoard of pitted steel weapons and armour. If he hadn’t run out of ore and fuel for the forge, the undead smith would’ve dutifully kept going until the entire level was stacked floor to ceiling with this stuff.

She wanted Ruhildi to take a look at these items, but those guardians in the adjacent room would be a problem. It’d take forever to shift them all. Maybe there was another way…

Returning to the room where Ruhildi waited, she said, “I have a plan for getting you past the guards, and you’re gonna love it…”

A few minutes later, Ruhildi’s muffled voice emerged from the pigskin bag slung over Saskia’s back: “I don’t like it.”

“What’s not to like?” she asked the wriggling dwarf. “It’s a very comfy bag.”

“It smells of trow.”

“Exactly. What’s not to like?”

Ruhildi coughed, but didn’t answer. Perhaps because she didn’t want to be dropped on the floor.

Saskia sidled between the statuesque guardians, whistling softly. “Nothing to see here, fellas. Just a bag o’ dwarf, fresh for the ovens!”

The bag thumped her in the ear.

Arriving safely in the armoury, she let Ruhildi out to inspect some of the armour pieces. Her friend must have liked what she saw, because she set aside a plate hauberk and greaves for Saskia to collect later. She couldn’t very well curl up in the bag with them, but once they were out of this place, the extra protection would be a dogsend. Although…

“Won’t those hamper your spellcasting?” asked Saskia.

“Not really,” said Ruhildi. “I don’t need to move about to channel a spell, only concentrate for a time. I concentrate better without a sword in my gut.”

It was a pity none of this stuff had been forged in troll-suitable sizes. Maybe if they had time, Ruhildi could cobble together something for her out of all this metal.

By mid-morning she’d explored a good portion of the second level of the Dead Sanctum, but hadn’t ventured far into the wider catacombs or the tunnels beyond.

Near the centre of the converted section was what could best be described as a control chamber. The walls and floor of this room were covered in patterns of the blue crystalline material Ruhildi had told her was an unknown form of arlium; but here they were far more densely packed than she’d seen anywhere else. Combined, they lit up the room like neon lights.

In one corner jutted a slab of stone, dark and smooth and straight-edged, like the monolith from the movie 2001. The blue markings on the walls and floor all seemed to converge on this thing, although its surface was notably free of them.

“A keystone, methinks,” said Ruhildi when Saskia brought her to see it. “It most likely binds the wards and undead minions.”

“Is it safe to touch?” asked Saskia, approaching the monolith warily.

“For you, mayhap,” said Ruhildi.

The keystone remained dark and inscrutable as her eyes swept over it. She wasn’t going to learn anything just by standing here gawking. Steeling herself, she reached out and touched it.

Nothing happened at first.

Saskia shifted awkwardly. “Hello? Is this thing on?”

She ran her fingers across the surface of the stone slab, and found to her surprise that it wasn’t perfectly flat. Her hand met a small palm-shaped indent on what her eyes told her was a smooth, unbroken surface. Feeling with her other hand, she found an identical indent on the other side.

As her fingers made contact with the second indent, a pale light appeared on her interface, before slowly unfurling into a scroll of parchment. On the phantom scroll was written a single line of Ulugmiran text:

Say your command, mouthlet.

Huh? Saskia blinked at the prompt. She didn’t know how to speak Ulugmiran aloud, so she had to resort to the modern Dwarvish dialect. “You can start by telling me what you mean by ‘mouthlet?’”

Nothing happened, so she said, “What are my available options?”

Still no response. After a few more tries, she gave an exasperated sigh and glanced back at Ruhildi. “Any idea what I’m supposed to do? It’s asking for a command.”

“I’m surprised you can hear anything it says,” said Ruhildi. “Wards and keystones are the stuff of advanced stoneshaping. I can’t make them—not yet. If you’re truly speaking to this keystone, you’re doing it by means beyond my ken.”

“I think it’s sort of hooked into my oracle interface. But kinda badly.” Saskia paused, thinking for a moment, before she said, “Actually, an idea just occurred to me…”

She couldn’t speak Ulugmiran but she should be able write it, having read many pages of the language. What she needed was a keyboard.

Oracle interface, you know what I want, right? she thought. Can you do something about it?

A spectral quill began to form before her eyes. Okay, so it wasn’t a keyboard, but it was the next best thing.

Moving the quill with her mind was surprisingly easy. With it, she wrote on the scroll below the monolith’s message:

Tell the remaining skeletal guardians to stop attacking my dwarrow friend, Ruhildi.

The scroll…uh, scrolled up to reveal the words:

Unable to comply. The dwarrow does not have permission to enter the Dead Sanctum.

Saskia: Then give her permission.

Keystone: Unable to comply. Only a mouthlet of the master can grant guest privileges to indigenous allies.

Saskia: What does that even mean? Didn’t you just call me a mouthlet?

Keystone: You are a mouthlet of unknown affiliation. Your nature affords you guest privileges by default, but only a mouthlet of the master can add new guests.

Saskia puzzled over the latest message. The master was probably her father, Calburn. As for mouthlets, they might be his apprentices, like Pog. Except that would mean it thought she was someone else’s apprentice. And it mentioned her nature…as what? A demon?

Regardless, it seemed like now would be a good time to play the family card.

Saskia: The master is dead. I’m his daughter, his successor. Therefore his privileges pass to me.

Keystone: Analysing. Please wait…

A bright circle appeared in the floor beneath Saskia’s feet, suffusing her with golden light. The air around her seemed to vibrate, and she felt a tingling sensation throughout her body, like a continual static shock; not exactly painful, but disconcerting. She had to fight the urge to step out of the beam.

Then the beam winked out.

Keystone: Analysis complete. Remote sites contacted. Master’s banishment confirmed. Anima equivalency exceeds minimum thresholds required for handover. Welcome to the Dead Sanctum, mouthlet of the new master.

Well that was easy, thought Saskia. Yay for nepotism? But it hadn’t escaped her notice that the keystone considered her a mouthlet, not the master herself.

A wavering shape began to form next to the keystone interface: an outline of what she could only assume was the world tree, Arbor Mundi. On some of the branches were black markers resembling the keystone. One of them had a bright halo around it. Were these the remote sites the keystone mentioned? It seemed highly likely. The highlighted one was probably her current location, the Dead Sanctum.

With a mental flex, she zoomed in on the branch containing that marker, and saw that it was indeed labelled The Dead Sanctum. There was only one other keystone on Ciendil, out in the middle of the sea. It was called The Vortex Roost.

Saskia: Is The Vortex Roost still active?

Keystone: Site dormant. Security has been compromised. Advise extreme caution.

That sounded ominous, but it still might be worth paying a visit if she got the chance. If this were an actual game, exploring all the other sites left behind by her father would probably be a high-level quest with valuable rewards.

But for now, she needed to focus on the matter at hand. After a few more questions to hash out the details, she released the monolith and turned to Ruhildi. “I’ve persuaded the keystone to give you guest privileges. The guardians will no longer attack. You just need to touch the keystone.”

Her friend flashed her a rare smile, and placed her hands against the dark stone. She stood there in silence for a long time, eyes closed in concentration. “Astounding,” she breathed. “My stone sense—I can feel…everything in these halls. Every stone, every pebble inside the Dead Sanctum.”

“What about the undead?”

Ruhildi went still for a long moment before answering. “Aye, them too. All of them now fall under my sway.”

“That’s…really overpowered. Not that I’m complaining or—”

Saskia stopped speaking mid-sentence, swaying. She felt as if an immense weight were bearing down on her, squeezing the air from her lungs.

Time seemed to stretch like a rubber band. She could see Ruhildi’s expression gradually morphing into a frown of puzzlement, as—ever so slowly—the world began to tilt.

In the endless space between one second and the next, she saw it. And it saw her. Something vast and cold and incalculably ancient, regarding her with pale eyes.

Cold stone rushed up to meet her.
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                Wiping a speck of grit from her eye, she blinked up at the muscular figure methodically working his way up the cliff face above her. Again, she found herself captivated by the mess of curly chestnut hair flapping out from beneath his orange helmet. She wanted to reach out and stroke that mane of his. Would he purr for her?

“Slack!”

Ivan’s shout jolted her back to the here and now. He wasn’t calling her a slacker, but rather, asking her to reduce tension on the rope. She complied, berating herself for the brief lapse in attention. This was her friend’s first time leading a multi-pitch climb. So far, he’d taken to it with aplomb, but falls could happen in an instant, with no warning. It wouldn’t do for her to be daydreaming about his mullet if that happened.

She let out a little breath as Ivan clipped himself in at the third belay station. Whooping, he grinned down at her, and settled in to belay from the top.

Now it was her turn to do some climbing. This third pitch was the trickiest, but she’d led this route before. Being second took a lot of the risk and challenge out of it. Still, peering over the side of the ledge, she felt a thrill at the sight of the sheer drop onto jagged rocks, eighty metres below. Nothing like a little primordial fear to get the blood pumping.

Once she was back out on the rock face, her nerves settled, and her thoughts turned to the technical. Curling her fingers and toes into cracks in the rock, she slithered up the trickiest section, unclipping and stowing quickdraws as she went. From there, it was an easy traverse over a sixty-degree slab to the cleft, or chimney, that would take her most of the way to the ledge where Ivan stood.

Halfway across the slab, there was a sudden sharp tug on her back, and she almost lost her footing.

That was odd. Her ropes were attached to the front of her harness; definitely not her back. A quick check confirmed they weren’t snagged on anything. Must have been her imagination.

“You okay down there?” called out Ivan, now just twenty metres above her.

“I thought I felt a…never mind.” Shaking her head to clear the odd feeling, she resumed her traversal.

There it was again; the tugging sensation, stronger than before. Strangely, she couldn’t tell which direction she was being pulled. The feeling intensified, and a wave of dizziness swept over her, accompanied by a tremor that quickly enveloped her whole body.

Next thing she knew, she was tumbling backward, spinning on the end of a rope pulled suddenly taut. With a sickening thud, the back of her head smashed against something cold and hard and rough.

There was a shout from above.

And then she was in another place. Her clothes were gone. It was warm and dark and wet, and there was this…thing attached to her back. Not exactly a rope, but more like a thin tentacle or vine, with wispy leaves sprouting along its length. At the other end of the fleshy appendage was a small aquatic creature about the size of her head, trailing tiny filaments as it swam lazily around her, like a jellyfish hooked on a line.

The organism wasn’t a jellyfish, though its glistening, translucent flesh and undulating form reminded her of one. There were wings like a manta ray, a stubby tail, and all sorts of limbs and appendages whose function she could scarcely imagine.

This place…this creature, in all their strangeness, seemed somehow familiar to her. She wasn’t frightened. The little winged critter felt in some indefinable way…part of her. And she was…home.

An instant later, she was back in the world she’d just left behind. But not in the same state she’d left it. Now she was far out from the cliff face, feeling a shock of cold air against too much exposed flesh. Where was her harness? The ropes? Her clothes…?

Rising up to greet her was a pine tree sprinkled in unmelted snow.

“Oh, hello tree,” she said, as reason fled her fevered mind. “I hope you’re soft.”

It wasn’t.

She lay in slushy snow beneath the tree, twisted and torn, trying to work out which of the lumpy things she felt beneath her battered body were broken branches, and which were her own broken bones. A grey haze settled over her, taking some of the pain away. She stopped shivering.

Twigs and snow crunched beneath heavy approaching footsteps. An inarticulate, rasping moan escaped her lips. The footsteps continued, slow and methodical. Someone was very close. Had they not seen her? Why weren’t they rushing to her side? Again she tried to alert them, but this time the only sound she made was a gasping wheeze.

Then he stepped into view, and what remained of her blood froze in her veins. She gazed up at a gleam of grey eyes so pale that they almost seemed to have no irises. His androgynous face was white and cold as snow, and as rigid as a mask, set in a perpetual frown. Beyond the face, she only got the vaguest sense of shape and colour, for the creature’s body was swathed in billowing white mist.

He moved closer, and she felt her heart crystallise in her chest. She could see her imminent death reflected in those pale eyes.

“This isn’t what really happened,” whispered a voice on the wind. “He was never here. Another climbing party came to your rescue and called in a chopper. Remember!”

The words jolted her, bringing her thoughts swirling to the surface. She didn’t remember the rescue itself, but she remembered its aftermath: waking up in hospital, and the long recovery…

Now she was lying on a stretcher aboard a helicopter, though she couldn’t recall how she got there. Dazedly, she gazed up at the grizzled paramedic sitting beside her. Or at least he dressed like a paramedic. But that face…

This couldn’t be right.

“Ah, this is an improvement,” said Calbert Bitterbee, glancing about the interior of the rescue helicopter. His voice was clearly audible over the engine noise, which was strangely muted, as if she were hearing it from deep underwater.

“Dad…?” she croaked, amazed that words could still fly from her mangled throat.

He looked at her with eyes like liquid shadows. “Yes…and no. I’m not really here, you see. Neither are you, of course, but you’re more here than I am. I’m just an echo; a ghost, if you will.”

His was the voice she’d heard on the wind. Again his words tugged at her. Not really here…

She was inside her memories; ones she’d thought lost, but somehow brought back in the form of this…lucid dream.

And with that realisation, the pain was gone. Undoing the straps holding her in place, Saskia sat up on the stretcher, her bones unbroken, her flesh whole again. 

“So it’s true then?” she asked the ghost of her father. “You…died?”

“Yes…and no,” he repeated. “Death means something different for the flatlanders than it does for ones such as you or I.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m surprised you don’t already know. You’re my daughter. Did you forget the lessons I taught you?”

“What lessons?” she snapped. “I never met you in real life. You bogged off before I was even born!”

“Huh,” he said. “You’re right. I wonder why I did that.”

“You mean you don’t remember?”

He shook his head. “My memories only extend up until the destruction of his local mouthlet. Your real father has no doubt evolved over the centuries since then. I just assumed he’d have taught you because that’s what I would do.”

“Well you didn’t. He didn’t. So please, enlighten me.”

“Sadly, there’s no time for that right now,” he said, looking out the window at the dwindling alps. “He’s not going to give up this easily.”

A sliver of dread wormed its way down into her stomach. Wordlessly, she rushed to the window to see what he was looking at.

Atop a distant peak walked a colossal figure, shrouded in storm clouds, but instantly recognisable. The same creature that had come for her on the mountainside, but blown up to titanic proportions.

“What the hell is that?” asked Saskia in a tremulous voice.

“That,” he said, “is Abellion.”

“The god?”

Calbert gave a derisive grunt. “Gods are overrated. But this one is dangerous. You need to leave. Find your own place of power.”

“Huh?”

The man who looked like her father sighed. “As you’ve no doubt surmised, this is a dream, of sorts. Ultimately, you have control, even if Abellion seeks to warp the dream to his advantage. He brought you to this time and place where you were weak and vulnerable. Don’t let him keep you here.”

Saskia watched the titan step over a foothill as if it were a small rock. He was gaining on them. “If it’s a dream, why can’t I just wake up?”

“Because he won’t let you. Until you find your place of power, you cannot fight him. And make no mistake: this may be a dream, but he can hurt you here. Maybe even destroy your mouthlet, which for you, immature as you are right now, would be…catastrophic.”

“What the hell is a mouthlet?”

“No time,” repeated the ghost of her father, pointing out the window.

“Okay,” she said, breathing deeply. “What do I do? Wish myself away to…I don’t know…a pristine island paradise, sandy beaches, sun umbrellas, that kinda—oh.”

She was lying on the warm sand of what looked like a beach-front Vanuatu holiday resort. Or what she imagined such a place would look like. She’d never gone for the whole island tourism thing in real life.

Down by the water, a little girl carefully sculpted the parapets of an intricate sandcastle using a butter knife. It looked a lot like the ones she herself had painstakingly sculpted as a child. She’d wept bitter tears seeing her labours of love wash away with the tides, but that hadn’t stopped her from starting over again and again…

There was a deafening thud, and the ground shook. Screams erupted from down the beach, where a giant cloudy foot had landed, flattening palm trees and buildings alike. Panicked tourists ran toward her, arms flailing like in those cheesy monster movies she secretly loved to watch.

“This isn’t helping!” she shouted, leaping to her feet.

Calbert reclined in a beach chair next to her, looking like one of those shirtless, oiled-up beefcakes in the posters she used to hang from her bedroom wall as a teen. Crap, this was an image of her father she could not unsee. He tilted a glass of tequila in her direction. “I said place of power, not place of serenity. Although this is neither, in your case. You don’t even like beaches.”

It was true; sandcastles aside, she’d never been much of a sun and sandy beaches kinda girl.

“How do you even know what I don’t like?” she shouted as they ran down the beach away from Stompy McStompface.

“I am you, as much as I am him,” he said, running beside her. “But that’s not important right now. You need to leave.”

“Right,” she said, glancing back at her pursuer. He’d shrunk back down to human size, and now flew through the air, trailing a nimbus of white clouds. “Place of power…place of power…where are you?”

Then they were standing on the side of the road atop a wide curve of concrete, in the midst of a desolate hilly landscape. On one side of the road was a lake. On the other, a precipitous drop to a river and lots of machinery below.

Saskia groaned. This was the Hoover Dam. “Dogramit! Not that kinda power…”

Without waiting for her pursuer to show himself once more, she closed her eyes and tried to think what her true place of power might be like.

It needed to be a place where she could control the flow of the dream. A place where she was the god, not Abellion.

She thought of her childhood sandcastles; remembered the unbridled joy of creation, even if those creations had been as ephemeral as this dream.

Then her thoughts turned to god games, beginning with the old classics Populous and Dungeon Keeper. During her recovery after the fall, she’d played one such game obsessively for months: a fantasy stronghold simulation called Walls of Aether. It had been one of the few bright spots of a very dark time in her life.

When she opened her eyes again, she stood atop the parapets of a castle floating in the clouds. Airships buzzed about the outer walls, bristling with cannons.

“Ingenious,” said Calbert. “But how much power do you really have in this place?”

A slow, crackling boom sent shivers down her spine. And then she saw her nemesis, sitting astride a white dragon, swooping down from the clouds above. Lightning arced from the creature’s wingtips as they lashed the air, each wingbeat heralding a clash of thunder.

Cannons boomed as a swarm of airships manoeuvred around the approaching dragon, turning broadsides toward it. Explosions blossomed along the creature’s wings and underbelly. It let out a bellowing roar that shook the castle walls.

The dragon turned its head to the side, and a jet of blue fire belched forth, engulfing one of the airships. In an instant, the flaming wreckage fell from the sky and was gone. Two other airships shared its fate in quick succession.

Saskia looked at the dragon looming ever larger in the sky, and shook her head.

This was no good. She’d thought about the setting of the game, Walls of Aether. But what she needed was for it to be an actual game, with herself on the outside, looking in. As long as she was stuck inside with Abellion, he could get to her through any defences she might conjure.

But maybe she could do better than that. Recreating a dream version of a god game was all well and good, but she wasn’t just a player of games. She was a game developer and artist. On Earth, she’d created entire worlds on paper and inside the labyrinthine minds of computers.

“I’ve got it!” she cried. “My place of power is right…”

The scene shifted.

“…here!”

Saskia sat at her desk in a tiny studio beneath a seedy strip club. Around her sat her fellow gods, Fergus and Raji and Dave, eyes flicking between their screens, keyboards chattering as they spun out lines of code.

“Guys,” she said, “I need you to help me build a dungeon.”

“We’re showing off the demo in…negative three months,” said Dave, frowning at the incongruity of his own statement. “We shouldn’t be adding new features—”

“Shut up, Dave,” said three voices in unison.

“What kind of dungeon?” asked Raji.

“The kind that would make our players want to hunt us down and shoot us,” she said.

“Excellent!” said Fergus. “That’s the best kind.”

As they worked, she focussed her will on the rules she’d imagined for this dream scenario. Foremost was the rule that Abellion was inside the game, and couldn’t get at her real self. All he could reach was her in-game avatar.

She looked upon that avatar in the level editor, smiling. It was a troll. A troll with effectively infinite health, and immunity to all harmful magic and effects; who could cast every spell and use every ability she could remember from Threads of Nautilum. For good measure, Raji also created a few new overpowered spells for her, with names like, ‘Petrify Abellion,’ ‘Polymorph Abellion,’ and ‘Disintegrate Abellion.’

Giggling like school kids, her friends filled the dungeon with unkillable monsters that could slay anything in a single hit and couldn’t be turned against her. They placed unavoidable traps that would teleport their victims back to the start of the dungeon. Fergus added the finishing touch; a dampening field that nullified the spells and special abilities of intruders, and imposed heavy penalties on their strength and speed.

“What is it you’re doing, exactly?” asked Calbert, a puzzled expression plastered across his face. Apparently there were limits to what he could glean from her memories.

“Why, I’m cheating, obviously,” she said. “Let’s get this party started, shall we?”

Loading up the game with the custom level they’d designed, Saskia re-familiarised herself with the controls (it had been a while), and then sat back and waited for her opponent to make his entrance.

Suddenly, a buxom elf maiden appeared next to her avatar, making her nearly jump out of her seat.

“Who the hell is Lelu?” she demanded.

“That’s me,” said Fergus with a laugh. “Can’t let you have all the fun.”

The dungeon doors exploded inward, and there he stood: one glowering god of destruction. She’d had her friends design the dungeon so he had a clear line of sight to her avatar. He just had to get to her. But between them, there stood columns of every fantasy monster in the game, from minotaurs to manticores.

The Arbordeus stepped forward. Then he flew backward and smashed against the wall, having just taken the swipe of a giant meat hook to the face. With a flicker of movement, he was on his feet again, facing Bolgor the Bloody, ordinarily the boss of the Butcher’s Lair dungeon in Nautilum proper. Somehow, Abellion had withstood a blow that was supposed to be able to instantly kill anything. Bolgor’s next swing didn’t move him one millimetre. He advanced, shouldering the massive boss aside.

“Guess I’m not the only one who can cheat,” she said with a slight shiver. If he could bend that rule, what else could he do?

The other monsters piled on Abellion, raining blows and arrows and spells down upon the advancing god. He ignored them.

Then he stepped on one of the teleportation traps, vanishing and reappearing back at the entrance, upside down and a metre above the ground. He fell in an undignified heap.

“Nice touch,” she said to Raji.

Picking himself up off the floor, Abellion stepped toward her avatar. His expression oozed malice, but really, that was nothing new.

The second time, he got a bit further before being teleported, and she realised they’d stupidly forgotten to make the traps reset themselves.

This went on for some time. The monsters were largely useless. There were a lot of traps to get through, but it seemed there’d be a confrontation after all. She’d been hoping to avoid that.

When he got close enough, she and Ferg’s avatar, Lelu, started pummelling him with spells and arrows. The best they could do was slow his advance with basic kinetic energy. Their attacks didn’t seem to be doing any damage, and he shrugged off all the immobilisation spells she threw at him. Even the big guns, the variants of Petrify and Polymorph, only lasted a few seconds, though she got a laugh out of watching him run around as a tiny piglet. Disintegrate was a total wash; just another high damage attack against an infinite health pool.

“I’m running out of tricks,” said Fergus, frowning as he struggled to manoeuvre his nimble avatar away from the lightning-fast god.

“Me too,” she said. “Uh…what about dev cheats?”

“On it,” said Raji. He squinted at his screen. “Hey, why is god mode enabled on this NPC?”

She rolled her eyes. “Because he’s a god, Raji.” Then a thought occurred to her. “Could you try just disabling it?”

“Sure thing.” Raji typed out the cheat command. Then a moment later, he said, “Fuck! It won’t toggle off. What the fuck is going on?”

“Just delete the in-game entity,” suggested Dave. “Nothing beats the unholy Delete spell.”

“Good idea,” said Raji. “Hasta la vista, baby…”

“…and I’m dead,” said Ferg, throwing up his hands at the sight of Lelu’s mangled corpse being torn in half by a god.

“And this moffer’s still alive!” breathed Saskia as she speed-cheated down the corridor away from Abellion.

“Motherfucker,” said Dave. “That’s how you say it. Motherfucker. Why can’t you just swear like everybody else?”

“Bog off, dream Dave,” she said. “You’re even more annoying than real Dave. Okay guys, I’ve had enough of this. I’m gonna try…diplomacy.”

“Like you just used on Dave?” said Ferg.

“Pretty much.”

She could have kept running, and probably would have evaded Abellion for a while longer. But this was getting ridiculous. This needed to end. So she made her avatar stand impassively as he took hold of her throat, and squeezed.

And squeezed.

And squeezed.

“Yeah, you’re not the only unkillable godlike being in this dungeon,” she said into her headset, hoping her voice would somehow transmit to her assailant, even though they didn’t have voice chat in their game. “I can just reset the game any time, and you’ll be back to square one.” She didn’t actually know if that would work, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. “Or—and this may be a strange notion to you, being a god and all—you could just bog off and call it a draw.”

Abellion abruptly let go of her avatar and stared up at the camera. He leapt into the air and seemed to grab hold of the screen, eliciting a squeak of fright from her.

This should be impossible. Threads of Nautilum was rendered with an isometric perspective, and the camera, if it existed as a physical object within the game—which it didn’t—would be somewhere far above the dungeon ceiling. But the Arbordeus seemed to have twigged onto the nature of this dream scenario.

A mist-shrouded fist smashed into the camera, and at that moment, a small crack appeared in the centre of the monitor.

“Oh crap,” she said, yanking out the power chord. The screen flickered, but the image remained as he lashed out, again and again, and the tiny crack split into a multitude of them, spidering out to the edges of the screen.

She had only moments until Abellion broke through into her place of power.

Desperately, she did something that the rational part of her brain told her had perhaps a million-to-one chance of working. But this was a dream, and her rational mind could go fork itself.

Saskia took hold of the controls, and made her avatar cast an overheal spell on a god.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then Abellion exploded into a fountain of gore.

She gasped, shocked that it had actually worked. That ‘overkill’ effect was a bit excessive though. She counted at least three eyeballs amongst the pile of goo.

Raji laughed. “Nice! You exploited the integer overflow bug.”

Never mind the fact that they’d probably fixed that bug months ago. Her dream; her rules. She could just unilaterally decide what bugs they had and hadn’t fixed, and it would be so.

She wasn’t entirely sure of the details of the integer overflow bug, but she’d heard them discussing it. The gist of it was that if someone added a small number—say, the amount of temporary health bestowed by an overheal spell—to a really big number—say, an infinite health pool—that really big number would become a really big negative number.

In other words, Abellion had gone from being immortal to being really, really dead.

“Did I just destroy a god?” she asked in a quavering voice.

“In your dreams,” said Calbert.

Saskia groaned. “Now I know where my terrible pun genes came from.”

“Seriously though, good job, child,” said her father. “You’ve kicked him out of your mind. He won’t be bothering you in that fashion again. But out in the real world—or one of the real worlds, if any world can truly be considered real, which is too heavy a philosophical topic for this dream—Abellion is still very much alive, and pissed. These past few days, he hasn’t only been battling your sleep self; he also sent his Chosen after you. So it’d be best if you wake up now.”

“Hold on, what do you mean days?”

“You’ll see. Oh and one more thing. Don’t let the dwarves complete their little funnelling project. It is not the salvation they think it is. It is their doom.”


The ceiling was moving.

No, that couldn’t be right. It was her that was moving. Saskia looked down at the small army of undead workers that were bearing the massive stone platform on which she lay. It creaked beneath her weight as they hauled her through a set of large iron doors and into a long tunnel that wound its way down a steep flight of stairs.

A large column of skeletal guardians followed them into the tunnel, sealed the door shut, and stood facing it, weapons drawn.

They’ve figured out how to open and close doors? thought Saskia. Or is that Ruhildi’s doing?

Sure enough, an armour-clad Ruhildi dashed out from amidst the guardians. “Thank the forefathers!” she said. “I thought you’d never awaken.”

Calbert’s words were still fresh in her mind. There was so much to process, but right now, one thing took precedence over all the rest.

“It’s good to see you too, Ruhildi. But we have a big problem. Abellion’s sent his…Chosen against us? I don’t know what that is, but it sounds bad.”

Ruhildi grimaced. “It’s a little late to be telling me that, Sashki. The leaf-ears have invaded the Sanctum. They’re almost upon us!”

Saskia hopped off the platform, and it may have been her imagination, but she could have sworn she heard a sigh of relief from the undead workers. She glanced down at the chunky steel plates strapped to her body. They seemed to have been hammered together in a hurry.

“This was your doing?” she asked.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “Not my finest work, but I were in a hurry.”

Saskia stretched arms and legs that had gone stiff from lack of use. The plate armour barely impeded her movement, despite its bulk. How had the tiny dwarf had gotten it onto her?

“No, it’s…good,” she said. “Thanks for looking out for me.”

“Thank me later, if we live to tell of it,” said Ruhildi. “We’d best get out of—”

A bright light tore through the middle of the door. It shuddered and burst inward, and through the doorway stepped a ragged band of elves, smeared in crimson from head to toe. One of them bore a long blade that glowed so brightly it hurt her eyes to look upon. She thought she recognised his silhouette.

Frantically, Saskia tried to think of a way to defuse the situation.

“Hold, alvari!” she cried out in Elvish. “Stand down for a moment and let’s…”

The skeletal guardians surged forward. At the same moment, the elf swung his blade of light, and three guardians disintegrated into bits of blackened bone and shards of steel clattering against the stone walls.

“…talk.”
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                In the dark of night, there came a chiming of bells.

Garrain cursed silently. Whether in my dreams or in the waking world, we’re always getting interrupted!

“You going to…oouuh…answer that, ardonis?” asked Nuille, making it abundantly clear that she did not want him to answer that.

“They can wait,” said Garrain. Even if the world’s burning outside, this time they can damn well wait.

“Not this time, fledgling,” said Thiachrin, his voice a splash of cold water across their steaming flesh. The dark shape of the blademaster dangled from a roof branch, peering in through the open window of their housetree. “The scouts have confirmed the location of the demon’s lair. We leave at first light. Be ready.”

Without waiting for a response, Thiachrin dropped noiselessly out of sight.

Garrain looked at Nuille, whose eyes held a mix of exasperation and…terror. He sighed. “There’s still time…”

As dawn approached and Garrain finished donning his armour, he saw that Nuille was likewise dressing for travel. “What are you doing?” he asked.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” said Nuille. “I’m coming with you.”

“Oh no you are not!” said Garrain.

Nuille looked at the floor. “Tuleon is…well you know what happened. There’s nothing keeping me here any longer, and you’ve seen that I can fight.”

“I’m keeping you here!” insisted Garrain. “We’re hunting a demon, not some forest sprite. I’ll not have you putting yourself in mortal peril again.”

Nuille glared at him. “Oh so you’re allowed to throw yourself into danger, but I’m not? Is that how little you think of me? I’m just some fucking nestling to be coddled?”

He eyed her coldly, though it broke his heart to do so. “No. You are my alvesse. And as my alvesse, you will obey me in this.”

“What are you going to do?” she hissed. “Chain me to a rock?”

“If I have to. Do I have to?”

“I— You—” she spluttered, too angry to speak coherently. Finally she sat down on the floor and said, “Fuck!”

Garrain looked her up and down and said, “Again?” Then he had to duck as a bowl came hurtling toward him. It bounced off the wall, and came to rest upside-down at his feet. An image of Utmar’s head flashed into his mind, and he shivered. Again he recalled the dream he’d had about Thiachrin and Nuille, and his resolve hardened. He hated to leave with her still stewing in anger and resentment, but he didn’t see any other way. “You know I’m doing this for your—”

“Spare me your platitudes, arsehole!” she snapped. “I’ll heed your will in this, but don’t expect me to agree with you.”

“Please forgive—”

“Oh no. You don’t get to apologise. And just so you know, you won’t be getting any more of this for a long, long time.” She ran her hands down the ample curves of her body, then gave a wry chuckle. “We’ll see who obeys whom when you get back.”

He groaned inwardly. The last time she’d used that tactic, he’d lasted just a pinch of fivedays before acquiescing to all of her demands.

As he rolled open the front door, she said, “Come back safe, ardonis. Should you fall, I’ll hunt down the demon and kill it myself!”

Garrain saw she was close to tears, and he feared she was being all too serious in her threat. Not that he had any intention of dying. When next they laid eyes on one another, he’d be whole again, and all would be well.

As he set off toward the Circle gates, two large, dark shapes closed in from both sides, and he felt the press of damp muzzles against his hands and legs.

“Not you too,” he said, eyeing the grawmalkin sternly. “You need to stay and look after Nuille.”

They kept trailing after him for a time, until he shouted, “Away with you! Where I’m going, you cannot follow!”

For a while, they stood watching him mournfully. Then they turned and trotted off down the path.

Arriving at the gates with a heavy heart, Garrain cast his eyes over the gathering warband. Considering the enemy they faced, this was not a large force. Still, the band was greater in strength and number than he could have hoped to muster just a few days earlier.

First to greet him were Jevren and Irellian, his fellow keepers. Jevren needed no introduction; he’d been Garrain’s ally almost from the start. Irellion, he knew less well, but Jevren vouched for him. Both were nearly a greatspan older than Garrain. Few keepers survived as long as they had, and of those who did, no others had fought in as many battles as these two.

Also representing the greenhands was Accral, the battle tender, who had saved more lives than anyone dared count. While not a keeper, he could fling a spell with the best of them. Nuille idolised him, and that was enough of an endorsement for Garrain.

The bulk of the warband’s mundane combatants were lightly-armoured rangers, with a small number of wardens providing front-line protection. He knew most of these fighters by reputation, but only Onduon and Caelach were counted among his regular companions. Onduon was perhaps a bit young and inexperienced to be undertaking such a perilous quest. To be fair, the same could be said of Garrain himself. Nevertheless, both of them had held their own against these veterans in the sparring grove of late.

Then there was Thiachrin, who could defeat the rest of them single-handedly while blindfolded and tied to a tree. Compared to him, they were all fledglings.

Rounding out the group was Hascithe and the templars. Their battle prowess was an unknown quantity—Garrain had never seen them fight. At the very least, they were well-equipped.

“Is this all of them?” asked Hascithe after a few more stragglers appeared. At Thiachrin’s gesture of affirmation, he said, “Then let us be away. Our foes hide in the Frostspear Mountains. We shan’t eat or rest until we get there.”

“But that’s three day’s journey, at least!” said Onduon, rubbing his stomach in anticipated hunger.

“Two days and one night,” said Hascithe. “We will see to it that you need neither food nor sleep until our task is complete.”

The Chosen spoke true, for despite the quickness of their pace, Garrain didn’t feel in the least bit tired or hungry after a full day’s travel. There was a subtle magic constantly at work refreshing their bodies. This magic was beyond the skills of any greenhand. He’d never beheld its like before.

“I’m surprised your alvesse isn’t here,” said Jevren that evening as they began their ascent into the foothills. “When last I spoke to her, she seemed intent upon lending her support. We could’ve used another tender, and she’s good for more than just mending torn flesh, as you well know.”

“You encouraged her to do this?” said Garrain angrily.

“Not at all! She just mentioned it in passing.”

Garrain looked at him sharply. “Oh did she now? To me, she said not a word of her intentions until this morn, although it wasn’t entirely unexpected. I forbade her from joining us, of course. She was…very displeased with me.”

“You made the right decision,” said Thiachrin, coming up behind them. “A demon’s lair is no place for that cloying clambag of yours. Without such distractions you can set all of your will upon what needs to be done.”

“Don’t speak of her that way!” snapped Garrain, unable to quell the burst of hot rage at the blademaster’s slight toward his alvesse. Then he took a deep, calming breath. He needed Thiachrin on his side right now, no matter his personal feelings. What mattered was killing the demon and claiming back Ruinath. He just had to keep reminding himself of that fact. “I won’t allow her to come to harm—or allow myself to become distracted.”

“Good,” said Thiachrin. He leaned closer, and said conspiratorially, “This is your shot at glory and redemption. Don’t let anyone else take it from you. Handle yourself well, and I’ll let you get a few strikes in on the demon before I finish it. Only while you’re alive, of course. Should you perish, there’ll be no reason for me to hold back.”

“How…comforting.”

Thiachrin slapped him on the back. “It won’t come to that, fledgling. We’ll slay the monster and return with your precious staff of useless magic.”

A short while after they cleared the treeline, a commotion broke out at the back of the column. Ishne, one of the rangers, had raised his bow to fire at something, but Caelach had grabbed hold of it at the last moment, causing the shot to land harmlessly at their feet.

“Don’t shoot, you dullard!” hissed Caelach. “That is no foe of ours!”

Sure enough, Garrain followed their gaze to a very familiar grawmalkin padding through the tussock behind them.

“Ollagor!?” he cried out incredulously. “What on all the arbor are you doing here?”

The grawmalkin, lacking the power of speech, did not reply, other than to knock his large head against Garrain’s groin affectionately. Garrain half-expected to see Morchi with him, but the grawmalkin’s brother was nowhere in sight.

“I told you not to follow me, you incorrigible beast!” said Garrain, his stern words somewhat dulled by the fact that he threw his arms around the creature.

“Ah…young love,” said Caelach with a grin. “You know, it would be a dire omen if you were to send him away now…”

Grudgingly, Garrain relented. Though he still feared for the beast’s safety, having Ollagor at his side gave him more comfort than he’d care to admit.

On the morning of the third day, they made their way across a snow-covered mountain pass and down into a lush green valley, bursting with the colours of highspring and dotted with crumbling stone ruins.

“Here died the last of the Arborcaede’s legions, after the fall of Ulugmir.” said Hascithe, looking at the ruins, many of which were reduced to little more than piles of rubble. “It is no happenstance that his successor chose this site for her lair. We smell the sallow stench of necrourgy.”

Garrain shivered as he felt Hascithe’s gaze fall upon him, remembering what the Chosen had said to him back in Wengarlen. If Hascithe had spoken out against him to the elders, Garrain would be sealed within the cage trees already, if not mouldering in the burial mounds. But no wardens had come for him in the night. The Chosen must have kept it to himself, for reasons unknown.

Hascithe lead them to a large cave cut into a cliff on one side of the valley. There were smooth steps cut into the rock leading up to the cave, and various other signs of occupation all around the area: fire pits, makeshift buildings, benches, tools, piles of ore, and something that looked much like the smelting furnaces of the forge burrows back in Wengarlen.

Inside the cave, they found what must be a living area, with primitive furniture, tools and containers and a burnt out cookfire.

Most telling of all was the satchel of greenhand trinkets and reagents Onduon found in the corner. Garrain recognised them as his own, stolen from him by the trow demon after their first encounter. Seeing this, he felt a surge of hope that perhaps Ruinath was also hidden away in this cavern. But no; if his focus were near, he would have felt its presence.

Hascithe turned his white mask toward the tunnel at the back of the cavern and said, “The demon slumbers far beneath the mountain. We must make haste and strike at her while she is vulnerable.”

After much agonising, Garrain had decided to bring Ollagor into the lair with him, though it pained him to put the grawmalkin at risk. His only consolation was that the right grawmalkin had showed up. Ollagor was smaller than his brother, and better able to navigate the confines of any tight passages they may encounter.

The tunnel led them down onto a passage above a great rent in the arbor, through which flowed a churning river, filled to the bursting by the highspring melt. Then they turned off into a much narrower tunnel, where the taller members of the warband had to stoop to avoid hitting their heads. There were murmurs of discontent from the rangers behind him, and Garrain mouthed his silent agreement. Already, he longed for the comfort of leaves and sky.

The tunnel ended abruptly in a solid wall. Confusion rippled through the warband as Hascithe stood for a long moment, staring at the unyielding stone. Had he just lead them to a dead end?

Then the Chosen pulled something from his cloak, and Garrain saw a flickering flame in his outstretched hand. He pressed it against the wall. Everyone backed up a few paces—even the templars. A whisper of magic filled the air, and the silent fire grew brighter and brighter, filling the tunnel with its orange glow.

There was a blinding flash, a loud crack, and a wave of heat that nearly knocked him off his feet. Blinking away the lingering spot of brightness in his eyes, Garrain saw that there was a large hole in the wall, glowing with the heat of a forge.

Astonished murmurs rippled down the line. What was this magic that could melt stone in mere moments?

Hascithe turned to face the shaken alvari. “Prepare yourselves—”

The Chosen jerked forward, and off popped his—no, her mask—revealing the delicate features of an alvesse. Milky white eyes stared into his. Garrain glimpsed a gleam of blood-smeared metal protruding from her gaping mouth.

She slowly toppled, landing face down on the ground, a javelin jutting from the back of her skull. On the other side of the breach stood the dwarrow in peculiar metal armour who had thrown the spear.

They stood in stunned silence for a long moment. Then one of the templars uttered a wordless cry and charged into the room beyond, heedless of the molten stone splattered across the floor. Flames licked at his feet, and he made only three steps before he sprawled into a pool of searing red. Fire curled around his armour, and his shrieks echoed throughout the tunnel. The smell of seared flesh assaulted Garrain’s nostrils, and he retched.

“Deusdamned dunderbird,” muttered Thiachrin. The blademaster darted through the burning hole in the wall, hopped over the still-thrashing templar and landed in the midst the waiting dwarrows, claymore whirling. The other templars and some of the rangers followed at his heels, carefully avoiding the burning pools on the floor. One of the rangers jabbed a spear into the throat of the wailing templar, ending his torment.

Garrain eyed the molten floor dubiously for a moment, before plunging through the breach after them. By the time he reached safe ground, the fight was nearly over. Mangled armour pieces and scattered bones littered the floor, but no blood. Their foes had been long dead before they’d donned that armour.

He felt a surge of released magic behind him, and saw that one of the keepers had summoned a skittering swarm of fire beetles to carry the burning stone away. They burrowed between the armour plates of the last remaining dwarrow, bringing it crashing to the floor in moments. It made no sound as it burned from within.

That was the last of them. Garrain hadn’t even got a hit in. But he knew there’d be more of them.

Onduon kicked one of the peculiar eyeless helmets, and out rolled a mouldy skull. “What is this abomination…?”

“A work of necrourgy, obviously,” said Garrain. “You were forewarned about this, were you not?”

“Yes, but—”

“But nothing,” said Garrain. “Be on your guard. This will only get worse.”

“How could this have happened?” said Onduon, pointing to Hascithe’s body. “The Chosen are supposed to be immortal!”

“Clearly, the stories were somewhat exaggerated,” said Irellian. “Every alvar must eventually pass into the Vale of Echoes.”

“And every alvesse too, it seems,” said Jevren. “Did anyone know the Chosen was an alvesse?”

“That’s what concerns you, Jevren?” said Garrain. “There are far more important issues to worry about. What I want to know is: how are we going to find the demon now?”

There was a long silence, broken only when Thiachrin turned to face them. “That won’t be a problem,” he said.

Onduon took a sudden step back from the blademaster. “Grandfather! Your eyes…”

Almost all trace of colour had drained from Thiachrin’s eyes, leaving him with the same pale gaze that Hascithe had hidden behind her mask.

A flurry of startled exclamations and questions followed, none of which the newly-ascended Chosen seemed inclined to answer. Meanwhile, the templars lowered themselves before him, speaking words of supplication.

“On your feet, templars,” said Thiachrin. “The rest of you, pull yourselves together! This is a warband, not a flock of nestlings at play. You’re supposed to be the finest fighters and spellflingers Laskwood has to offer. Act like it! We’re not done yet.” He turned toward the open doorway, and the corridor beyond.

And that was when Garrain heard it: the faint clatter of many feet against stone.

“Form up!” shouted one of the templars. They assumed positions around the doorway: templars and wardens in front, accompanied by Garrain, Ollagor and Thiachrin, then the rangers, with the other greenhands taking the rear.

As the first of the dead came around the bend, Jevren released his spell; a glistening globe that hurtled down the corridor and exploded, coating the charging skeletons’ armour in a spray of sap. They kept moving for several heartbeats, and then fell over, smoke billowing from within the armour. Scorching sap couldn’t burn through metal or stone, but it could seep into cracks in the dead things’ armour and scour away the fragile bones inside.

More dead dwarrows clattered into view, quickly meeting the same fate a moment later as Irellian sent another bolt of sap their way. The third wave of dead got too close for the keepers to safely use that spell. A volley of arrows sunk deep into their armour, but this barely slowed them down.

“Aim for their legs!” shouted Garrain. Several of the archers did just that, and one of the dead came to a lurching stop after a lucky shot shattered its shinbone.

There was a flicker of gleaming steel, and Garrain barely stepped out of the way in time to avoid being impaled by a hurled javelin. A warden behind him wasn’t so lucky, falling back with a spear in his leg. Accral the battle tender stepped forward, his wand already aglow with healing magic.

A moment later, the dead were upon them. Together with Thiachrin, the two templars and a warden, Garrain took the brunt of the initial attack, fending off swords and spears, and hacking at armoured limbs and heads with Trowbane. The tight confines of the doorway allowed just a few of them to hold the clattering legion at bay for a while.

But the dead were relentless, and more devious than he’d have expected of mindless husks. They threw spears and knives and swords, and finally, limbs and heads. They climbed across the walls and hurled themselves down upon the defenders. One of the templars took a sword to the throat, and had to be replaced by a warden, who himself didn’t last long against the barrage of steel.

A short time later, there came a frenzy of motion as the slain templar and warden rose up and set upon the lightly-armoured rangers. At the same moment, Hascithe’s corpse stepped through the breach, holding the bloody spear that had pierced her skull.

Just when Garrain thought things couldn’t get any worse, there came a rumbling from the walls around the chamber, and suddenly there were steel-clad figures charging at them from alcoves in the walls. The alvari front line collapsed as Thiachrin moved to defend the rear.

Garrain’s world became a maelstrom of steel and death. Swing. Parry. Dodge. Thrust. These things were all that mattered. There was no thought; no awareness of the passage of time.

He came back to himself slowly, aware only that the frenzied motion around him had ceased, and an eerie quiet had settled across the room.

Blinking, he took in the silhouettes of Thiachrin and Onduon and Jevren and a solitary templar, whose gleaming silver armour was stained crimson with the blood of his erstwhile comrades.

So few? thought Garrain, still in a daze.

Somewhere among the piles of torn armour and scattered bones lay Caelach and Irellian, and too many others.

Accral stepped through the breach, accompanied by a trio of rangers. It seemed they’d backed away into the relative safety of the tunnel. Garrain couldn’t fault them for that. Losing the battle tender at this point would have been disastrous, and there had been little a healer—even one trained for battle—could do once the fighting grew too intense.

“That went well,” said Ishne, among the returning rangers, as he surveyed the carnage with wide eyes.

Wordlessly, Onduon smashed the hilt of his shortsword into Ishne’s teeth, and the alvar fell back, spitting blood and curses.

Accral stepped up to heal the ranger, murmuring, “There’s a time for levity, Ishne. This is not such a time.”

A moment later, Ollagor padded into the room from the open doorway, holding a steel gauntleted hand between his teeth. Garrain let out a relieved sigh, sweeping his blood-covered arms around the beast. It occurred to him that he would have grieved over the loss of his grawmalkin more than most of these alvari.

No-one else spoke as they stepped out of the red room and into the corridor. What was there to say? They’d just lost three quarters of the warband in the opening battle.

The worst of it was that he hadn’t even seen the necrourgist herself. Had she been hiding amongst the dead? All it would take to end the threat was a single well-aimed arrow, but if she lurked out of sight, they wouldn’t get that chance.

Around the corner, they lost another ranger to an ambush. Two naked skeletons fell upon him from the ceiling, driving spears deep into his chest before Onduon and Thiachrin put an end to them.

After that, they remained ever vigilant; eyes roaming all angles, seeking hidden dangers. They forestalled several more ambushes this way, and made their way down to the second floor.

In the wide hallway at the bottom of the stairs, they were once again met with unrelenting waves of the dead. To his great relief, most of these were unarmed and unarmoured; much weaker than the ones they’d faced at the lair’s entrance. They fell quickly to spells and blades. A half-hearted attack, likely meant only to delay them.

As they advanced through the hallways of the second floor, fending off a third wave of attackers, Garrain caught sight of a column of corpses bearing a stone platform through a set of large iron doors. Atop that platform lay an immense steel-clad form.

He felt a surge of magic boiling toward the surface of his mind; a feeling that had been absent for far too long. It could mean only two things: Ruinath was near, and that armoured giant was the demon who had taken it from him.

Garrain broke into a run, overtaking Thaichrin and cleaving away the withered things that reached for him. Ollagor bounded after him, ripping into the dead with claw and fang. Thiachrin shouted Garrain’s name.

The doors slammed shut.

A moment later, a loud clattering crack sounded at his rear, accompanied by a stabbing pain. Reaching behind him, he plucked out a thin sliver of bone that had driven into his lower back, through his leather vest.

Gone were the grasping corpses at his back, and in their place tiny shards of bone and scraps of dried flesh littered the floor and walls.

Ollagor licked at a bloody wound in his side, where he’d also been punctured by a piece of jagged bone. Another jutted from his haunches. Garrain rushed to pull the shards from him. Fortunately, the grawmalkin’s wounds weren’t so grievous as to endanger his life.

The same could not be said for all of his companions.

Garrain watched as the survivors cursed and plucked bone shards from faces and bodies. Then a choking, gurgling sound drew his gaze to Onduon, who had slumped to the floor, clutching at his throat. Even from this distance, Garrain could tell that the young ranger wouldn’t last much longer without healing. That healing would never come, for Accral lay unmoving beside him, punctured by dozens of bone shards.

“You were always my favourite, Onduon,” said Thiachrin, his white eyes gleaming in the dim light. “You did well. I’m so proud of you.” He raised his claymore.

Jevren reached for Thiachrin’s arm. “Wait, there’s no need to—”

The claymore came down, again and again. Garrain turned away, retching.

He barged into the sturdy slabs of iron, feeling a burst of pain in his shoulder. The doors creaked, but did not budge. There were voices coming from the room beyond, though he couldn’t make out what they were saying.

“Allow me,” said Thiachrin, arriving at his side a moment later. “Sarthea’s armpits! I never thought I’d be doing this…” He ran his hand lovingly along the blade of his claymore, still stained with Onduon’s blood. It began to glow with a fierce heat; brighter and brighter, until Garrain had to look away.

There was another loud crack, and he saw that Thiachrin had rent away the steel braces holding the doors closed. They swung aside, revealing a horde of dead dwarrows arrayed before them. The ones at the front were warriors in worn steel, bristling with weapons. The ones further back wore all manner of attire, or lack thereof.

Towering over the dwarrows was the demon, her monstrous head reaching almost to the high ceiling. Metal plates as thick as the doors themselves covered much of her body.

She spoke in the forest tongue; her voice loud and rasping, like a blade across a whetstone. “Hold, alvari! Stand down for a moment and let’s…”

He didn’t hear whatever else she had to say, because in that moment, the dead surged forward. Thiachrin swung his shining claymore, and the armoured forms shattered against it. Garrain moved to assist, but there was really no need. The Chosen created a whirling storm of splintered steel and charred bone out of the bodies of the dead.

The demon’s red eyes widened, and Garrain saw something in them he did not expect to see: fear. Scooping up the small form of a long-haired dwarrow onto her shoulder, she turned and bounded on hands and feet down a steep set of stairs.

With a start, Garrain realised that the dwarrow wasn’t a corpse like the others. She was the scarred necrourgist who had fled Wengarlen. The one Hascithe had warned him about. He’d let her escape, and it had led to this.

“Stand and fight, damn you!” he raged. Garrain would not let them get away this time, not if he had to chase them all the way down into the Underneath.

In moments, Thiachrin had destroyed the entire column arrayed against them, save for one armoured corpse that Garrain had struck down with Trowbane.

Without looking back, he ran down the stairs after the fleeing pair. He didn’t have to go far.

The stairs ended in a bridge over a frothing underground waterfall. Beyond the bridge, the tunnel narrowed—becoming too narrow, in fact, for the demon to fit through.

She and the dwarrow seemed to be having an argument. The demon was trying to nudge the dwarrow through the tunnel, but the dwarrow was standing firm, glaring up at her; clearly having none of it.

The others caught up with him, and the Ishne didn’t hesitate before sending an arrow flying toward their gigantic foe. And then another. Glaring up at him, the demon stepped aside, dodging the first arrow with alarming ease. The second, she snatched out of the air, crushed it between her fingers and threw it aside.

She scooped up the dwarrow once more, setting her gently upon her shoulders, and ran along the rock wall behind the waterfall, claws tearing great gouges into the stone. He could see her dark silhouette behind the frothing torrent, perched on a small ledge below the bridge.

“Well?” said Thiachrin. “What are you waiting for, fledgling?”

Garrain didn’t need to be prompted twice. He took a running leap off the bridge. For a terrifying moment, he thought he was going to fall short of the ledge.

Then his feet touched the slick stone. He landed lightly, and whirled to face the…deus she was big. He’d forgotten how tall she really was; monstrous even compared to other trows. And this armour made her even more imposing.

He gritted his teeth. Now wasn’t the time to give into fear. Now was the time for vengeance!

Garrain leapt at the towering demon, Trowbane singing as it reached for her throat. She would die this—

Great clawed hands snatched him out of the air. With contemptuous ease, she tore Trowbane from his nerveless fingers and flicked the glaive away. In slack-jawed disbelief, he watched as his best hope for revenge clattered against the rocks, rolled once, and disappeared over the edge.

Struggling against the crushing grip, Garrain found himself staring into large red eyes, slitted like those of a grawmalkin, and narrowed in fury. The dwarrow perched on her shoulder held an almost identical expression.

“Oh it’s you!” The demon gave a short, pained laugh; almost a sob. “I couldn’t be less surprised to see you. I’m sorry to have to do this, but…”

She raised her voice to a booming bellow that could be heard clearly against the roaring of the waterfall. “I have your greenhand! Try to attack me and I’ll end him. I’ve no wish to harm any of you, but I will if I have to. If you value your companion’s life, all you have to do is leave. Stop bothering us. I’ll let the greenhand go, even give him back his stupid staff, if that’s what he really wants. Just leave!”

Garrain could scarcely believe what he was hearing. Why wasn’t he dead already? Why was a demon trying to bargain with them? And more importantly, what was this about his staff?

That was when he saw it: the gnarled, but oh so radiant form of Ruinath strapped to her side. Close enough to touch, if he could just get his hands free. He couldn’t let it end this way. Just a little bit more…

His hands closed around the bone dagger at his side. Frantically, he began to saw at the fingers that held him.

She let out a startled yelp, and for the briefest of moments the hands around his midsection loosened slightly.

A moment was all he needed.

Garrain wrenched his arm free, and thrust it forward, quick as the flick of a blade, straining to reach for the arlium at the tip of his staff. He had the spell already prepared in his mind. All it would take was a tiny tap…

His hands closed on empty air.

The dwarrow glared down at him, holding Ruinath just out of reach. She whispered into the demon’s ear, too softly for him to make out her words.

Growling, the demon slung Garrain under her arm and squeezed. His eyes bulged, and his struggles grew feeble. He couldn’t breathe.

Too strong. Far too strong for the likes of him.

Forgive me, Nuille, he thought. I don’t think we’ll be having that greenhand nestling after all.

Garrain thought of his lifemate’s face, not the way he’d left her, filled with anger and fear, but smiling up at him. Then he thought of her other parts; the ones he liked even better than her face. He’d miss all those things while he waited for her to join him in the Vale of Echoes. He hoped she wouldn’t follow through with her threats of vengeance in his name.

There was a flicker of bright light, and then Thiachrin was standing on the ledge before them, clouds of steam billowing off his shining claymore and enveloping him like a cloak.

“Not your finest moment, fledgling,” said the Chosen, looking at Garrain. “A pity, but you had your chance.” Then he turned his gaze upward, and his eyes seemed to blaze with the light of the midday sun. “And as for you, caedeling…here is your answer.”

Without another word, Thiachrin shot forward, his sword a blur of light, wreathed in roiling steam.

Garrain felt himself being wrenched violently to the side. Claws dug into his stomach. Flailing about in the demon’s grip, he saw her body twist in a desperate attempt to—

She wasn’t quite fast enough.

The bright blade swept through steel and flesh and bone. The demon gave a single plaintive wail.

Then they were falling amidst a torrent of churning water; he and his foes, tumbling together into the inky depths.

            

    
        End of Book 1: Character Survey

    
    
    
    
                This isn't a chapter, but a survey covering all the main (and most minor) characters in Book 1, listed roughly in order of appearance. I've grouped some of them together, while others who have equally brief and minor parts are listed separately. The main reason for this is that I figured if you liked reading about, say, one of Saskia's game developer friends, you'd probably like reading about all of them.

Note, the poll is not to see which characters you liked the most. Some of them are pretty unlikeable! I'm just trying to get a sense of which characters you think were the most interesting or compelling.

Thanks for reading this far, and I'll be back next week with Chapter 1 of Book 2.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 1: Disarmed

    
    
    
    
                Water swallowed her misshapen flesh, murky as her muddled thoughts. She floundered in the darkening depths, struggling to remember how she got here this time. The memories, when tugged, came ever so reluctantly. There had been pale eyes and bright light and billowing steam.

And falling. Again with the falling.

Maybe she’d never stopped falling, and everything else she’d experienced had been a fever dream: the last gasp of a mind unwilling to accept the reality of her impending demise.

If that were so, then surely this was another such dream. For now she was back in this Stygian realm, tugged by leafy flesh-coloured tendrils growing from her spine and limbs. She’d been here before. Of that much she was certain. As before, the tentacle-vines were drawing her down into the warm dark.

But this time something was different. This time she couldn’t allow herself to be pulled all the way into the deep place. Not yet.

It was too soon.

What this feeling truly meant, she couldn’t say, although she sensed that it had to do with the two nearest passengers drifting in the water below her, trailing vines like her own, and the vast winged creature shining in the dark depths. One of the floating bodies was translucent and child-like, arms hugging her knees in the semblance of a foetus. The other, a scarred young woman with a face very much like her own, floated limply on the end of a large tangle of twisting tendrils that reached from her hands and feet all the way up to the back of her skull. This one drew a pang of melancholy from her.

The light from above receded, and she began to struggle; great clawed limbs kicking and thrashing against the pull of the vines. She choked and gasped, feeling the darkness close in around her. If she couldn’t get back to the light, something dire would happen. She didn’t want to find out what that might be. She needed to…needed to…

Her thoughts were growing sluggish, her exertions increasingly feeble. And still she drifted ever downward.

Resignation began to seep into the fading light of her awareness. How bad could it be if she just…?

Something clasped her by the hand, pulling her out of her fugue. The fingers that closed around her lumpy, clawed forelimb were like a tiny child’s compared to her own. It seemed as if that little hand would be too weak to halt her descent. But it wasn’t just physical strength the hand lent her. More important was the feeling of reassurance it provided. She was not alone. All would be well.

She squinted up at the one who lent the helping hand, but the face that gazed down at her was a mere silhouette, inset with eyes even blacker than the darkness that engulfed them.

Together, they began to rise toward the rippling light.


Spluttering, Saskia Wendle took in a mouthful of foul-tasting liquid. Ruhildi stood in the roiling foam at the river’s edge, straining to hold Saskia’s head out of the water without falling in herself.

The churning torrent in which they now found themselves flowed through a large tunnel, wide enough to fit an eight-lane highway, and just as tall. Through a haze of mist and spray, she glimpsed dripping stalactites overhead, jutting from a forest of faintly-glowing fungus.

“Sashki!” cried Ruhildi. “You need to be hauling your own arse out of the water, you great lump of trow! I can’t lift you. You’re too heavy!”

Pain tore through every muscle as Saskia slowly drew up onto the riverbank on her elbow and knees. She collapsed, feeling slick stones press into her bare stomach.

“That can’t be right,” she croaked. “Where’s my…?”

The last she remembered, she’d been decked out in plate armour.

“Och Sashki…” murmured Ruhildi. She looked stricken.

“It’s not that bad,” said Saskia, glancing over her shoulder at the mountain of naked troll flesh that had been her body since the day she first awoke on this world. “Nothing you haven’t seen before.”

A confused tumble of emotions played across Ruhildi’s face. “I’m fair glad you can still jape at a time like this. Let’s get you somewhere dry. Up there, if you’re able.” She pointed up at a rocky outcropping in the cave wall a few metres above the frothing water.

“I…I’ll try.” Saskia crawled a bit further, propped up by Ruhildi’s hand under her shoulder. Gasping in pain and exhaustion, she reached for the lip of stone, and pulled her upper body onto the ledge. There she rested for a time. She felt as if she’d been rolling about in broken glass. Something was seriously wrong, but she was afraid to think too hard about what it might be.

“Just a wee bit further,” urged Ruhildi, tugging at her. “Then you can sleep.”

Sleep. It seemed like she’d been doing nothing but sleeping lately, and yet still she needed more. She could go for a warm bed right about now.

With a final, supreme effort, she managed to lift one leg over the edge, then the other. She lay there, panting, utterly worn out.

Only then did Saskia look at the mass of blackened flesh that was all that remained of her right shoulder. As for the arm, there wasn’t even a stump.

She remembered the feel of the white hot blade slicing through her body, cauterising as it cut.

Saskia closed her eyes and wished with all her heart for the world to go away. And for a time, it did.

She returned to awareness slowly, reluctantly. Her missing arm felt as if it were being eaten alive by fire ants. Just the random firings of severed nerve endings, perhaps, but that didn’t make the pain any less real.

She tried to return to the state of mind that had allowed her to shrug off the druid’s swarming insect spell, all those weeks ago. Now that had felt like fire ants. Deep breaths, Saskia, she told herself. Pain is in the mind.

Slowly, the burning sensation began to recede into the background, until it was no longer an all-consuming concern. It wasn’t this easy for most people, but most people weren’t trolls. Or maybe it was an oracle thing, or…something else.

As her awareness of the pain lessened, her thoughts turned to the next most pressing concern: food. She took in the scent of something delicious cooking over a crackling campfire, and her stomach gave a loud growl. The thing felt like an empty pit, and small wonder, now that she thought about it. She’d been asleep for days before the elves attacked, and she probably hadn’t eaten anything in all that time.

“Good, your tummy’s awake, leastwise,” said Ruhildi. “Here. Eat.”

She pressed something hot and oh so juicy into Saskia’s mouth. All too happy to oblige, Saskia devoured whatever it was in several bites.

“More,” she demanded.

“Take it slow, lest you make yourself puke,” said Ruhildi.

“I’m so hungry I could eat a dwarf,” croaked Saskia. She shivered a little, wondering if that statement might actually be true. She prayed she’d never have to find out.

Ruhildi handed her a larger piece of meat, which she set upon with abandon.

“There’s no need for that,” said the dwarf woman, speaking Elvish. “I’m tough and stringy. An alvar though…now there’s a tender, juicy morsel. Enough of him for the both of us.”

Saskia’s stomach lurched, and she abruptly stopped chewing. What was this meat…?

Her eyes snapped open, and the first thing she saw after her vision cleared was the elf, sitting on the other side of the campfire, trussed up tighter than Spiderman’s spandex, very much alive, and glaring at Ruhildi. Saskia let out a breath. For a moment, she’d thought…but no, that was a ridiculous notion.

Ruhildi chortled at her. “If you could only see the look on your face.”

Apparently not appreciating the joke, the elf turned his gaze to Saskia, his eyes wandering across her mutilated body with a look of fascinated revulsion.

Feeling self-conscious under his frank stares, she reached to cover herself, before realising there was no need. Ruhildi must have fished some of Saskia’s furs out of the river while she slept, because they were now draped around her. She was still mystified as to how she’d lost them in the first place, along with her armour.

Propping her head up on her elbow, she returned the elf’s gaze, eyeing him up and down. It was the first time she’d gotten a good look at his face. Oh she’d seen him before when they fought each other, but she hadn’t really looked, because her mind had been occupied with matters such as not dying horribly. And when she’d looked through his eyes, she’d only occasionally been able to glimpse his reflection. She’d gotten more than an eyeful of his body though, and that of his elven girlfriend.

The guy had a physique that in a human would be considered lithe and athletic. For an elf, he looked positively beefy, although he still had nowhere near the bulk of his…well, his former friend: the one who had lopped off Saskia’s arm, paying no regard to this elf’s life, and sending the three of them tumbling down the waterfall.

All in all, their captive was not a bad looker, if slightly androgynous long-haired men were her thing. Which they weren’t, really. She did have a thing for pointy ears though, and he definitely had those, angling up from his head and curling over slightly at the tips.

His mottled gold and green skin was covered in dark bruises, and through the flickering flame, she could see that his leg was bent at an odd angle. Broken?

Saskia couldn’t help but feel a tingle of glee at the sight of his injury. Maybe a little too much glee. Nope, on second thought, it was just the right amount. A bit of pain was no more than he deserved after everything he and his fellow elves had put her through. He still had all of his appendages, which was more than she could say for herself.

“You didn’t kill him,” she murmured to Ruhildi, speaking Dwarvish so the elf wouldn’t understand what she said even if his ears were sharp enough to hear her. Although, come to think of it…maybe he could speak Dwarvish.

“Later, mayhap, if he’s giving me cause,” said Ruhildi. “Meantime, there’s much we might larn about our foes if we can get him to talk.”

She cracked her knuckles, and Saskia shivered, realising that Ruhildi’s proposed method of getting him to talk involved pain, and lots of it. Her dwarven friend clearly didn’t give a crapoodle about the Geneva Conventions. But then, neither did their enemies.

“Have you…made a start on that?” asked Saskia, eyeing his broken leg.

“Och no,” said Ruhildi. “’Twere…something else did that.” She leaned in closer and whispered, “I’ve laid eyes on him afore. When I were a slave, my kin and me shaped the very blade he tried to skewer you with. He were one of those who stood against me when I fought my way out of Wengarlen.”

Okay, now she was even more surprised Ruhildi had let him live.

“’Tweren’t easy staying my hand,” added Ruhildi, as if answering her thoughts. “But he’ll better serve his purpose alive—for now.”

Saskia lay back, both relieved and dreading what they might have to do. Maybe it wouldn’t come to that though. If they could get through to him somehow…

“Maybe we should try the carrot before the stick,” she muttered.

Ruhildi looked at her blankly. There were no carrots on this world.

“It’s an Earth expression,” said Saskia. “Never mind. Maybe if I heal his leg… Oh but I’d need arlithite for that. Need it for me too…” Her head felt like it was stuffed full of cotton wool, and she was having trouble gathering her thoughts. “My satchel…the arlithite’s in there. Where is it?”

Right now, her trollish body could quickly recover from some pretty gruesome, life-threatening injuries, but not the burns she’d received from that searing sword as it cut through her. Only arlithite, the rare mineral she’d discovered up in the valley, could help her deal with that.

“Alas, ’tis lost,” said Ruhildi. “I followed the riverbank for a bit, and found some of your things, but not your satchel. Methinks it scattered into the water. But don’t you worry, Sashki. Like as not, arlithite is plentiful down here. We can gather more.”

Saskia’s gaze flitted about the tunnel. It was nothing like those they’d passed through earlier. The walls and ceiling and river bank were crawling with fungi and…plants? Some of them even had leaves! Whatever they were, these things clearly didn’t give a flying flock about photosynthesis.

“Speaking of which, where is here, Ruhildi? Is this the Underneath?”

With all that had happened in the past week, she’d almost forgotten their original reason for coming down here: they were looking for a way down to the large network of tunnels and caverns comprising the dwarves’ underground home. Saskia hadn’t been particularly enthused by the idea of living underground, but it beat the alternative: having people constantly chasing her, riddling her body with arrows, hurling spells at her, and hacking off her limbs. That summed up her experience with the elves who dominated the world above. She’d thought that maybe among the dwarves below, she might find a little peace.

That was before. Now, she was pretty sure no matter where she went on this world, there would be no peace. She’d drawn the ire of a god, and he would stop at nothing to destroy her. No, the Underneath wouldn’t be the safe haven she’d hoped to find. But she might find something else down there.

Allies.

According to Ruhildi, there were many dwarves still sympathetic to her father. Probably a lot more sympathetic than she herself was. If she could convince them of her lineage…

“Not yet,” said Ruhildi. “Though we fell quite a distance, ’tweren’t that big a fall. If luck be with us, this burrow will lead us to the Outer Hollows, and from there, we may find our way to the ’Neath within a pinch of fivedays.”

Several weeks!? thought Saskia, appalled. “Just how far down is the Underneath?”

Ruhildi gave her an odd look. “’Tis all the way down, Sashki.”

“I don’t understand.”

Ruhildi blinked at her. “I ken not what you don’t understand. The Underneath is the underneath…of Ciendil.”

Saskia still didn’t understand what it was she didn’t understand, but she wasn’t exactly firing on all cylinders right now. She didn’t have the energy to puzzle through cryptic dwarvery, so she let the matter drop.

Back to the immediate problem…

She looked at her minimap. Okay, oracle interface, show me what you’ve got, she thought. Show me where we can find more arlithite.

Talking silently to her interface worked surprisingly often, and today it didn’t let her down. A bunch of icons appeared on the map showing an ochre-coloured mineral, a lot like the substance they’d refined from soil in the mountain valley up above.

Knowing what she had to do, she rose onto wobbly feet. Then the world began to spin around her, and she immediately sat back down.

“Rest, Sashki,” said Ruhildi with a hint of reproval in her voice.

“We can’t stay here,” mumbled Saskia. “They might come looking for us. I could be on my feet in minutes if I had some arlithite…”

“I’ll gather it for you,” said Ruhildi. “Stop trying to do everything yourself, you stubborn trow, and rest!”

Sighing, Saskia described to her friend where the arlithite could be found. She even scratched a little map in the stone beside her. Ruhildi caught on quickly, and set off downstream to collect the stuff.

Saskia watched as the blue dot representing the dwarf moved along the riverbank on her minimap, skirting around some of the yellow dots representing various denizens of the tunnel. Ruhildi was halfway there when some of the yellow markers converged on her location. Moments later, they winked out—and then blue markers appeared in their place. Saskia gave a silent chuckle. Those poor creatures hadn’t known who they were messing with. And now her necromancer friend had some fresh zombie minions to play with.

Lying there watching her friend delve into danger in her stead made her feel like one of those boring NPCs in games who sat around waiting for players to do their job for them. This coming after she’d literally slept through most of the final confrontation with the elves up in the Dead Sanctum. To be fair, in her dreams she’d been fending off a very real god at the time, but still… She was beginning to wonder if she was even the protagonist of her own story.

This sucks, she thought. I need to do something.

Saskia didn’t trust herself to walk very far, but that didn’t mean she had to just lie here being useless. Experimentally, she tried to sit up. The cavern wobbled about, but she remained upright at least. Trying to look as non-threatening as a giant one-armed troll could look, she crawled over to where the elf sat tied to a boulder. He flinched slightly at her approach.

“Do you have a name, alvar?” she asked in Elvish—or the forest tongue, as they called it. Far from the soothing tone she’d been aiming for, her voice came out more as a low growl. “I’m Saskia.”

“I have nothing to say to you, demon,” said the druid. “Just kill me and be done with it.”

Her head began to pound. Why was everyone on this world always with the killing? And they thought she was the monster?

“If you don’t give me a name, I’ll just make one up,” she said. “I’ll call you…Butthead. Wanna be called Butthead?”

After a long moment, he answered, “Garrain. My name is Garrain.”

“Great! Thank you, Butthea—I mean Garrain. Now…whoa…” She swayed woozily on her knees. What was she doing again? Oh right… “I’m just going to take a look at that leg of yours. Hold still.”

He drew in a breath as she ran a claw up the side of his tight leather pants, tearing them open at the seam. Garrain’s leg was indeed broken—and quite badly, judging by the gleam of blood-covered bone she could see through an opening in his shin. He must have been sitting like this for hours, in terrible pain.

And then, like magic, she could see the bones of his leg highlighted before her. Her medical overlay was kinda like X-ray vision, except she rather doubted she was actually dosing him with radiation. Being able to see the bones didn’t allow her to just magic the break away, but she could at least try to straighten and splint the leg. On Earth, she’d had only a modicum of wilderness first-aid training, and this was a bit beyond her experience. Still, she knew some of the basic principles on how to rig up a makeshift splint.

She turned to the equipment that Ruhildi had pulled from the river, looking for something long and straight she could strap to his leg.

There was no sign of the druid’s staff. Garrain wouldn’t be too happy about that. But there was the weapon he’d tried to use against her. The one Ruhildi and the other dwarven slaves had forged: a polearm tipped with a long, curved blade. A glaive? It was a beautiful weapon, all elegant curves and fine etching. A bit long to use as a splint, but maybe…

She touched the silver-white metal, and drew back her fingers with a yelp. They were badly singed, just from that brief moment of contact with the blade.

Okay, best to keep that thing away from the elf for now.

Then her eyes turned to the scabbard lying beside it. It was rigid enough, so that could work. Ideally, the splint would be fashioned from two such objects—one for each side of the leg—but she’d have to make do with what she had. One was better than none.

Returning to the druid’s side, she took hold of his leg, drawing a small gasp of pain from him.

“Not going to lie,” she said. “This’ll probably hurt—a lot.”

She pulled and twisted the bottom of his leg until the highlighted pieces of bone lined up, trying to ignore the horrible grinding sounds as they scraped together. He neither screamed nor passed out, which earned him some badonk points in her eyes.

Then she looked at the scabbard lying on the ground, and thought, Crap! How am I supposed to attach this thing one-handed? She probably should have thought of that before she messed with his leg, because her action had stirred up the wound, and where before there had been just a trickle of blood, now it had turned into a gusher.

Struggling to hold the wound closed, her claws nicked his skin, drawing even more blood. “Oh crap!” she muttered. “That wasn’t supposed to happen…”

There was so much blood, and Garrain’s face was turning green. Or greener, given that the colour was part of his natural complexion.

Dogramit, what am I going to do? Saskia was feeling clawfully clumsy right now, and her brain was trying to beat its way out of her skull. The elf might bleed to death if she didn’t do something. Her eyes returned to his glaive, lying just a few metres away. The one that had burnt her fingers at the slightest touch. Drastic times called for drastic…

She stuck the blade into his wound, wincing at the sound of sizzling flesh. Worse, the smell of cooking meat made her salivate. Being a troll really sucked sometimes.

The bleeding stopped, and she withdrew the blade, letting out a breath. Looking up at Garrain’s face, she saw that he’d finally, mercifully sagged into unconsciousness.

“This…is the carrot?”

Ruhildi’s voice made her jump. Her friend was standing behind her, a bemused expression spread across her face.

Saskia groaned. She dropped the glaive and planted palm to forehead. “No, this is not the carrot! This is as sticky a situation as I’ve ever been in. Look, can you just help me with this splint?”

At her urging, Ruhildi tied the scabbard to the side of his leg with strips of leather. Wearily, Saskia made her reposition it until the bone was perfectly straight.

She couldn’t stay upright any longer. She’d overdone it again. Next time someone tells you to rest, do as they bloody tell you, she admonished herself.

Lying back down, Saskia eyed the bundle of amber-coloured powder Ruhildi held. It looked like the dwarf already refined the arlithite into a pure form, using her stoneshaper magic. It was a slightly lighter colour than the stuff they’d gathered topside.

“’Tis a different form of arlithite down here,” warned Ruhildi. “Methinks ’twere shaken from the hide of a deepworm—the one that hollowed out these burrows in ages past, like as not. I don’t ken how potent it will be…”

Saskia held out her hand. “Thanks, Ruhildi. I’ll take my chances.”

She popped a pinch of the proffered powder into her mouth and swallowed. Almost immediately, she began to feel its effects. Wow, this stuff was way more powerful than the stuff they’d collected on the surface. Maybe she shouldn’t have taken so much… The whole right side of her torso itched so badly she had to lie on her hand to stop it from tearing at her skin. Her arm itched too—the one that wasn’t really there.

And that was when the convulsions started. She pretty much lost track of reality after that. When she came to her senses, Ruhildi was hovering over her worriedly. This was starting to become a habit.

“Did I nearly die again?” asked Saskia.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “The…changes were happening fair quick, and I were thinking it might be drawing more out of you than you had to give. Afore I fed you earlier, you hadn’t eaten a bite in days. So I shoved a few squealers down your gullet and thank the forefathers, you seemed to come right after that.”

“You’re my hero, Ruhildi. I’m not sure I would’ve thought of that. Just as well I can eat in my sleep. Sometimes I feel like a giant eating machine. Wait…changes? What changes?”

Something did feel different, now that she mentioned it. Gone was the pain and itching sensation along her right side, replaced by a feeling of…pressure.

Saskia pulled the furs aside, and let out a gasp.

Her ruined shoulder had indeed started to grow back, but not the same as it had been. Where before there had been mole-ridden skin—tougher and more leathery than human flesh, but still quite supple—now, it could hardly be called skin any more. The moles had expanded and hardened into something resembling rough stone. Thankfully, she wouldn’t be turning into a statue any time soon. This stuff was more flexible than it appeared, and she had no trouble moving her shoulder.

A significant upgrade in durability, if not appearance. Troll 2.0. Or maybe it was a demon thing? Just as long as she didn’t start growing those ridiculous shoulder spikes often seen on fictional demons and high level fantasy armour. Spikes would be no use in a fight. All they’d be good for would be catching on things and impaling herself.

There was a large lump dangling from the half-formed shoulder joint. Hopefully in time it would grow into a proper arm and hand. This wasn’t something that would happen overnight though.

“You’re turning into a rock trow,” said Ruhildi. “I thought they were a different breed than your surface kin, but mayhap ’tis the arlithite…”

“Rock trolls are a thing?” said Saskia. She flexed her shoulder again. “I don’t think this is actual rock. It just looks like it.”

“Aye, I can’t shape your new flesh, if that worries you,” said Ruhildi. “Only a cruorger could do that. If luck be with you, you’ll never meet one.”

Saskia shivered, remembering the story Ruhildi had told about her torturer. She looked at Garrain, who was awake and glaring at her. Had he had any part in her friend’s torture? Probably not, or Ruhildi would’ve cut his throat in an instant.

Saskia couldn’t have been out for too long, because her blood was still doing its thing. That meant it could heal him too. Somewhere deep inside her, a vindictive little voice was urging her to let him suffer. She shoved it down. At some point they might have to do something…permanent. But until then…

Grabbing a water bladder, Saskia ducked around a corner where the elf couldn’t see her. No need to show him how a healing potion gets made…

She balled her hand into a fist and squeezed, wincing as her claws stabbed through the flesh of her palm. Bright blood poured forth into the bladder. When it was half full, she added a bit of mud and water and slime to change the flavour (hopefully for the worse). Placing a drop of the resulting mixture on her tongue made her nose wrinkle and her eyes water. She tasted not blood, but something far worse: medicine. Oh he’s gonna love this, she thought, grinning to herself.

Sure enough, when she pressed the bladder to Garrain’s lips, he took one sip, then made a disgusted growl and tried to turn his head away.

“I know it’s gross, but potions of healing aren’t meant to taste good,” she said. “It’ll be worth it, trust me.”

“I’ll not take another drop of your poison, demon!” he spat.

Her patience wearing thin, she turned to Ruhildi. “Little help?”

“I’d rather be breaking his other leg, not fixing this one,” grumbled the dwarf. She roughly took hold of Garrain’s jaw and forced his mouth open, holding it firmly against his feeble struggles.

Together, they managed to get most of the concoction down his throat, while the rest dribbled down his chin and onto his leather vest. They watched in silence as the cauterised wound on his leg started to swell, before shedding its outer layer of burnt flesh, exposing smooth, healthy skin beneath. Meanwhile, Saskia held his leg as straight as she could until the two halves of the bone began to knit together in her oracle interface. It was happening quicker than she’d thought possible.

As the effects became known to him, Garrain’s expression changed from outrage and disgust to incredulity. “An elixir,” he muttered. “The mer would never… Where did you get this?”

Saskia wasn’t about to tell him her body was a mobile potion factory, so she just flashed him a mysterious smile.

With their prisoner able to walk, there was no reason to tarry. Any interrogation would have to wait. They needed to get far away from here as quickly as possible, in case that big scary lightsaber-toting elf showed up. Well, technically it was more of a lightclaymore, but that name didn’t exactly roll off the tongue. He’d moved so fast. Not even her trollish reflexes and combat telegraphing had been enough to avoid his strike, though they had saved her from being cut in half. She had no hope of defeating him with only one arm and no allies besides Ruhildi. Getting out of dodge was their only option.

If they were lucky, the elves would’ve just assumed she and Ruhildi—and Garrain—were dead. But there was still a chance they might be more thorough than the average movie villains, and find their way down here to check.

Before they set out on their journey, Saskia stepped over to the base of the waterfall where they’d landed after the long fall. Amidst a swirl of frothing water lay scattered pieces of the chunky plate armour she’d been wearing. Nearby, her massive hammer, which she’d dubbed Mjölnir, was wedged between two rocks. These items had been heavy enough that the swift current hadn’t carried them away. They were also too heavy for Ruhildi to safely pull from the water, so she’d just left them there.

Saskia had no such difficulties. But there was one thing she couldn’t bring herself to touch: her severed arm, waterlogged and oozing, with pauldron and vambrace still attached.

“There’s one thing I don’t understand,” said Saskia as she donned the dripping armour. “Actually two things. How did we survive the fall, and how did I end up naked?”

“I were hoping you could tell me,” said Ruhildi. “All I ken is what I saw. ’Twere so… I’m still not sure ’twere real.”

“Okay now you have to tell me. What did you see?”

“Alright well…one moment we were tumbling together down into the dark—you, me and the leaf-ears—and I were clutching at you like a little’un reaching for her mam’s teat. And then you…’twere as if you became fair big and…odd. I don’t have the words.”

“Try.”

Several long seconds passed before Ruhildi spoke again. “There were this light coming from beneath your skin, and it fair rippled and stretched. And you were no longer the Sashki I ken afore me, but this thing, all writhing flesh and impossible angles, spilling forth from the crevices of your armour, and licking out toward the walls.

“Quicker than I could blink, you—this aberration that were you—drew back into your armour and disappeared. I were left clutching hollow steel.

“We fell for some time; me and the alvar. I were counting down the heartbeats afore I’d be meeting the forefathers in the Halls Beyond. But then this thing of twisting flesh billowed up from the base of the falls and snatched us out of the air and lowered us gently into the water. Gently for me, leastwise. The leaf-ears, he were a wee bit knocked about.

“Next thing I ken, the aberration were gone and there you were, laying in the water like you were just taking a bath.”
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                So if she understood Ruhildi correctly, Saskia wasn’t just a troll and a demon, but also an eldritch abomination.

The dwarf didn’t use those words, of course. And she seemed a lot less terrified by the prospect of being Cthulu’s pal than Saskia herself would have been in her place. Very little seemed to scare her friend. Maybe a blithe acceptance of all things weird and worrisome was part of being a necromancer—sorry, necrourgist. Raising walking corpses was not for the faint-hearted. Or perhaps her past trauma at the hands of her elven slavemaster had burned all traces of fear out of her. That wasn’t how PTSD normally worked, but Ruhildi wasn’t exactly human.

And nor, it seemed, was Saskia.

She wondered if she’d ever been human; if her old human form represented her true self any more than this troll body did. It was the body she’d been born with; she was pretty sure of that. Unlike Saskia the troll, Saskia Wendle of Earth had a bellybutton. Also, the nurses at the hospital would probably have had a thing or two to say if Alice Wendle had given birth to a writhing tentacle monster. But a body could be like the skin of a snake to a being like her: something to discard once she’d outgrown it.

Saskia didn’t need to wonder where she got her eldritch genes. It was all her father’s fault. Calbert Bitterbee, or Calburn the Arborcaede, or whatever he was really called. That donkhole! He never mentioned any of this!

She thought of what she’d seen in that same dream where she’d met the ghost of her father. In the dream, she’d relived a memory of her accident back on Earth, one that had been sealed away by the head injury that followed. That time, she’d briefly entered the strange underwater dreamspace, and then popped out in mid air, many metres away from the cliff she’d been climbing, minus her clothes—and climbing ropes. It hadn’t been negligence that had caused the accident. No, it had been something much stranger. That incident had been her awakening as…whatever it was she’d become.

Had it been the same back then as it was today? Ivan, her climbing partner that day, hadn’t made any mention of her turning into a nameless horror from the abyss between worlds. Come to think of it, Ivan had largely avoided her afterward, aside from a few brief visits to the hospital. She’d thought it had been guilt over what happened that drove him away, but maybe there had been more to it than that. If she ever made it back to Earth, she’d have to confront him about the incident. She hoped he wouldn’t run screaming into the night at the sight of her.

Or maybe she was thinking about this all wrong. Maybe the bizarre things Ruhildi had seen weren’t Saskia herself, but some other entity manipulating her somehow. Maybe she was a puppet dancing on someone else’s strings. She thought of the vine-tentacles and the winged leviathan. Was that her puppet master?

So many questions. But she wouldn’t be getting any answers today.

Setting off down the riverbank, Saskia took the rear, with Ruhildi in the lead, and their captive elf, Garrain, sandwiched between them, bound by the wrists and roped to her waist.

Watching the bound druid stepping through the undergrowth ahead of her, she wondered what he thought about all this. Surely he’d seen the same thing Ruhildi had seen. Had witnessing her eldritch side destroyed any hope she might have of convincing him she wasn’t a monster? The thing that she’d become—or was somehow connected to—had saved his life, according to Ruhildi. And then she’d healed his injury. But she wasn’t so naive as to believe those things would stop him from trying to stab her in the back at the first opportunity. She’d seen into his dreams; seen how much he hungered for revenge. And more than that, he saw it as his duty to rid the world of her. To him, she’d always been an other: an enemy to be destroyed.

“You know, Garrain, I wasn’t bluffing up there on the ledge,” she said. “If you’d just come to me and asked nicely, and promised not to bother me again, I’d have returned your precious staff. Ruhildi told me how you can’t do magic without it.”

Garrain glanced up at her, eyes narrowed, and asked, “Will you give it to me now, demon?”

“Your staff?” she said, caught off-guard by his unexpected reply. “No can do. We don’t have it any more. It washed away.”

“If you still had it, would you hand it over?” he persisted.

“That depends,” said Saskia.

Garrain gave a disdainful sniff. “Cease your pretence, demon. We both know you have nothing to gain by arming and setting loose your vanquished foe.”

“What I have to gain is having you off my back, without having to deal with you in other, more permanent ways. We can’t keep you captive forever, you know.” Inwardly, she winced as she said it. That sounded more threatening than she’d intended, so she added, “I’d much rather we come to an agreement. You may not have noticed or cared, but I’ve done everything I could to avoid harming you and your people, despite being hunted down and harassed at every turn.”

“Do you take me for a simpleton?” said the elf. “You’re a demon and a trow. My life means nothing to your kind—”

Saskia cut him off. “You can stop right there with your assumptions about my kind. You know nothing about me, and everything you think you know is wrong.”

This time Garrain didn’t respond, and she saw that he was frowning even more than usual. Good. Maybe her words were getting through his thick skull. After the silence had lingered for a time, she asked, “The alvar with the glowing sword and pale eyes—he’s what you call the Chosen, right?”

“His blade is the last thing you will ever see,” said Garrain.

“No, I think the last thing I ever see will be much weirder than that,” said Saskia. “The Chosen didn’t seem to hold your life in high regard. He would’ve cut the both of us in half, if I hadn’t moved.”

“He did what I should have had the spine to do, when first we battled one another.”

“Oh yeah, I remember that,” said Saskia, thinking of their first encounter, where she’d forced him to choose between bringing down his vine shield spell or letting his archer buddy be torn apart by it. He’d chosen the former. “I think what you did took more courage. It was low of me to exploit that, but I didn’t see any other option at the time. Did your companion…survive, after I…?”

He glared up at her. “He did not.”

Saskia felt sick. She’d had her suspicions, but this confirmed it. “I…I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to hit him so hard.”

Ruhildi, walking ahead of them down the slope of the cave, was shooting her a glare that almost matched the druid’s. Saskia wondered what her problem was.

After they stopped briefly to take turns ducking behind a rock, she got her answer. Ruhildi spoke sharply into her ear in Dwarvish: “I can’t take much more of this, Sashki. You’re being too bollocking nice to the leaf-ears. He’s our enemy, and here you are trying to court the bastard!”

“I’m not…look, what I’m doing isn’t entirely altruistic, or—dogs forbid—trying to get into his pants. How would that even work? I’m like four times his size. I just want to try diplomacy, before we resort to…other options.”

Ruhildi gave her a stern look. “You’ve a good heart, Sashki. Too good for this world, methinks sometimes. You’re trying so hard to convince our enemy you’re not the evil creature their stories make you out to be. But this alvar has already tried to kill you twice. Mayhap he’s the evil one.”

“He may be our enemy, and he may stubbornly cling to his prejudices, but he’s not outright evil. I’ve seen through his eyes, remember? He’s good with animals. He has a wife or lover he adores.” Saskia felt her face grow hot at the memory. She could have done without witnessing the details of that part of his life.

“I still say you can’t reason with the likes of him,” insisted Ruhildi. “There’s another way, Sashki. You see, I larned a thing or two from the forge master. A few bells under the knife, and I’ll have him singing out answers to questions you haven’t even thought of.”

Saskia swallowed, seeing an unnerving gleam in her friend’s eyes. “No torture, please. But you can be the bad cop if you like.”

“I don’t ken what you mean.”

“I mean, when we question him, I’ll play nice, while you play…nasty. For now, keep it to words only, though. Nothing physical.”

Continuing onward, they following the river down the seemingly endless winding cave system. There were plenty of crevices and smaller side tunnels that led nowhere, but for the most part, it was just one huge tunnel that went on and on, without an end in sight.

These caves were unlike any she’d seen before. It was positively teeming with life. The bat analogues and oversized bugs were nothing new, but there were also fish and eels and coral in the river, little tailless rodents that scurried underfoot, and a featherless winged creature with enormous round eyes that screeched at her from atop a stalagmite. Phosphorescent growths abounded, most of it fungal, but there were plants too: red-leafed ferns and these odd little trees topped with dense tufts of lemon-coloured leaves.

Throughout the journey, the native fauna kept mostly away from them. The exceptions were a species of inquisitive centipede-like creatures called cave crawlers, the largest of which grew to about the length of a crocodile. Unlike many other giant bugs, these creatures were half-blind fungus-eaters and posed no threat to anyone. They did make tasty troll-snacks though, much to Garrain’s disgust.

Peeking out from beneath the rocks and dirt and undergrowth were patches of what she suspected might be the true substrate of the world tree: a russet material with pistachio-coloured veins running through it. Her oracle interface called the stuff argnum. Unlike ordinary rock, her claws barely left a mark when she scratched it.

There was no path down here, and no guarantee they wouldn’t eventually run into a dead end or some impassable obstacle. The floor veered sharply downward in places, resulting a chain of rapids and waterfalls. In other places, the terrain forced them to wade through deep, fast-moving water. Or she and Garrain waded, while Ruhildi perched on her shoulder. There were also a not-insignificant number of precipitous drops over water-slicked rocks.

Before her accident, Saskia the human had been quite an accomplished rock climber. As a troll, this ability had only improved, thanks to her claws. They allowed her to pull off some pretty impressive vertical manoeuvres—or they would, if it weren’t for her missing arm or the elf dangling from the rope around her waist. She certainly didn’t trust him enough to untie his hands.

Saskia’s further attempts to convince their captive that her intentions were good—and get a few answers out of him—were met with stony silence, incredulity and further probes as to her true motivations. When at last they stopped for a brief rest, Saskia was more than ready for Ruhildi to play the part of the bad cop.

“Tell me, Garri, the names of those you brought with you to murder us,” said Ruhildi.

The druid glowered at her. “My name is Garrain.”

“Your name is whatever I say it is, Garri,” she hissed. “Answer the question!”

“What does it matter, necrourgist?” said Garrain, spitting out that last word as if it were the vilest insult he could muster. “My companions are dead! You slaughtered almost all of them.”

The sound of Ruhildi’s slap echoed throughout the cave. Saskia groaned inwardly. What part of ‘nothing physical’ did the dwarf not understand?

“Answer me!” said Ruhildi.

Several more slaps later, the elf still hadn’t answered. It was then that the dwarf woman brought forth another ‘incentive’ for him to cooperate, in the form of two undead cave crawlers.

As the dead creatures began to scurry up his legs toward his crotch, the elf finally relented, hissing out several names that meant nothing to Saskia. Ruhildi, with a malevolent smile, made her pets skitter back down to the floor, where they waited at his feet, poised to return at the first sign of disobedience.

But Saskia barely noticed that, because when Garrain spoke, his body was briefly surrounded in an eerie red aura. She tensed. Had he just cast a…? No, that was no spell. That was her oracle interface at work. What was it trying to show her this time?

“The name of the Chosen: give it to me, Garri!” said Ruhildi.

There was a moment’s pause, before he answered, “Hascithe.” This time, the aura around him shone yellow, before vanishing.

Saskia had a theory about what this light show meant, so she decided to butt in and put it to the test. “Does Hascithe know we’re alive down here?” she asked.

“I very much doubt it.” The elf’s lips curled up for the briefest of moments as he spoke. Again, his words were accompanied by a yellow aura.

“But you think he’ll work it out, right?” pressed Saskia. “And he’ll come down here to finish us off?”

“Absolutely not,” he said. This was not the answer she’d expected. For the third time, his body was surrounded in yellow light.

“Earlier you said the last thing I’d see would be the Chosen’s blade. How’s that gonna happen if he thinks we’re already dead and doesn’t come down here? You really think we’re stupid enough to go to him?”

He held his tongue while her friend delivered two swift punches to his belly. “Ruhildi!” hissed Saskia in Dwarvish. “Lay off with the—”

Feeling suddenly nauseous, she stopped speaking. There was a quivering in the small of her back, rippling outward across her body in waves, growing more intense with each passing moment. She sagged to the ground, feeling the blood drain from her face.

Next thing she knew, she was somewhere else; someone else. She watched as a porcelain mask popped off the face of a bald elf, revealing his—no, her—milky white eyes staring sightlessly ahead, and the tip of a spear jutting from her open mouth. The elf—the Chosen—pitched face-first onto the ground.

A moment later, Saskia was back in her own body, spitting out a mouthful of dirt. She picked herself up off the ground where she’d toppled over. Garrain regarded her with a bemused expression, while Ruhildi’s face held a look of mild concern.

“I’m okay,” she assured her friend, swallowing hard. It had happened again. A vision, like the one she’d had of Ruhildi being tortured. Except this one had been someone else’s memory: Garrain’s.

Unlike the link to the druid she experienced when she touched his staff, both of these memory-visions had made her faint. The experience hadn’t been half as bad as the seizures her human body had suffered from, but it worried her nonetheless. What would happen if she had a random vision in the middle of a fight, or while bathing or relieving herself, or…

And just like that, the memories of what it had been like came flooding back. The constant tension; always checking her surroundings for a safe place to lie down, in case she felt another seizure coming on. The anxiety she’d felt whenever she went out alone in public, where she might be at the mercy of strangers. The ever-present fear of embarrassment. And worst of all, the niggling dread that the next one might be her last; that she might never wake up.

No, don’t go there, she warned herself. She was done with all that.

These visions were nothing like the seizures. They were rare. And they were useful.

She took a deep, calming breath, and turned to their captive. “Hascithe isn’t the Chosen we’re interested in. Tell me about the other Chosen. The one who’s still alive to threaten us. The one with the big glowy sword, who did this to me…” She looked at the stub of her newly-forming arm. “What’s his name?”

“How did you…?” Garrain gave her a penetrating look, before rolling his head about in what might have been the elven equivalent of a shrug. “It hardly matters. Knowing his name won’t save you, demon. Nothing will save you. His name is Thiachrin. May his visage haunt your nightmares, as yours has haunted mine.” Now the druid’s aura shone a clear green colour.

Okay, she was pretty sure she knew what the colours meant now. Just one final test. “Thank you, Garrain. Now tell me an obvious lie.”

Uncertainty flickered across his face. “Why?”

“Doesn’t matter why. Tell me something we both know to be false. Tell me…I don’t know…tell me you’re a virgin.”

He looked at her and with a perfectly straight face said, “You are a virgin.” Green again.

As for Saskia, she was turning bright red right now. “No! I mean, you say, ‘I’m a virgin.’”

“I will do no such thing, demon. I’ll not demean my lifemate by pretending we haven’t tasted the nectar of our union.”

Yeah, I’m well aware there was tasting going on, she thought. But what she said was: “Oh for the love of… Forget about your precious non-virginity then! Tell me some other harmless lie. It doesn’t matter what. Tell me you’re a dwarf, or you have pink hair, or this right here…” She held up a rock. “…is a female aardvark!”

The elf just stared up at her in bafflement.

Ruhildi murmured into her ear, “You were speaking trow again, Sashki.”

“These bindings are too tight,” said Garrain, wincing as he flexed his wrists against the coil of rope. “If you loosen them for me, I’ll be more inclined to cooperate.” As he spoke, his aura turned a deep red colour.

“Oh, nice one!” said Saskia. “That’s the kind of lie I was looking for.”

“That was no lie,” said Garrain, frowning. “They really are too tight.”

But Saskia could see on her medical overlay that there was plenty of circulation going to his hands. It was the last bit of evidence she needed to be confident in her theory. This new ability she’d just unlocked was a lie detector. A green aura meant true. Red meant false. Yellow, as best she could tell, meant kinda true but hiding something. And there were degrees of truthiness and hiddenness that yielded various shades in between.

The interrogation continued haltingly as they made their way deeper into the seemingly endless tunnel. Ruhildi, having been apprised about Saskia’s handy new ability to detect lies, did most of the questioning and…additional prompting, while Saskia steered the conversation whenever Garrain tried to deceive them. Sadly, they didn’t get much more out of him. He appeared to be telling the truth when he said he knew little about Thiachrin’s plans or motivations.

Even before he’d hacked her arm off, the Chosen had been one scary moffer. Through Garrain’s eyes, she’d watched him swing an oversized sword as if it were a rapier. This had been before he’d gotten his hands on that shining sword of doom. Now, the Chosen terrified her even more than did his patron. And that was saying something, because his patron was a god.

Blade heavy and light; scorch and spray.

The words came to her unbidden, tickling at her memory, but try as she might, she couldn’t recall where she’d heard them.

That night (actually morning according to her internal clock, but it hardly mattered down here), Saskia took the first watch while Ruhildi slept and Garrain closed his eyes in a rather weak attempt to feign sleep. Probably waiting for her to nod off so he could slip free of his bindings and make a run for it.

Sure enough, a short while later she noticed that he’d managed to work one of his hands free. Even though he had his back to her, she could see him tugging the rope off his other wrist. Her X-ray vision overlay was pretty handy at a time like this.

“Too tight, huh?” she said.

Garrain froze. Then in a burst of motion he yanked his arm free and leapt off the rock, heading straight for the churning river rapids.

He made it five steps before her hand clamped around his arm and lifted him into the air. She felt like she was holding a wild hyena one-handed as he thrashed about in her grip, trying to kick her in the elbow.

His struggles woke Ruhildi, and together they managed to tie him up again, even more securely than before. Seeing the coils of rope encircling his arms and torso, she smothered a laugh. He looked like a beehive.

After Ruhildi went back to sleep, Saskia and the elf just sat there, silently watching each other. Finally, Garrain gave a weary sigh and said, “The staff you took from me is near. I can sense it. I would…greatly appreciate it if you would retrieve it for me.”

Saskia lifted her eyebrows. “After the trick you just tried to pull?”

Garrain looked at the ground. “I don’t expect you to simply hand Ruinath over here and now, but perhaps in time we might come to an…understanding.” To her surprise, she saw that his aura was green as he said this. He was being sincere.

“Ruinath, you call it?” said Saskia. “Interesting name.”

“My ancestor, Undain the Eversmile, named it after the witherbark grove whence it came,” said Garrain. “Ruinath is…very precious to me.”

“I bet it is. So that’s why you were dashing for the river. You say you can sense where it is?”

“Not exactly. I know only that it is near. Within five hundred paces, perhaps.”

Saskia pulled up her map, and thought, Little help, oracle interface? Sure enough, a staff-shaped icon appeared on the minimap just a couple of hundred metres downstream.

“I implore you,” he said. “Recover Ruinath, before the river current steals it away from us.”

She sat there silently, watching him squirm in agitation. As the minutes ticked by, the staff didn’t move an inch on her map, but of course he didn’t know that. After half an hour of this, she decided she’d tortured him enough. Rising to her feet, she said, “Alright, lets do this.”

“You’ll fetch Ruinath for me?” he asked, his voice wavering a little.

Dogramit, now she felt a little guilty for toying with him. “You’ll have to come with me. I’m not gonna disturb Ruhildi’s sleep again so soon just to babysit you.”

“Very well,” he said, gazing hungrily downstream.

The two of them followed the river to where the staff lay wedged between a couple of rocks near the shore. Before he had a chance to snatch it up, she took hold of the staff—and cursed inwardly as her view abruptly shifted and grew darker. Now she was looking up at herself—from his eyes.

Wow, I am really dogram big, she thought. And stupid. Shoulda brought something to wrap this up in.

The reason it was so dark was that unlike her, Garrain didn’t have darksight. The only natural light in this place came from the glowing lichen that coated some of the riverside rocks, and the larger, more distant fungoids that grew across the walls and ceiling.

“Is there a problem?” asked Garrain, his hands clearly straining against the ropes and trying to reach for the staff. She didn’t think he was even doing it consciously. The guy was like an addict.

Holding the staff high in the air, out of his reach, she said, “Let’s head back. Stay close behind me.” Hearing her voice through her own ears, not his, made this even more disconcerting.

The short walk back to the campsite was one of the oddest experiences she’d ever had. She was essentially watching herself from a third-person perspective. Walking in this manner was much harder than it was in a video game, made worse by the fact that she was effectively blind whenever her ‘camera’ got too close or looked at the wrong thing.

Damn I have a big butt, she thought. Wait…why are his eyes lingering on my butt?

“Look at my feet, mister,” she growled.

“What are you—”

“Eyes down!”

Watching her stagger and lurch over the rough, lichen-covered stones of the riverbank, Garrain probably thought she was drunk, but she wasn’t about to tell him what was really going on. He’d take advantage of her disorientation and try to snatch back his staff.

Back at the camp, she wrapped the staff in furs, dispelling the vision, then tied Garrain to a rock. Soon, he fell into a deep sleep, and she settled in for the remainder of her watch.

It wasn’t long after he dropped off when a long, rolling tremor shook the tunnel walls. Saskia clutched a rock to steady herself, watching as everything around her swayed gently from side to side. Earthquake? Surely a giant tree didn’t have tectonic plates…

Feeling jittery, she kept a close eye on her minimap, in case some enormous earthquake-making monster stomped or slithered their way. Nothing did.

She let Ruhildi sleep for an hour longer than they’d prearranged, figuring her friend would need the extra time more than she did. Saskia had done more than her fair share of sleeping lately. Still, she did need some shut-eye, so when her friend finally awoke of her own accord, Saskia gratefully curled up by the fire and let herself slide into a deep and dreamless slumber.

It seemed she’d barely closed her eyes when Ruhildi was nudging her awake, and it was time to prepare for another long day’s descent.

When Ruhildi saw her untying Garrain’s ropes from the rock, she took her aside and muttered quietly into her ear, “I’ve changed my mind about hauling our leaf-eared problem along with us for another day, Sashki. Methinks we’ve gotten all we can out of him, and he nearly got away from us once already. We can’t risk having him break free and bring word of our whereabouts to his kin. It’s time we…” She made a cutting motion across her throat.

Saskia frowned. She understood Ruhildi’s reasoning. Their prisoner was definitely slowing them down, and every moment they kept him alive was another moment he might escape or stab them in the back.

Yet the notion of killing him just felt so wrong. Yeah, he’d tried to kill her, and may again, given the opportunity. But right now, he was helpless and alone. She’d never intentionally killed anyone before. Once she crossed that line, there’d be no going back.

More importantly, she was now more hopeful than ever that he might honestly be willing to come to some arrangement in exchange for his freedom and that silly little piece of wood he craved so much. Last night, his offer had been sincere. Her lie detector couldn’t predict future changes of heart, but something told her he wasn’t the kind of person who’d break his word easily.

“We can’t do that,” said Saskia. “There’s still useful information to be gleaned; I’m sure of it. I might have another vision. And now we have his staff as leverage, there’s a very real chance there might be a way to end this without killing. I say we give him another day or two; see what happens.”

“And if he tries to flee again or turn on us?”

“Then he takes a dirt nap,” said Saskia, silently praying it wouldn’t come to that. “Between the two of us, I don’t think we have much to fear from him.”

“I amn’t afraid of him,” said Ruhildi, a little indignantly. “I just want him gone!”

“One way or another, he’ll be gone soon, I promise,” said Saskia. “Just a little longer. Please?” She tried to give her best puppy dog eyes, which wasn’t easy when they were scarlet and slitted like a cat’s.

Ruhildi gave her a long stare. Then she let out a snort. “Alright. He’s your pet leaf-ears to feed and water and clean up after, from now until we’re rid of him. And if he tries to break free again, I’ll bind him with his own intestines!”

“Ew,” said Saskia, even as relief flooded into her. She wouldn’t put it past Ruhildi to ‘take care of the problem’ behind her back if the dwarf thought she was being a naive idiot, but for now, it seemed her friend had been mollified.

The hours slowly ticked by as they trekked ever deeper into the twisting, overgrown tunnel. How many kilometres beneath the surface were they now? Ten? Twenty? Surely no cave system on Earth went this deep—at least none visited by humans. Then again, there were no caves quite like this on Earth; none bursting with so many peculiar plants and fungal growths, and all the things that wriggled and scampered and swam and flew among them.

Saskia was getting heartily sick of it all. Sure, this underground jungle was far more of a feast for the senses than the bland rocks she’d expected to find down here, but it was even harder to traverse than the dense forests on the surface, because there was no way around the various living obstructions without hacking or digging.

Again she felt the ground shudder and sway beneath her feet.

“What is that?” she asked when the shaking ceased. “It happened last night as well.”

“I don’t ken,” said Ruhildi, her forehead creased in a frown. And that was more concerning than anything else she might have said.

The air grew hot and humid, and wisps of steam rose up from the hidden depths to meet them. It wasn’t long before the river tunnel opened out into an even bigger cavern.

Actually, the word cavern didn’t really do it justice. Saskia felt her eyes go big and round as she gazed out across a vast inner world, shrouded in steam, and brimming with enormous phosphorescent growths, tall trees, arches and spirals and twisting towers of vegetation that reached for the distant ceiling. Vapour wafted from murky, bubbling pools. Through the haze, she could make out an unbroken column of white-hot liquid pouring down from—

Hold on a minute. It wasn’t pouring down. It was pouring up, like in one of those weird reverse-time videos of people unpouring drinks.

She’d known something must be up with the physics on this world, because tree the size of planet. But this? This was just…

She couldn’t even…

As always, Saskia looked to her friend, already brimming with dozens of questions. But best to start with the most important one. “What is this place?” she asked. “Surely we can’t have reached the Underneath so soon.”

“Och no,” said Ruhildi, her expression wavering between relief and…concern. That in itself was concerning. “’Tisn’t the ’Neath. This is Wilbergond, one of the Outer Hollows.”

In that moment an awful sound emerged from the depths of the alien jungle, like a giant hoicking up a mountain of phlegm. Trees swayed, and a whirlwind of startled bats swarmed into the air, reaching for the safety of the distant ceiling.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 3: Hollow

    
    
    
    
                Three weeks shy of Saskia’s third birthday, in the midst of a record-breaking heatwave, her mother almost killed her.

Alice Wendle strapped her daughter into the back seat of her not-so-snazzy new Toyota Corolla, drove to work, and parked in the company car park, before locking the vehicle and hurrying into the office, five minutes late for a meeting. This was little different from any other work day, but for one thing. This day her stress-addled, sleep-deprived brain forgot the crucial step of dropping her daughter off at daycare.

Saskia was only semi-conscious by the time a passer-by came to her rescue and broke her out of the vehicle. The paramedics who checked her over afterward and rushed her to hospital said she’d been just minutes away from death.

Years later, when Alice confessed to her daughter about the incident, she came as close to breaking down as Saskia had ever seen her. She’d never forgiven herself for that near-infanticidal lapse of memory.

As for Saskia herself, she didn’t remember much. Into her early teenage years she’d had these brief moments, now and then, when she felt a rising panic; a feeling of being trapped; of suffocating. As the years passed, so too had those terrifying moments, until all that remained were memories of memories. It had been a long time since she’d relived the experience directly.

Until now. Now she was pretty sure the inside of the car had felt a lot like it did here in Wilbergond.

The heat of this place was enough to make her want to curl up and die. There was no escaping it; no shady patch in which to find shelter. The humidity level was so far off the metaphorical charts that had they existed, the charts would’ve wilted into a soggy mess and dissolved. An hour of sweltering in this jungle sauna had slowed their pace to a crawl, and Saskia could have sworn her eyeballs were slowly simmering in her skull.

Mopping her grimy, sweat-streaked brow with the back of her hand, she scowled at her friend. “That one time, I may have said I’d follow you into hell, Ruhildi, but I didn’t mean it literally.”

This was a pretty kind of hell, she had to admit; full of bizarre and colourful sights. Some of those sights had teeth and claws and chittering mandibles. The owners of said appendages didn’t seem particularly intimidated by the big scary one-armed troll, the tiny, but arguably scarier dwarven necromancer, or their elven captive, who may be bound and helpless, but whose dour expression was enough to give any would-be predators a case of the gloomies. Saskia had been forced to get stompy on more than one occasion, and had earned an assortment of bites and cuts on her feet and ankles for her trouble.

The denizens of Wilbergond were a tenacious lot. Even the herbivores were bristling with natural defences. Scaly hides and tough carapaces abounded, along with an impressive array of horns and antlers.

Small wonder, in a place as brutal and unforgiving as this. Distant screeches and growls and slurping sounds assaulted her ears, warning her about the denizens she hadn’t yet met: the apex predators of this primal howlscape. Even more ominous were the carnelian-red markers roaming the periphery of her minimap.

Red means dead, she reminded herself for the umpteenth time.

“We surface creatures were never meant to tread in such a place as this,” said Garrain, wincing as he lifted his scalded foot out of a burbling pool.

“For once I agree with him,” said Saskia. “I really hope we can find the passage out of here soon. I don’t wanna boil alive. Or get eaten.”

“Would that ’twere so easy to find,” said Ruhildi. “Alas, I’ve not set foot in Wilbergond afore. All I ken is what the stories told of this Hollow. They made no mention of the arlium flow.” She cast her gaze up at the column of fiery white liquid inexplicably rising up to the ceiling. “But they did speak of a passage to Dwallondorn. If we make it that far—”

“Oh now you’re just overflowing with confidence,” interjected Saskai.

“If we should perish, I’ll take solace in the fact that your sadistic disciple dies with me, demon,” said Garrain.

“She’s not my—ugh,” groaned Saskia. “Okay Ruhildi, there’s no way we’re gonna die down here now. We’re not giving him the satisfaction.”

Ruhildi’s lips curled up ever so slightly. “In that, we’re of one mind, Sashki. As I were saying afore you interrupted: from Dwallondorn, we can take the prime passage the rest of the way down to the ’Neath. ’Tis a well-tread path; one I myself have taken afore.”

“Okay, now you’re talking. I just hope Dwallondorn isn’t as stifling as this.” Saskia glanced up at the source of the heat. “So that’s arlium? Shoulda known it wasn’t plain old magma. Magma doesn’t defy gravity.”

“I don’t ken what you mean by magma,” said Ruhildi. “Molten arlium is the lifeblood of Arbor Mundi.”

“Just so we’re clear, this is the same stuff you use for your magic?” asked Saskia.

“The very same. Only here it burns hotter than the hottest dwarrow furnace.”

“So…why is it rising?”

“’Tis just what arlium does when it gets hot enough. When it nears the surface, it starts to cool, and sinks back down to the main artery, where it heats up anew. Just as our hearts push blood through our bodies, so too does the lifeblood of Arbor Mundi flow.”

“Huh. Interesting.” So when heated, arlium started to defy gravity, or at least became lighter than air. Just a bit cooler (but still hot enough to remain liquid, presumably) and it lost this property. On Earth, there were gasses lighter than air, but no liquids, and certainly nothing that changed so dramatically while remaining liquid. So…magic?

Yup, she decided. Definitely magic.

“Alas, methinks the passage to Dwallondorn lies on the other side of the arlium flow,” said Ruhildi. “We’ve a ways to go yet, and it’ll get worse afore it gets better.”

“I can hardly wait,” sighed Saskia. “But I thought you said you’ve never been here before and didn’t know where the passage was?”

“I don’t ken precisely where to find it. But I ken which direction to go. I told you about the stone sense already, Sashki.”

“Yeah, but isn’t that a really close-range thing?”

“To feel details, aye, fair close,” said Ruhildi. “But the stone sense also gives me a flawless sense of direction. I’m taking us in the direction we’re like to find Dwallondorn, even though I ken not the exact route.”

“Oh, I suppose that makes sense.” It seemed Saskia wasn’t the only one with a compass in her head. “Dwallondorn is to the north then; toward the trunk of the world tree.”

“Aye, near the shore of the Arnean Sea.”

Saskia thought about that for a moment, before asking, “So why isn’t it underwater then? Why aren’t all of these caves completely flooded?”

“That’s a fair good question, Sashki. An arborologist once told me the arlium arteries and veins breathe the air—or mayhap make new air. I forget.”

Considering her words, Saskia came to the conclusion that maybe they weren’t complete bunk. Her rudimentary knowledge of biology told her that plants did indeed breathe, though oxygen came out of them instead of going in. The air did feel really thick down here, and there was an awful lot more life than she’d expected to find so deep underground. It might explain why the air grew thin and cold high up in the mountains, as it did on Earth, but not in places where this branch of the world tree curled up into spurs taller than any normal peak. If those spurs had arlium flowing closer to the surface, drawing the air close, or maybe even replenishing the atmosphere…

Again she heard that dogawful throat-clearing noise. She prayed they’d never meet whatever it was that made that sound, but a part of her was also curious…

As they drew closer to the column of fire, the jungle gave way to parched earth and blackened stone. It wasn’t by choice that they came this close to the most inhospitable part of Wilbergond, but an unfortunate consequence of its geography. The cavern was shaped like an hourglass, with the inferno raging at the choke point in the middle. The best they could do was scramble down into a trench at the cavern’s edge whose high walls shielded them from the worst of the radiated heat.

Incredibly, there were things that grew even here: great fungal fans on brittle stems like tree trunks, and long, tubular things with bulging tips.

“Aye, they do look like a certain something,” said Ruhildi, following Saskia’s gaze.

“Yeah, they look like…skinny purple mushrooms,” said Saskia.

“Och, so that’s what your people call them. You ken, there’s sure to be arlithite in those stems, if you were to chew on one…”

“Get your mind out of the gutter, Ruhildi.”

“I ken not what you mean,” said the dwarf, her face the picture of innocence. “My mind is just fine where it is.”

So yeah, the heat was making them a bit loopy. That’s my excuse and I’m sticking to it, she thought to herself.

As they dashed through the trench, there was one brief, horrifying instant when her head rose above the walls and she gazed directly into the heart of the inferno. In that instant, she could make out what looked like flaming birds flitting about next to the surface of the molten arlium.

“Were those…phoenixes?” she wondered aloud after she’d doused her smouldering hair.

“Methinks those were scorchwings you saw,” said Ruhildi upon hearing Saskia’s description. “We’ve naught to fear from such beasts. The fire sustains them. Were they to come down here where it’s cooler, they’d petrify fair quick.”

“Huh,” said Saskia. Nothing like their mythological lookalikes then.

Several minutes later, Ruhildi drew to an abrupt halt. Ahead of them in the trench, perched on a mound of dirt and stone were a pair of wide, bulbous forms the colour of charcoal; with leathery hides bristling with thick spiky protuberances, and thick tails tipped with spiked clubs. Then she caught sight of their eyes; black and multifaceted and…ugh…far too numerous. She counted seven on each head.

“Threshers,” said Ruhildi

“Yay,” said Saskia. “Name like that, they must be all cuddles.”

“You wouldn’t want to be cuddling up to a thresher, Sashki.”

“One day, I’m gonna have to teach you about a thing called sarcasm. Think we can get past them without a fight?”

“Och no,” said Ruhildi. “Threshers don’t eat meat, but they’re like to squash anyone who comes near their nest.”

“And their nest is…right in our path,” finished Saskia, seeing the debris piled beneath the two beasts. “There’s no way around. Fan-frocking-tabulous.”

“There may be another option,” said Garrain.

Both of them turned to him.

“Return my staff to me, and I’ll cast a spell to pacify—”

“No,” said both Saskia and Ruhildi in unison.

He let out a ragged sigh. “It was worth an attempt. Very well. Slaughter away then.”

There came a sound halfway between a snuffle and a growl, followed by an answering roar. One of the monsters slid down from the nest. The beast scuffled forward on stubby legs, beating its tail club rhythmically against the ground as it moved. Probably trying to scare the invaders off, but unfortunately for everyone concerned, there was nowhere for the invaders to go but through.

“They’ve spotted us,” said Saskia.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “I can see. I have eyes and ears too, you ken.”

“Oh good. Keep them on our prisoner, will you, while I hold back this monster.” Hurriedly, Saskia unwound Garrain’s rope from her waist and tied it to the thick trunk of a fungal spire.

For a moment, she considered taking the elf’s glaive into battle, before discarding the idea. It was an impressive weapon—probably far more deadly than Mjölnir—but having never practised with such weapons, she’d be more of a danger to herself than her opponents. Also, to survive in an environment like this, these creatures must be seriously resistant to heat, so the singeing edge of that blade would more than likely be wasted on them.

Mjölnir it was then. She bared her teeth at the threshers, hefting the massive hammer in her one good hand. “Time to get my troll on!”

“If the beast should get past you, I won’t be of any use, tied up like this,” said Garrain.

“Yeah,” said Saskia. “Your point?”

“I can help!” he insisted. “If not with magic, then with skill at arms!”

“Maybe, but we can’t take that chance right now, so just…try not to die.” Without sparing him another glance, she advanced on the approaching thresher.

Only as it drew near did she begin to get a sense of just how big this creature was. The word elephant sprang to mind, though it looked nothing like an elephant. There were very few beasts that could truly threaten a troll, but this thing…well, it’d give her a run for her money.

Closing the remaining distance, Saskia lunged forward, bringing Mjölnir down upon a vulnerable-looking cluster of eyes that regarded her unblinkingly. Or that was her intent. Her movement felt sluggish, weighed down by the oppressive heat. The hammer thudded into brittle earth, sending a cloud of dust into the air.

It took her a long moment to register what went wrong. Very nearly a moment too late. The beast had spun about, and its vicious club of a tail was sweeping toward her like a wrecking ball covered in nails.

Leaping upward in the nick of time, she felt a gust of displaced air press against her feet. She landed awkwardly and almost fell onto her butt.

Recovering quickly, she lashed out at the thresher’s flank. This time, her blow struck home, cracking one of its spines. The beast emitted a short, sharp yip, bringing to mind the sound her dog Cerberus had made when she’d slammed the door on his tail.

Dogramit! Why’d she have to think of that? Now she was actually feeling sorry for the bug-eyed monster that was trying to kill her!

Speaking of which, its tail was hurtling back toward her; this time high in the air. Too high to jump. With no time for thought, she dropped low to the ground.

There was a horrible grinding sound as it scraped across her armoured back. With a loud thud, the spiked club at the end of the tail smashed into the wall of the trench.

Saskia staggered to her feet. That had been too close. The fact that she hadn’t been lifted up and embedded in the wall meant it must have barely touched her. Probably. She couldn’t spare a moment to check the damage.

Then she saw what had happened, and almost burst out laughing.

The beast’s clubbed tail was stuck in the wall.

Well okay, it wasn’t that funny. But it was really convenient for her. Seizing the opportunity, she began to wail on the fail-tail, hammering its spikes deeper and deeper into the rock wall. The thresher growled and twitched as it tried to wrench its tail free, to no avail.

Carefully avoiding its heaving bulk, she circled around to where its vulnerable eyes and snout lay. She brought the hammer down. This time the beast didn’t turn its head away fast enough. There was a cringe-inducing splat, and a spray of what she could only assume were…oh god those were eyeball juices running down her legs.

Two quick blows, and the beast stopped twitching. She backed away, feeling a little sick to the stomach.

The creature stirred. Saskia let out a yell of surprise, raising Mjölnir.

“Stop, Sashki!” called out Ruhildi. “The thresher’s mine. ’Tis on our side now.”

Sure enough, as the beast lurched onto its feet, it made no move to attack her. Ruhildi had just raised its corpse to fight for them.

It took some work to lever the beast’s tail spikes out of the wall. Then she turned and watched grimly as Ruhildi’s minion lumbered off to deal with the remaining thresher, who had remained behind to guard the nest.

This is so wrong, thought Saskia, listening to the frantic squeals and growls that emerged from atop the nest as the dead thresher clubbed its mate to death.

Scrambling over the ruins of the nest, Saskia winced as she spotted the crushed forms of several miniature threshers scattered among the mess of dried mud and stones.

“We killed their young,” said Saskia, swallowing the lump in her throat.

“’Twere them or us,” said Ruhildi. “’Twere a mercy, methinks. They wouldn’t have survived long without their parents.”

Nothing else stood in their way as they made their way through the remainder of the trench. The pair of enormous undead monsters charging ahead of them probably had something to do with that.

When at last they entered the festering fungal jungle on the other side, Saskia let out a sigh of relief, despite the fact that it was still a squillion degrees, her feet were blistering, and the rest of her exposed skin had turned a very un-troll-like shade of red. Ruhildi and Garrain looked just as crispy. Hopefully it would get better from here though, as they put more distance between themselves and the column of fire.

Her relief was short-lived. Pressing further into the jungle, they came across a long clearing where the trees and fungal spires had fallen, and the undergrowth had been pressed flat, as if a giant steamroller had driven over it.

“We’d best move quickly,” said Ruhildi.

“What? Why?” Saskia looked sharply at her friend, who was eyeing the flattened fungus and toppled trees with an edge of tension lining her face. This was about as nervous a look as she’d ever seen on the dwarf.

Silently, Ruhildi stepped out into the clearing, gesturing for them to follow.

As they neared the treeline to the north, there came that dreadful hoicking sound again. At the same moment, a gigantic violet marker appeared on the western edge of her minimap. It was behind a hill far beyond the treeline, so she still couldn’t see the source of that horrible sound with her naked eye. If they were really lucky, they wouldn’t get to see it. She’d only ever encountered one violet marker before, and that had been…

There was a distant crackling rumble, like the beginnings of an avalanche. Or the toppling of many trees.

The violet marker turned and began to slide in their direction.

“Guys,” she said. “We’ve gotta run! Something really bloody big is coming this way!”

Garrain held up his bound wrists. “Untie me, demon, lest I slow you down.”

“I have a better idea,” said Saskia. She slung him over her shoulder, ignoring his grunt of indignation. As they raced toward the edge of the clearing, she warned him, “Reach for the staff, and I’ll break your arms.” So much for being the good cop, she thought.

Ruhildi kept glancing back at the enormous stubby-legged beasts lumbering after them. “My minions can’t keep up,” she said.

Saskia sighed. The threshers were like tanks; heavily armoured but not especially quick over long distances. “How long can you maintain control of them? Maybe we could use them as a distraction?”

“Until we enter the treeline on the other side of the clearing,” said Ruhildi. “Once I can no longer see them, the spell will be broken and they’ll revert to ordinary corpses.”

“Oh well, can’t be helped,” said Saskia. “They probably wouldn’t last long against whatever it is that’s coming.”

They re-entered the cover of the jungle and raced toward the cavern’s northern edge, until Saskia spotted a tunnel on her minimap.

“This way!” she shouted.

The creature continued on its eastward path rather than veering north after them. It was close though; too close. Trees and fungal toward swayed around them, buffeted by its passing. She prayed the monster wouldn’t catch the delicious scent of their crispy, well-cooked flesh.

They passed through a narrow ravine between two hills. On the other side, the passage out beckoned.

It was hard to miss. A jumbo jet could’ve fitted through that opening. The mouth of the tunnel was a barren, desolate wasteland, stripped of all vegetation, aside from a few tiny fungal growths poking up between the rocks. They’d find no cover here. There was nothing to do but run for it, and pray that they didn’t get spotted by…whatever it was.

The final dash for safety seemed to last an eternity. Saskia’s gaze kept flicking back and forth between her minimap and the receding jungle. The creature was now heading southeast, directly away from them. As long as it didn’t turn around, they’d be home free.

It didn’t turn around.

Scrambling up the steep slope out of the cavern, she spared one final backward glance. There came that terrible sound again, and from behind the hill, a writhing forest of somethings licked up high into the air, snatching at a swarm of screeching bats.

And then they were clear.

The tunnel resembled the one through which they’d entered Wilbergond, but there was just small stream running down it, and the only things that grew in here were tiny phosphorescent plants peeking up from between the rocks.

Slowly, the temperature began to ease, until at last she felt like she could breathe again. Pulling in great droughts of cool air, Saskia splashed water over her face, sighing in relief. Garrain took it a step further, falling backward into the water, where he lay immersed up to his chin.

“I so wish I could do that,” she said, eyeing him enviously. She was far too big to take a proper dunk in this shallow stream. “That place was the worst.”

“We have to go back,” said Ruhildi, glancing down at a large puddle of slime that had collected in a cavity beside the stream. The nearby walls were splashed with the same stuff.

“Seriously?” said Saskia. “We finally make it to safety and you want us to crawl back into the cook pot? We’ve been going for a day and a half straight. We need sleep.”

“Not here,” insisted her friend. “If we try to sleep here, we’ll find no rest ’cept the final one.”

“What do you mean by that? Just—oh, hold on.” Saskia eyed her minimap. “There’s something up ahead. A lot of somethings.”

On her map, she could see that the tunnel opened out into a wider chamber with a lake at its centre. Nothing as impressive as Wilbergond, but still large enough to contain a city block with room to spare. In and around the lake were a multitude of orange markers. One or two orange dots wouldn’t be too much of a concern, but this many could pose a serious threat.

“As I were saying,” said Ruhildi. “’Twould be best if we find another passage out.”

“Okay so here’s an idea,” said Saskia. “Let’s find another way out.” Then she let out a rather embarrassing squawk of fright. “Um…on second thought, let’s keep going.”

A huge violet marker had appeared at the mouth of the tunnel. The ground shuddered slightly beneath her feet, accompanied by the sound of something very large squeezing into a tight space.

For the second time today, they found themselves running for their lives.

Emerging into the large chamber she’d seen on her map—a chamber which, too late, she saw to be a dead end—she took in the sight of the lake below, seething with scores of long sinuous bodies that darted too and fro like giant tadpoles. Many more lay around the shore; some of them feeding, while others were the food. At first glance, she’d mistaken the creatures for cave crawlers, but one look at their feeding habits dispelled that notion. Cave crawlers were fungivores, and they also had legs. These critters were closer to worms than centipedes.

“Deepworm spawning grounds,” whispered Ruhildi. “Tread carefully. We need to find a place to hide in here.”

Deepworm. The word sent a shiver down Saskia’s spine as she recalled the colossal monster she’d found trapped in the ice of a cave high in the mountains above.

As for where they could hide, well it wasn’t looking good. There were numerous tiny cracks and crevices through which water and cool air flowed, but most were far too narrow to be of use to them. According to her minimap, the best of the bad options available was…

“Up there.” Saskia pointed to a little nook halfway up the cavern wall on the far side of the lake. It’d be a tight squeeze for her.

The three of them crept silently around the edge of the chamber. If they were really quiet and really lucky, they might be able to get past without attracting unwanted attention.

Halfway around the lake, their luck ran out.

One of the cannibalistic worms reared up and turned an eyeless head toward them, revealing a rubbery, circular mouth, toothless and oozing with a putrid substance that sizzled and smoked when it dripped onto the corpse upon which it fed. The horror show let out a gurgling, cooing sound, almost like a human baby. A dozen more oozing maws lifted from their meals, turning their attention to the new arrivals.

The rushing, rumbling sound behind them reached a crescendo. Saskia whirled about in time to see their doom burst into the cavern behind them, smashing aside boulders as if they were tiny pebbles: a vast tubular creature almost as wide as the opening it flowed through.

Saskia gulped. “So that’s the mama worm.”

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 4: Worms

    
    
    
    
                Fergus would love this. The guy was obsessed with Dune. And here was an actual sand worm. Well, minus the sand. Well okay, it didn’t actually look much like a sand worm. But it was a giant worm.

That’s what one small part of Saskia’s mind was thinking. The other, louder part was screaming the word nope repeatedly and cowering in a corner.

Her gaze flicked back and forth between the big crapoodling nope oozing its way into the cavern, and the swarm of baby nopes wriggling toward them from the lake. Ruhildi gave her leg a squeeze, and even their prisoner, his face as pale a shade of green as she’d ever seen, huddled close.

They were well and truly noped.

Bog this, she thought, looking at Garrain. If I’m gonna die, it’s not gonna be with this guy roped to me. And I can’t just tie him up somewhere or he’s worm food.

In a flash, she cut the bindings at his wrists with the tip of his glaive, and slipped the rope from her waist. Then she held out the weapon to the elf. “Promise me you won’t use this glaive against us. I’ll know if you’re lying.”

He looked up at her with an unreadable expression, before answering, “You have my word, Trowbane won’t be searing demon flesh this day.”

Saskia raised her eyebrows. “Trowbane? Seriously?”

Her oracle interface showed her two things that gave her hope she wasn’t making a terrible mistake.

First, Garrain’s map marker had gone from orange to a dull muddy turquoise colour. The colour change suggested he’d turned from enemy to…not quite ally, exactly, but he was probably no longer in attack-on-sight mode.

Second, his aura was a yellowy green, which meant he was being truthful, though likely withholding something. Unsurprising, given how carefully he’d chosen his words. This day, he’d said. She couldn’t rule out the possibility that he’d turn on her tomorrow, in the unlikely event that they both lived that long. If he did come at her…she’d be getting dodgy, and he’d be getting deady. But that was tomorrow. Right now, she didn’t have time to babysit a defenceless prisoner.

Taking the proffered weapon, he tilted his head down in a little bow, though the gesture might mean something very different to an elf than it did to most humans. “I could better defend you with magic,” he suggested. “For that I’d need Ruinath.”

“Don’t push your luck,” said Saskia. Arming him was one thing, but she wasn’t yet ready to hand over nuclear launch codes to the guy who had tried to kill her on two separate occasions. “Lets get a move on!”

They broke into a run, charging directly at the larvae moving to block their path.

“Ruhildi, some overpowered necro spells would be great right about now!”

“There aren’t enough corpses nearby to be of much use, Sashki,” said Ruhildi, her brow knitted in concentration. “We’ll have to make more. Meantime, I’ve something else in mind…”

Courtesy of her oracle interface, an hourglass timer and a message scroll appeared over her friend’s head with the name of the spell she was casting: scatterblast. Saskia hadn’t seen her finish casting that one before, but it sounded ’splodey. It was just as well magic users in this world didn’t need to stand still while flinging spells. Distractions could still result in a fizzled spell, however; a fact she’d discovered to her advantage the first time she and the druid had fought each other.

First to slither out in front of her was a trio of the slimy creatures. The largest among them was as fat as a horse and as long as a bus. Tube-like mouths opened wide and lunged toward her.

She’d felt more than a little guilt over what had happened to the baby threshers, but these things? Ugh. They needed to die.

Saskia swung Mjölnir at one of the gaping maws, while twisting sideways to avoid the others. There came a satisfying splat as the hammer struck home, and a shower of ichor sprayed across her armour.

Coming up behind her, Garrain sank his blade halfway into the body of another, where its neck would be if it had a neck.

The last of the creatures whipped its head around, reaching for her leg. She spun about in an acrobatic kicky-stompy manoeuvre (which henceforth would be her official name for the move). Planting the foot down hard, she pinned the worm in place with clawed toes. A flick of the elf’s glaive ended its feeble attempt to wriggle away.

The three worms thrashed and squirmed like out-of-control fire hoses. Without waiting for the creatures to realise they were dead, Saskia pressed on, eyeing the large tangle of larvae rapidly approaching from the lake.

Behind them, the head of the full-sized deepworm surged up to the lakeshore, moving far quicker than a creature that size had any right to move, even as its tail section still squeezed through the cavern entrance.

A loud pop rang out nearby, like the sound of a gunshot. Several of the worms in the approaching swarm skidded to a halt, twitching and covered in blood. A patter of tiny stones landed all around them. The scatterblast spell.

“Nice one, Ruhildi!” she called out to the dwarf. “Enough corpses for you yet?”

“Aye, working on it,” said Ruhildi, running behind them as fast as her short legs could carry her. “I need more time. ’Tis not a quick channelling.”

But time was in short supply, looking at the large cluster of larvae darting toward them. Ruhildi’s spell had barely made a dent in their numbers.

Saskia turned to face the incoming swarm. “You two keep going,” she ordered. “I’ll hold them off for a bit.”

“Sashki…”

“Go!” shouted Saskia.

With Mjölnir held high in what she hoped was a suitably menacing pose, Saskia let out an epic battle cry that bards would be singing about throughout the ages: “Raaaaargh!”

Yeah, maybe not her finest work. It was all she could come up with at such short notice, okay? Giving a little inner shrug, she closed the distance to the wormy vanguard.

At the last moment, she pivoted to the left, squishing the head of the closest larva with her hammer. If yelling at them hadn’t gotten their attention, this did. The other worms were climbing over each other in their eagerness to chow down on her tender, juicy troll flesh. “Yeah, you want a piece of me now, dontcha?” she taunted, waggling her hips. “Come get some!” Then she bravely turned and ran away.

Saying she was going to hold them off had been stretching the truth a little. Her improvised plan involved—to borrow a term from video games—kiting the larvae. In this instance, she was the carrot and the stick. She needed to enrage her pursuers enough to make them keep wanting to chase her, without letting them get close enough to take a bite out of her. Kiting was a dangerous tactic in games, and probably amounted to suicide in most real life battles, but she didn’t see any other viable options. Her goal was to divert the swarm away from the squishy dwarf, giving her time to raise her undead pets. Any damage Saskia herself could inflict along the way was just crimson frosting on the slaughtercake.

That was the theory, anyhow. It was probably going to backfire frocktacularly.

She led the worms on a merry chase along the lakeshore, running parallel to Ruhildi and Garrain, but far enough away that hopefully her pursuers wouldn’t be tempted to break off and go after them. The swarm was growing fast as more larvae slithered out of the water.

There was a gurgling, hoicking sound, and something stuck to her arm, yanking her backward. She stumbled and nearly fell. A pustulent tentacley thing was wrapped around her arm, while others probed at her back and legs. From the open mouth of one of the larvae nipping at her heels came a writhing proboscis, like a tree of tongues, with tendrils flailing out from the trunk that had latched onto her.

“Eugh!” yelled Saskia in shock and disgust. A powerful stench hit her nostrils. If she’d been human still, she probably would have thrown up.

The grotesque appendage was reeling her in. She bit into it with her teeth, and finally it tore loose. Then she felt a horrible burning sensation inside her mouth, and she spat and retched.

A maw like a vacuum cleaner dipped in acid clamped onto her leg. Some of the corrosive substance dripped into a gap between the thick steel plates and began to eat into her flesh.

Frantically, she swung Mjölnir at the creature’s head. The hammer hit at a bad angle, glancing off its rubbery hide…

…and smashed down onto her bare toes with a sickening crunch.

Well that can’t be good, she thought. The thought that followed, when the pain finally registered, contained at least three words her mother would disapprove of.

Her next swing nearly tore the larva’s head off. She limped away, glancing down at the red mush that had been her foot. This was no mere stubbed toe. Worse, worms were closing in from all sides. There was no escape.

I really bogged that up, thought Saskia. I hope I bought Ruhildi enough time to get away.

But the worms didn’t bite into her—well, most of them didn’t. They turned on each other. It was only then that she took note of the burnt flesh and oozing entrails, and realised that some of these larvae were already dead, even as they fed on the living. Ruhildi had finally raised some pets, and now she was making them devour their siblings.

Not that they weren’t doing that already before we came along, thought Saskia.

As for how they fed…it seemed the creatures’ skin and organs were nowhere near as impervious to their corrosive digestive juices as their mouths and stomachs and proboscises. They killed by dissolving their victims. Zombie worms, it seemed, could go on fighting with half their bodies turned to goo, so they were holding their own, even while vastly outnumbered.

Saskia splattered a pair of unwanted passengers and backed away from the carnage, fumbling for her sash of arlithite. With her natural regeneration ability, her foot would eventually heal on its own, but not soon enough.

The magic dust didn’t disappoint. She’d wondered what would happen to her pulverised bones. Would they reform properly, or would she end up with toes sticking out at all angles? Turned out she needn’t have worried. The smashed bones seemed to dissolve, and within moments, started to regrow in the proper shape. Soon, she could run again, and so she did. As an added bonus, her newly-formed hand was beginning to resemble…well, a hand. Not much use for anything right now, on its little stubby arm, but give it time…

Time, though, was in very short supply. The deepworm was almost upon her, looming impossibly large as it surged around the lake, crushing any of its offspring that were too slow to slither out of its way.

She raced after Ruhildi and Garrain as they made it three quarters of the way around the lake toward the little cleft in the wall. More likely than not, if they actually made it there, that crevice would become their tomb. But she tried not to think about that. They needed a goal; even if it was ultimately futile. Otherwise they may as well just lie down and die right here and now.

Saskia had almost caught up with them when the ground came alight with an orange glow, swiftly turning red. She knew all too well what that light show meant. It was her oracle ability telegraphing an incoming attack, telling her to get the hell out of the way before the crap hit the troll.

“Incoming!” she shouted. “Get behind cover, now!”

Easier said than done though. She too needed to find cover, but where…?

There! She ducked behind a large boulder—the only spot close at hand that wasn’t lit up like a Christmas tree.

Not a moment too soon. Now the air was filled with gigantic flailing tendrils, dripping with mucus. They were far too big to have come from the larvae. And that left…oh no…

From the gaping maw of the colossal deepworm had erupted the writhing forest of its proboscis. A slimy tendril as thick as her head was reaching around the large rock behind which she’d taken shelter. She shrank away, shuddering.

With a dreadful slurping sound, the deepworm sucked the writhing mass back into its toothless maw, along with countless rocks and clumps of fungus that clung to it—and more than a few thrashing larvae.

Fearing the worst, her gaze went straight to where Ruhildi and Garrain had been running. Then a wide-eyed elf and a tired-looking dwarf peered out from behind a pillar of rock, and she let out a relieved sigh.

Reaching her friend and the druid, she crouched low to the ground and said, “Hop on, Ruhildi. Garrain, I can’t carry you at the same time. Just…try to keep up.”

Saskia took off with her dwarven cargo. Garrain followed close at her heels.

The path to the chamber exit, while not entirely clear of larvae, had at least thinned out. Many of the creatures were retreating to the relative safety of the lake, and most of those that remained were being driven back by Ruhildi’s growing army of undead pets.

But not all. A large worm slithered out from behind a rock, darting at Garrain’s heels. Without missing a beat, the druid swept his glaive into its head, cleaving it down the middle.

Ahead of them, a pile of dead larvae began to stir, and then slithered out in front of her. She had to fight the urge to back away from them as they reared up, forming into a grotesque honour guard.

“Dogramit, Ruhildi!” she complained. “Stop giving me a heart attack!”

“Sashki, you…you’re flattering me,” said Ruhildi, shifting her grip on Saskia’s shoulder. “You’re a fine friend, but I amn’t for chasing your heart, and sure as shite, I amn’t for attacking it.”

“What? No, I mean—ah forget it.” You weirdy dwarf, she added silently.

Her friend’s control over the undead had advanced by leaps and bounds following their excursion into the Dead Sanctum. Before then, raising one group of pets would have severed her link to the previous ones, returning them to a state of unwriggly death. Now, her command dead spell seemed to have no such limitations. The new ones simply joined her existing retinue. Saskia wondered if it had something to do with Ruhildi being granted guest access to the Sanctum, or if it was just a natural progression of her talents.

The fact that Ruhildi was able to channel spells from the relative safety of Saskia’s shoulder also opened up some interesting tactical opportunities for future encounters. She’d have to think about that. Just not right now, while they were fleeing for their lives.

They’d almost made to far side of the chamber when the ground again began to glow, telegraphing an imminent tongue lashing. “Another incoming!” she called out.

Her eyes darted around, and a sickening feeling filled her stomach as she realised that the cleft in the wall they were aiming for was at least ten metres up. They weren’t going to make it in time.

Well they certainly weren’t going to make it if she didn’t act. She dropped onto three limbs, releasing Mjölnir as she bounded forward, and leapt with all her strength.

Trolls could jump. It was times like this that reminded her what this body of hers was really capable of. She was airborne for what seemed like an eternity before her claws drove into the crumbly rock wall. She scrambled up the remaining distance, whereupon Ruhildi hopped off her shoulder into the narrow hole. Hauling herself up, Saskia crawled inside a moment later.

Shuffling awkwardly in the confined space, she turned just as a mass of tendrils billowed out across the cavern. Caught up in one of those mucusy tendrils, lifted high into the air, was Garrain. His arms were trapped, and his glaive was tumbling to the ground.

Without thinking, Saskia sprang toward him.

“Sashki, no!” came Ruhildi’s voice behind her.

Sailing through the air, looking out over a seething mass of flesh and slime, and the yawning pit whence it had come, she thought, What the frocking frock am I doing? Idiot!

But it was too late to change her mind now. She landed feet-first atop the huge tentacle—a minor miracle, considering how much it was waving about—and began making her way up toward the tip, which was coiled tightly around the druid’s midsection, slowly burning through his leather armour. It felt a bit like climbing a gigantic wad of chewing gum covered in acid. Not that she’d ever done that before. The stuff seared her unprotected feet and hand, and her ebbing regeneration was barely keeping pace with the damage. But it was mainly thanks to its stickiness that she wasn’t being thrown off. Well that and her claws, which sank deep into the rubbery membrane.

As she drew closer to Garrain, he said, “How did you…what are you doing!?”

My thoughts exactly, thought Saskia. But what she said was: “What’s it look like I’m doing, donkhole? Saving your bacon.” She paused, before adding, “I could really go for some bacon right about now, but this will have to do.”

He just stared at her as she climbed the last few metres of flailing flesh, and began to tear into it with her teeth and claws. She wished she could say it tasted like bacon. Well, maybe it did a little: raw bacon marinated in rotten eggs, cat pee and stomach acid. The taste was so awful that when the surface of her tongue dissolved, it was almost a relief.

And then her ears were filled with that terrible slurping sound, and she was being yanked backward, toward…

Best not think about that.

Saskia tore through the last chunk of slimy meat, and Garrain dropped like a stone. She released her hold on the tentacle, and fell after him.

Until another flailing tendril snatched her out of the air.

They locked eyes for an instant. His were like those of an anime character: big and round, staring up at her with terror and awe and maybe just a hint of regret.

As if pulled by a weird bungee chord, she fell sideways, watching his rapidly receding form land heavily on the gravelly lakeshore.

Then she was in a long tunnel whose slimy walls were contracting around her. It smelled worse than a sewer.

Okay, now would be a great time to pull off that tentacular teleporting trick, she thought. Come on, eldritch me, what are you waiting for?

But she felt no pull except that of the very real appendage wrapped around her waist. And the only deep place she was going to see today was was the depths of the deepworm’s stomach. Must be out of teleporting juice, she realised. Ability still recharging or something. Well that’s it then. I’m done.

The full horror of her situation crept over her like a blanket of spiders. She fought to hold back the terror gibbering at the corners of her mind. Not yet gibberlings. Don’t come out just yet…

The walls closed in.

Saskia brought the little pouch of arlithite to her lips, poured its contents into her mouth, and swallowed. She bared her teeth.

Bon appétit!
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                Garrain breathed in…and out, savouring the unexpected sensation. Against all reason, he still drew breath. So many times these recent days, he’d been certain that when next he opened his eyes, he’d be gazing up at the grey mists of the Vale of Echoes. But never had he been more certain than this moment, on this day.

He looked down at the tattered strips that were all that remained of the lower half of his leather cuirass, and the ugly red burn around his abdomen. A little while longer in the monster’s grasp, and the foul slime would have burned all the way through his skin, dooming him to an agonising death. Not that it would have mattered, because if she hadn’t freed him from the great worm’s clutches, he’d have been pulled into its belly, just as she had been.

Why had she saved him? Why!?

For many a fiveday he’d sought the demon’s death; hungered for it with a passion he’d rarely felt before the day he encountered her. And now it had come to pass. She was gone, while he yet lived. In that sense, he’d won.

But this didn’t feel like victory. There was no triumph. Just the taste of tainted sourberries on the back of his tongue.

Despite his best efforts, his captors had been wearing him down, and he’d found himself cooperating in earnest, just so he could live another day and perhaps earn back Ruinath. His righteous rage had withered and died a little each time the demon defended him against her more bloodthirsty dwarrow companion. Even so, he’d been convinced there was no way she could be the noble creature she pretended to be.

Until today. Today the deusdamned demon had ruined everything. When she’d vanished into the great worm’s maw, the demon had been carrying Ruinath. He’d never get it back. And without the staff, his magic was forever denied to him.

With an effort of will, he shoved aside those bitter thoughts. They were unbecoming of him. His magic would have been no use to him in the Vale of Echoes, which was precisely where he’d have ended up had she not acted. The demon had risked everything to rescue him—her defeated foe—and paid the final price. He couldn’t understand why she’d done such a thing, but he could at least try to be grateful.

Not only that, but it was time he stopped calling her the demon, or the trow. She had a name, and that name was Saskia.

Garrain looked up at the looming form of the deepworm; its girth greater than that of the largest azurinth trunks in Wengarlen. He needed to get moving, lest her sacrifice be in vain.

Her sacrifice…

Again his thoughts threatened to circle back into darkness, so he shoved them aside and forced himself to rise.

The great worm let out a deafening screech, and a foul wind swept through the chamber. Garrain crouched low behind a stone pillar, thinking that again the beast would send forth its ensnaring tendrils to drag him into its maw. But none came. It was, however, moving faster than ever.

“Deus preserve me,” he muttered, breaking into a run. Why Abellion permitted such creatures to burrow into the arbor, he couldn’t fathom. The Arbordeus must have some purpose for them. Perhaps they were here solely to eat dwarrows, keeping them from rampaging out across the surface of Ciendil, as had happened in the time of the Arborcaede.

His best hope for survival now lay in the crevice high on the cavern wall, where the dwarrow—Ruhildi—sheltered.

Slowing only for an instant to retrieve Trowbane from where he’d dropped it, he clambered up the rough wall and rolled into the narrow opening.

Ruhildi’s dark eyes narrowed at his arrival. “Where is she?”

“I…” He trailed off, for a moment lost for words. “I did not intend for this to happen. Not in this manner.”

“Where is she?” repeated the dwarrow, her voice rising to a dangerous pitch. Shadows seemed to crawl beneath her umber skin.

Unlike Saskia, the necrourgist had never pretended they were anything other than enemies. In a way, he actually preferred this. At least he knew where he stood with her. This conversation wasn’t going to end well, no matter what he said. Better to just give her the brutal truth.

“In the belly of the deepworm,” he said. “Your mistress—Saskia—discarded her own life to save mine. I know not why.”

“You lie! You turned on her as I kenned you would!”

“I did no such thing,” he said. “But this isn’t the time to settle our—”

At that moment, there was an ear-splitting thump. The tiny crevice in which they hid was plunged into darkness. Something vast blotted out the dim light of the cavern beyond. Garrain shrank back from the opening and crouched there for the longest time, listening to the great beast’s rough hide smashing and scraping against the wall outside. The darkness seemed to press in on him, and the shaking grew so intense he fell to his knees.

Many long heartbeats passed before the tumult receded, and light returned, like the passing of a highspring storm. The dwarrow’s hands were held aloft, pressing against the slanting stone, seemingly holding it up by will alone. He watched as an ominous-looking fracture in the rock sealed shut before his eyes.

This wasn’t the first time he’d seen her working this aspect of her magic; that of a stoneshaper. It was no great surprise that she wasn’t just a necrourgist. Hascithe had mentioned what it took to make a necrourgist: pain. And she’d hinted that the dwarrow hadn’t been an entirely unwilling recipient of that pain. It stood to reason that necrourgy was not a branch of magic in its own right, but a withered leaf stemming from another branch.

What he hadn’t been able to discover was the nature and location of her focus. She held neither a staff, nor wand. An amulet, perhaps? Such a concealed focus was not unheard of, but it would limit her ability to draw essence considerably in exchange for freeing up both of her hands. If the slaughter in the tunnels above had taught him anything, it was that this dwarrow’s power was not to be underestimated.

At that moment, the uneven rocks beneath his feet gave way. Garrain quickly recovered his balance, but in the instant he took to steady himself, Ruhildi darted forward. He felt the press of something sharp against his groin.

“That’s my dagger you’re holding there, dwarrow,” he growled, seeing the gleam of a bone blade pressed against his most sensitive spot. “I suggest you drop it, lest you cut yourself.”

“Methinks not, impotent greenhand,” she said. “Throw your weapon over the side. Now!”

Garrain stared down at her for a long moment, trying to think of a way out of this that wouldn’t end with that dagger in his nethers. Finally he gave a sigh and said, “Very well. Stay your hand and I’ll relinquish Trowbane, for now.” He let the glaive topple from his outstretched hand, out into the cavern beyond.

His other hand flicked out, catching her wrist and wrenching it to the side. A grunt of surprised pain issued from her lips. He prised the blade from her, spun it about and thrust it under her chin, stopping a hair’s breadth from her throat.

She glared up at him without remorse, as though she were daring him to end her life. And he considered doing just that. Perhaps he’d be doing the world a service if he opened her throat. This might be his only chance. He wouldn’t even be breaking his word to her demon mistress, for whatever that was worth. He’d told Saskia he wouldn’t turn Trowbane against her, but he’d said nothing about her companion, or this other little blade.

And yet he was finding it hard to despise the dwarrow with the fervour that had filled him in days past. Saskia’s actions today had changed everything. If a demon could possess such…kindness, then everything he believed could be false.

“Afore you paint the stone with my blood, turn your eyes to the floor for a moment,” said Ruhildi.

In spite of himself, he found his gaze flicking downward.

Frowning, he tried to move his foot, only to find it held firmly in place, surrounded on all sides by smooth stone. Even as he struggled, he felt it constrict more tightly about his ankle.

“Kill me, and you’d best be prepared to saw off your own foot with that blade,” she said. “Elsewise you’ll be joining me in death a few days hence when you run out of water, if the worms don’t come for you sooner.”

For the longest of moments, he stood glaring at her, and she returned his gaze with equal scorn.

Ever so slowly, he withdrew the knife. It was a symbolic act, for he remained poised to strike if she attempted a betrayal. “Release me,” he said. “Let me be on my way, and you have my word I’ll not harm you this day.”

Ruhildi’s face took on a contemplative expression. She closed her dark eyes, and he heard a whisper of magic on the air. A few moments later, the pressure around his foot eased, and he saw that the stone had turned to fine dust, releasing its hold on him.

Peering out of their little shelter, they watched in silence as the great worm completed its circumnavigation of the lake and departed out the tunnel whence it had come. They waited until the sound of its passing subsided, and all that remained were the steady beats of their hearts.

Pushing past him, Ruhildi lowered herself over the edge and clambered down the wall. He shimmied down after her, snatching up Trowbane from where it lay in the dirt.

She stood facing the lake. Its dark waters churned.

“We’d best leave, before the worms emerge to feast upon us,” he said. “Without Saskia to protect us, we’ll be easy prey.”

She flicked him a disdainful glance. “Speak for yourself, Garri. I’m no-one’s prey. But by all means, scurry away. I’ll not stop you.”

“Then what are you…?”

And that was when he saw it. By the light of the fungal fronds at the water’s edge, a crimson stain was slowly spreading across the frothing water.

The dead things slid silently shore, streaked with blood and ichor; some trailing entrails; others split in twain. First three, then ten, then numbers beyond counting. The great worm’s spawn—all of them that had evaded the earlier carnage—had been slain. They were hers to command.

“What are you going to do with them?” he said, shocked by the ease with which her minions had dispatched their former broodmates.

She glared at him. “I’m for slaying a deepworm today. This is my army.”

He stared after her. “You’re mad!”

“Och aye,” she said. “I’m fair angry.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“That should be obvious,” said the dwarrow. “I’m going to rescue Sashki.”

“You…what?” 

“Are you deaf as well as dense, Garri? I’m going to save her!”

“But I already told you she’s dead!” he said. “Or…banished—whatever happens to vanquished demons. I saw her drawn into the great beast’s maw! No-one can survive that, not even a…”

“There were no trow corpse inside the deepworm’s belly when it drew near us. I’d have sensed if there were.”

Ruhildi could do that? Another necrourgist talent he’d have to watch out for, though he couldn’t think of any way she could turn it against him.

“Well even if she wasn’t dead then, she surely is by now. And she most certainly will be by the time you reach her.”

“Again you underestimate Sashki.” insisted Ruhildi. “Did you not see what she became at the falls?”

Garrain had struggled to put that memory out of his head in recent days. For a few brief moments, it was as though the demon had ripped apart the very threads of reality. At the time, he’d feared for his sanity. Perhaps the sight of her true visage was what had driven the oracles of Fellspur mad.

“’Tis the deepworm should be fearing her, not the other way around,” continued the dwarrow. “And if not her, then by the forefathers, I’ll larn it to fear me!”

“What foolery is this?” he said. “You’re going to end up inside the deepworm’s maw, just like she did!”

“What’s it matter to you, Garri?” she said, glowering up at him. “A short time ago, you were eager to slit my throat.”

“Because…” He stopped, unable to think of a good reason. He owed her nothing. And yet he truly didn’t want her to die. Not any more. It was so…so wasteful.

“Sound reasoning, scholar,” she said as the silence stretched. “Why are you still here? Get you away, afore I sic my brood on you!”

Garrain frowned. She had a point. Why hadn’t he left yet? She clearly wasn’t going to change her mind. He should turn back; find a way to the surface. Return to Nuille, before she did something foolish in an attempt to avenge his death. He remembered all too well what she’d said when they’d parted: “Should you fall, I’ll hunt down the demon and kill it myself!”

There were reasons aplenty for hurrying back. Except…

“Ruinath, my staff,” he admitted. “When the great worm swallowed your mistress, she had it with her. If there’s even a chance that you might slay the beast…”

Ever since the demon took Ruinath from him, he’d committed to doing whatever it took to retrieve it. No risk was too great; no price too high. He’d vowed to regain his magic or die trying. The worm was just another obstacle to overcome, like all the rest.

Yet that wasn’t the whole of it, if he were being true with himself. There was another reason why he hadn’t turned back; one that he dared not give voice to. A part of him grasped for a sliver of hope that Ruhildi was right. That Saskia hadn’t been vanquished. That he might repay the life debt owed to her after she saved him.

He inhaled deeply, and came to a decision. “Let us together see this task done. I offer my blade, if you’ll have it, Ruhildi.”

Ruhildi gave a little snort. “And what makes you think I’d have need of your blade, Garri? One blade won’t pierce a deepworm’s hide.”

“Perhaps not, but you’d be a fool to turn down my assistance, offered freely. It costs you nothing. I’ve already pledged not to harm you.”

“Aye, I suppose…” She stepped into the midst of the gathering swarm. In a low mutter, she said, “If he dies, I can raise his corpse as my loyal servant. Mayhap I should just skip to that part…”

“Try it, dwarrow, and I’ll retract my pledge.”

“Och, I forgot what big ears you have…” She turned to him, frowning. “And you ken the stone tongue. Bollocks. How much have you overheard, these past days?”

“Every word you and Saskia exchanged when you thought I couldn’t hear,” said Garrain, glaring at her.

“Bollocks!” she repeated. Several heartbeats passed before she said, “I suppose there may be some use for you. Even if only as a distraction. Sashki wants us to work together, I’m sure of it. Mayhap this were her plan all along…”

Flanked by a retinue of the necrourgist’s putrid abominations, they ran back into the tunnel and began their descent into sodden darkness, slipping and sliding down slopes made slick by the shallow stream gushing forth from the lake, and churned up by the great worm’s passage.

Looking around at their grotesque entourage, Garrain said, “You are truly terrifying, Ruhildi.”

“Och Garri, that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said about me.”

“It wasn’t a comple—deus!”

Garrain halted, transfixed by his reflection in the water—or rather, the reflection that was not his. The eyes gazing back at him were no longer his own eyes, but those of a most peculiar—and peculiarly alluring—visage: tall and slender like an alvesse, but with pink skin and less prominent ears. Her clothing was unlike any he’d seen before. Yet there was something familiar about the face looking back at him. Even though the proportions—and most definitely the size—of her face and body had changed, this creature had the same look about her as the trow whose face had been the focus of all of his rage. Now, this face stirred a very different set of emotions in him.

“Saskia?” he whispered.

The creature’s eyes widened. She opened her mouth and closed it, as though trying to speak, but no sound emerged. No, that’s not it, he realised. She’s not speaking. She’s choking.

“Go in peace, echo of Saskia.” He murmured the prayer of passing, although he rather doubted she’d find her way to the Vale of Echoes. A demon would not be welcome in such a place, no matter her deeds in life.

“Quit ogling your own reflection and get moving, you preeny leaf-ears!” called out Ruhildi, shooting him a withering glare.

“If your legs were a little longer, perhaps I’d have trouble catching up,” he fired back.

When his gaze turned back to the rippling water, his reflection was his own again.

Saskia was beyond their help. There had been little doubt in his mind, but this confirmed it.

He wasn’t about to to tell Ruhildi what he’d seen. At best she wouldn’t believe him. At worst, she would believe him, and as a result, she’d abandon their quest to slay the great beast. Garrain could not allow that. He still needed to recover Ruinath.

They emerged once more into the stifling heat of the great cavern beyond. Wilbergond, Ruhildi had named it. Garrain wrinkled his nose at the stench. He could scarcely imagine a fouler place than this. Not even the Illerenes came close.

Struggling to banish his dour thoughts, Garrain followed the dwarrow as she set off after the trail of newly-toppled trees that marked the great worm’s passage.

The deepworm devoured or flattened everything in its path, but many of the wild creatures that dwelt here were used to the comings and goings of the voracious predator. They’d fled its approach, but as soon as it had passed, they’d emerged to graze on leaves and fruit and fungal tufts that may have been out of their reach until the trees fell. Garrain suspected that on any other day, the worm’s recent trail would be one of the safer places in Wilbergond. Today, however, Ruhildi sent her abominations swarming out to slaughter anything that didn’t make it to the safety of the treeline, before raising them to join her army. Garrain tried to ignore the sickening squeals and croaks and gurgles of the beasts’ demise.

By the time they’d been running for two bells, Ruhildi was looking nearly ready to topple in exhaustion. Those stubby little legs of hers were ill-equipped for long-distance running. Garrain could keep this pace a good while longer, but even he had his limits.

They were circling back around to the west when he caught sight of a dark shape streaking through the undergrowth toward them. Not quite believing what his eyes were telling him, he stopped and stared for a long moment. In that time, the four-legged form closed the distance, leapt up onto a rock and peered over the edge. Garrain found himself blinking up at whiskers and fur and slitted eyes.

“Ollagor!?” he said. “How in all the arbor did you find me down here?”

The grawmalkin craned his head down a little hesitantly and licked him on the nose. Garrain ran his hand across the sleek fur. Definitely real.

“Friend of yours, I take it,” said Ruhildi, watching the grawmalkin with a wary expression.

Ollagor leapt down on top of him, bowling him over into the dirt. He lay there, silently laughing, clutching at his beloved companion, who gave a contented rumble in response. Reluctantly, he let go, and knelt before the grawmalkin, looking into his deep green eyes.

“I don’t like this,” said Ruhildi, backing away from him. “If your pet is here, your kin won’t be far behind.”

“I doubt that,” said Garrain. “Ollagor won’t obey anyone except me, and perhaps Nuille.”

The dwarrow’s eyes narrowed, but her only answer was to draw her minions into a protective circle around her, primed to attack. Hissing, Ollagor bared his teeth back at them.

Garrain locked eyes with Ruhildi. “Before you do anything hasty, why don’t we just ask?” He turned back to the grawmalkin. “Did you come alone, Ollagor? Raise your left forepaw for yes, right for no.”

Ollagor regarded him silently for several heartbeats, before lifting his left paw into the air.

“That seems quite conclusive,” he said to Ruhildi.

“I trust your trained beast no more than I trust you, alvar,” she said. “This could be a trick. You could have…”

“Could have what? Trained him to deceive you? How could I have possibly have planned for this? Think about it, Ruhildi.”

She grunted, which he took to be the closest she’d come to conceding the point. “We’ll see. If your kin are for jumping at me from the shadows, I’ll not away quietly into the Halls Beyond—I’ll drag you and your grawmalkin down with me. And if that beast so much as sniffs at me, I’ll have my minions burrowing into its flesh quicker than you can blink.”

With that, she turned and continued on her way, surrounded by her entourage of abominations.

In truth, the dwarrow had come closer to the mark than he’d ever admit to her. Unlike his clever brother, Morchi, Ollagor had never learned to give yes or no answers. The grawmalkin always performed the first of the two actions Garrain asked of him, no matter the question. It had been a source of both frustration and amusement back in Wengarlen, but now it worked to his advantage.

He truly didn’t think Thiachrin, Jevren and the other survivors had followed Ollagor down here. They likely assumed the demon and necrourgist were dead, and Garrain was dead alongside them. But if his former companions were to make an appearance, he certainly didn’t want Ruhildi to know about it.

Ollagor gazed longingly to the northwest. If Garrain interpreted his look correctly, that way led to the light of the surface. The grawmalkin must have taken a more roundabout route down than Garrain’s plunge over the waterfall. The fact that his companion had found his way here was nothing short of astonishing. He felt more hopeful than he had in days. Ollagor could lead him home.

Just not yet.

“I know,” said Garrain wistfully, stroking his companion’s soft fur. “I too yearn for sky and sun. But there’s something I must do first. It will be a most perilous undertaking. I’d bid you to wait for me here until my task is done, but we both know that isn’t going to happen. Not after you came all this way to find me. Whatever danger awaits us, we’ll face it together.”

Giving his friend one more scratch behind the ears, he rose and set off after the dwarrow, with Ollagor trotting at his side.

They journeyed another quarter spur before they finally caught up with their target: a great heaving coil of sinuous flesh, thrashing and rolling about, shaking the foundations of the arbor. A groaning shriek ripped through the air, making his ears twitch in discomfort. It seemed as though the deepworm was in some manner of distress.

Perhaps it’s choking on the demon’s bones, he thought wryly. It would be a fitting end for the creature. Even so, we cannot count on it to vanquish itself.

Ruhildi’s swarm surged across the smashed trees and fallen spires to where the worm thrashed, carving great furrows into the ground at the base of a jagged, rocky hill. The great beast didn’t seem to pay any heed to their approach, such was its apparent distress.

Garrain, Ruhildi and Ollagor crept forward more cautiously, keeping close to the treeline so they could take cover if the worm should take note of them.

Suddenly, the immense tail section smashed into a nearby cliff face, flinging a cloud of rocks and debris outward. In their midst flew a boulder as wide as Garrain was tall—plunging straight toward him.

With just an instant to act, he turned and dived into Ruhildi, sending them both sprawling in a heap. A loud whump sounded behind him. The air was filled with choking dust and raining a patter of stones. Peering through the haze, he saw that the boulder had sunk deep into the dirt where he’d been about to tread.

“Get off me, you leaf-eared, shite-flinging reeker!” protested the dwarrow, shoving him aside.

“Show some gratitude,” he said. “I just saved your life.”

Rising shakily to his feet, he glanced about anxiously. Ollagor had been at his side a moment earlier. If he hadn’t gotten out of the way…

Then Garrain saw a pair of slitted eyes peering at him through the choking haze. His companion was unharmed.

As the dust cleared, he saw that the swarm had reached the great worm, and the dead creatures were crawling up its hide and latching on with teeth and claws and pincers and mandibles and proboscises. As the deepworm rolled and thrashed about, he could see them flailing about in the air, fighting to maintain their grip with every bit of unnatural strength they possessed.

“Don’t just stand there,” said Ruhildi. “Help my brood keep it distracted while I work my spells.”

“It looks quite distracted already.”

The screeching sound assaulting their ears trailed off into a mournful hiss, before falling silent. The creature vomited forth its foul tendrils one last time, and lay still.

“Very distracted,” he added.

“I don’t ken how that could be,” said Ruhildi. “My minions haven’t had time to rip through a hide that thick…”

A tiny bulge formed on the side of what passed for the creature’s head. Barely a blister at first, the bulge expanded, then burst open, spurting forth a fountain of blood. Clawed hands emerged—two of them—followed by a head, covered in blood, ichor and purple brain matter. A bellowing roar filled the silence, followed by a fit of retching and choking. The rest of the demon emerged from the gaping wound, and she fell, landing like a thunderclap on the broken hillside.

There was a look of triumph in Ruhildi eyes as she ran toward her mistress. But when the dwarrow drew close, Saskia lurched to her feet, baring a set of pointed incisors that would make any grawmalkin envious. Her arms were splayed, poised to rend the dwarrow limb from limb with claws like curved daggers. Beneath the gore, he glimpsed flesh as smooth and hard as polished granite.

And in the palm of her hand…

What on all the arbor…? Her palm shone with a very distinctive amber glow. Arlium, he realised. And not just any arlium—for now that he looked upon it, he felt its familiar call.

My focus! What has she done to my focus!?

“Sashki, it’s me!” cried Ruhildi, stepping toward her. “It’s over now, and you’re—”

A great clawed hand lashed out, catching the dwarrow across her midsection, tearing through her steel breastplate as though it were parchment. With a muttered curse, Ruhildi scrambled backward, clutching her side. Garrain saw blood welling up between her fingers.

The demon licked some of the gore from her arm, growling softly as her tongue traced across the gleaming surface. Her eyes shone with a bright inner light, but he saw no spark of awareness within. This was not the…person who had saved him. Something dark and bestial had awoken in the fires of the deepworm’s belly.

Grimly, Garrain stalked toward the demon, holding Trowbane at the ready. He’d promised Saskia he wouldn’t turn the weapon against her today, but this monster standing before him was no longer Saskia. Ollagor stepped up beside him, hackles raised.

The demon didn’t pay any heed to their advance. Eyes fixed on the retreating dwarrow, she gave a final growl, then turned and bounded away, vanishing beneath the battered trees.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 6: Split

    
    
    
    
                Her world was slime and stench and terror and torment. And above all else, hunger.

Some deep instinct had assumed control, while her mind fled to greener pastures. Any pastures would be preferable to this—even barren fields, covered in cowpies. She thrashed and kicked and bit and ripped at the walls of her fleshy prison, gulping down mouthfuls of the acrid, mucusy membrane. It burned the inside of her mouth and throat, yet that was a mere tickle compared to what was happening on the outside, where the walls were squeezing her like toothpaste through a tube. Except this mouth had never been near a toothbrush or toothpaste. All about her sloshed the frothing liquid that had scoured away her armour and now turned upon her unprotected skin. Every nerve ending cried out in agony as it was seared away—only to be regrown, again and again, to suffer anew.

If there was an actual hell, it could hardly measure up to this. She couldn’t even scream. What little air there was in here was nearly as corrosive as the flesh-eating slime: searing away the inside of her lungs over and over.

All she could do was burn and thrash and tear and feed. She fed to fuel this frenzy of regeneration, which was the only thing keeping her from dissolving into goo.

A great undulating wave swept down the tunnel of flesh, depositing her inside an enormous pulsating sack of gore and acidic slime and tumbling boulders. Some of the rocks looked like giant marbles, worn down to a smooth, round finish.

Her rational mind lifted its head out of the sand for just long enough to recognise this stomach-churning chamber of nopitude for what it was: a gizzard. Found in animals such as birds, crocodiles and impossibly huge flesh-eating worms, the purpose of this organ was to pulverise food into a fine paste, ready to be digested.

Three things struck her in that moment. First was the absolute certainty that she wasn’t getting out of this thing alive. After everything she’d been through, she was going to meet her maker in the gizzard of this ridiculous creature. Of course, everyone was ultimately food for worms, but she never imagined it would end quite like this.

The other two things that struck her were car-sized boulders. A dark crimson stain spread across the slime. She felt a grinding, scraping pressure about her skull, pushing harder and harder and…



Squish!

Leather boots plunged into a shallow stream. They weren’t her boots. They weren’t her feet. The face reflected in the dark water wasn’t hers.

“Och Garri, that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said about me.” Ruhildi’s voice sounded weird. Saskia couldn’t put a finger on it, but something had changed.

“It wasn’t a comple—deus!” Garrain halted, his expression in the water turning from grim determination to one of bafflement. “Saskia…?”

The elf’s voice was even more distorted; noticeably lower in pitch than she was used to hearing. This is how he hears his own voice, she realised.

“What’s happening?” she tried to say. “Why am I here? Why can I hear you?” Except the words didn’t come. She had no mouth. She couldn’t speak, couldn’t even breathe.

“Go in peace, echo of Saskia,” said Garrain.

Oh, she thought. So that’s what I am. An echo. A ghost. Well this sucks.

Her thoughts spiralled inward, like a cockroach flushed down a toilet bowl. Down the gurgler she went, and for a time there was only pain and confusion and burning hunger.

When next her sight returned, Saskia was back in Wilbergond, looking upon the impossibly large form of the deepworm that had…oh no…no no no no no…that thing had eaten her! The worm looked like it had seen better days. It lay in a limp, tangled heap, while creatures of all shapes and sizes gnawed upon its thick hide.

Even as she watched through Garrain’s eyes, she felt a strange sense of frenzied movement, of hunger, of suffocation. Of rage. If she were dead, how could she be feeling any of these things?

Her head burst free of whatever had been pressing down on it. She felt the touch of hot air against newly regrown flesh, and the drawing of her first breath in what seemed like a lifetime.

At the same time, she watched from a distance as a bloody figure emerged from the worm’s brain in a fountain of gore.

The disconnect was making her dizzy. She was both here and there at the same time. The Saskia that was here in Garrain’s head felt eerily calm, but the one over there was near mindless with terror and fury, wanting only to bite and claw and tear…

Her body dropped to the ground, the impact leaving her momentarily stunned. She could see that it wasn’t quite her body—not the way she’d left it. There were two arms now, and one of her hands was glowing. Something was wrong with her skin. And…

She watched herself turn to face Ruhildi, snarling like a wild beast.

With dawning horror, Saskia realised she—her rational self, the one currently residing in Garrain’s head—wasn’t in control. Not at all. Her muscles tensed, but she could no more stop them than she could will her own heart to stop beating. She felt her claws tearing into her friend’s armour even before she saw it happen.

Whispering a silent scream, she struggled and strained to control her traitorous body. But all she earned for her efforts was the encroaching darkness, once again stealing away sight and sound and memory and mind.

She drifted awake to the feeling of something wriggling between her teeth, and the taste of hot blood on her tongue. Wherever her body was, it was feeding.

Yet still her sight wasn’t her own. She watched through Garrain’s eyes as he wandered the alien jungle alongside his enormous pet cat. What was up with that, by the way? She’d seen the same beast up on the surface. What was it doing down here?

Even as she recognised the big cat, she was getting this weird feeling about him. He is not alone, she thought. Why those words came to her, she had no idea, but they seemed important.

Also at Garrain’s side was Ruhildi and a growing entourage of zombie creatures. If she’d still had control of her own body, Saskia would’ve sagged in relief. Her claws had ruined the dwarf’s breastplate, but oh thank you thank you thank you, they hadn’t gone too deep.

Her friend and the druid seemed to have formed an uneasy alliance as they wandered the howlscape that was Wilbergond, searching for her feral self. At first, she couldn’t work out why Garrain was still here. Ruhildi didn’t appear to be holding him against his will. His pet had somehow found its way down here, so surely it could lead him back to the surface?

The answer, when it occurred to her, seemed obvious in hindsight. And a lot of other answers fell into place alongside it.

The glowing crystal she’d glimpsed in the palm of her hand. That was arlium. And she was pretty sure she knew where that had come from.

Oh yeah, he couldn’t be too happy about that…

Garrain’s magic staff must have dissolved in the deepworm’s stomach acid, along with most of her equipment. Somehow the arlium from its tip—the focus, Ruhildi had called it—had been absorbed into her flesh. That was the reason she was stuck like this, unable to return to her own body. Touching the staff had always opened the connection to Garrain, allowing her to spy on him. But now she couldn’t stop touching it, because it was embedded in her hand.

The druid would want his focus back, even if the staff itself had been destroyed. He might be able to have it fitted to another staff, and in so doing, regain his magic.

But to get it back, he’d have to cut it from her hand. Saskia very much doubted her feral self would just stand around and let him do that, but she wished him the best of luck. She wanted that arlium shard gone too—even if it meant losing the hand along with it.

Next time Saskia faded back into awareness, it was to the sight of a flickering campfire, back in what appeared to be the deepworm cavern. Garrain sat there a long time, staring into the flames, until Ruhildi stepped into view. “If you’re going to just sit there, we should go back out,” she said. “We’ve a wayward trow to catch.”

“You can’t sleep either?” he asked.

“No,” she said. “I won’t sleep soundly again until I find Sashki and knock some sense into her.”

“Aw, Ruhildi, you’re such a softie,” said Saskia. “I’m touched.”

Her view jerked about, and she heard a sudden intake of breath.

“Where are you, demon?” said Garrain. “Stop lurking in the shadows and reveal yourself.”

Saskia did a mental double take, before she finally realised what had happened. “Holy crap, you can hear me!”

At the same moment, Ruhildi said, “What are you talking about, Garri? Sashki isn’t here. A trow that size could scarcely sneak up on us.”

“I should’ve guessed, since I can hear you,” continued Saskia. “That’s how it was with the oracle kid.”

“Tell me you just heard that, dwarrow,” said Garrain.

“Heard what?” asked Ruhildi, frowning. “My ears aren’t as big as yours, you ken.”

“She won’t hear me,” said Saskia. “And I’m not really here, physically. But it really is me.”

“If she can’t hear you, how is it that you’re speaking to me thus?” he asked.

“Oh, that,” said Saskia. “Guess I should explain. I seem to be locked out of my own body right now, and…well, stuck in yours. Long story short, it’s because I have your, uh, focus stuck in me. Sorry to say, I think your staff kinda…melted, and somehow I absorbed the arlium from the staff.”

He was silent for a moment, before speaking. “If what you say is true, then removing the arlium…”

“Should allow me to return to my body. Plus, you get your magic back, I guess? That’s what you want, right? Problem is, right now, I’m not in control of my own body. Feral me is probably not going to be very cooperative.”

“Better a mindless demon than a wily one,” muttered Garrain.

“You’re fair cracked, you are,” said Ruhildi, eyeing him suspiciously.

“Oh yeah, before we go any further, you should fill Ruhildi in on what’s going on,” said Saskia. “Otherwise you’ll just sound like a loony talking to empty air.”

Garrain did just that. Upon hearing his explanation, Ruhildi’s eyes widened slightly, before narrowing again. “I want to believe you, but how do I ken this isn’t some alvari trick?”

Saskia spoke up. “She needs proof? Okay, how about this? Tell her…tell her Poggendoobler is a really silly name.”

Sounding a little embarrassed, Garrain relayed Saskia’s statement.

The dwarf’s eyes became slits. “I don’t ken what game you’re playing, leaf-ears, but I’ll have you ken Poggendoobler is a perfectly respectable name.”

Saskia struggled to suppress a laugh.

“This is no game,” said Garrain. “Those were Saskia’s words. I’ve never heard of this…Poggendoobler. Although I do agree with her: it’s an utterly preposterous name.”

“Yeah, you tell her!” said Saskia.

“Feh!” said Ruhildi. “I’ll not hear another word on the matter from the likes of you, Garri. Now there’s a silly little name, if ever I heard one.”

“As I’ve told you several times already, my name is Garrain.”

“Aye, whatever you say, Garri.”

Saskia cleared her metaphorical throat. Perhaps her real one too. It was hard to tell what was going on back there. “Could you get back on topic? Or would you two rather just bicker about names all day? Sheesh, if I knew it was such a contentious subject, I’d never have brought it up.”

With an audible grinding of his teeth, Garrain said to the dwarf, “My point is: she wanted me to pass on those exact words to prove to you that I speak for her. Does that convince you?” Saskia heard the unspoken addendum: Or am I losing my mind?

Ruhildi was silent for a long moment, a frown creasing her brow. “Aye, mayhap.”

Saskia let out a breath. “Frocking finally! Now tell Ruhildi I’m so sorry for what I did to her.”

“Would that you’d done a more thorough job,” muttered Garrain.

“Tell her!”

He did as she asked, and Ruhildi said, “It weren’t your fault, Sashki. You don’t need my forgiveness, but for what it’s worth, you have it.”

The relief Saskia felt upon hearing her words was palpable. Ruhildi didn’t blame her, and they knew what they had to do. She could only hope that between the two of them and their pets, they could subdue her feral self without anyone else getting hurt.

When they came back out of the tunnel, she tried to locate herself on her minimap. The range of the map was only a few kilometres down here, but maybe…

She realised that Garrain had once again stopped dead in his tracks. He was hyperventilating and blinking rapidly, while turning his gaze from side to side.

“Garrain…can you…see this?” she asked. When he didn’t answer, she said, “The circular thingy in the lower-right quadrant of your vision.”

“What are you doing to me, demon?” he gasped.

“Okay, wow, this is unexpected,” she said. He started making retching sounds, so she added, “But there’s no need to be alarmed!”

“Says the demon in my head,” he muttered.

“I didn’t intend for you to see it, but this…well this is a little tool I can call upon. It’s just what it looks like: a map. Pretty nifty, huh? I can also do this…” She activated her darksight, turning the cavern around them as bright as daylight. This brought on another fit of heavy breathing. “…and this.” She called up the overlay that highlighted and labelled some of the flora and fauna and other objects in her vision.

Her view tilted up, before dissolving into white noise. She heard a thud as his head hit the ground.

“Oops,” she said. “Guess I should’ve taken it a bit slower.”

It was only after her next awakening that Saskia was able to get a good look at the minimap.

“No sign of me on the map,” she said. “It’s got a pretty limited range down here. Guess you’ll have to keep looking.”

Now that she could communicate, Saskia felt far more engaged with what was going on around her. Perhaps as a consequence of this, she found herself staying awake longer, with shorter ‘absences’ in between wakeful periods, even as she began to lose all sense of her own body.

Whenever she was awake, Saskia kept an eye on her minimap, hoping to catch sight of herself. There was a lot of ground to cover though, and Garrain and Ruhildi could only suffer so much of this humidity before they had to retreat to the now-vacant deepworm cavern to rest.

“You sound rather too comfortable with the prospect of having us do battle with you,” said Garrain one morning as they headed back out to resume the hunt.

“Well I’m worried that I’ll hurt Ruhildi again, of course,” she said. Then added, half-heartedly, “Or hurt you, I suppose.”

“You’re not concerned for your own safety?” he asked. “Attempting to subdue you without causing injury would be…problematic…”

She gave a single-syllable laugh. “If getting swallowed by a deepworm didn’t kill me, I doubt I have much to worry about from you.”

In the end, the search lasted three and a half days before they found her atop a small rocky pinnacle to the west, gnawing on the mangled remains of an oversized lizard, amidst a pile of shattered egg shells; their contents spilled out across the lichen-covered rock.

Dogs above! she thought. Did I do that? Bad Saskia! Wait…have I grown?

A thick outer layer of what looked like polished granite had spread across her entire body. That might account for the extra bulk, but she also seemed a head or two taller than before. Maybe it was just a trick of perspective; a result of seeing herself with eyes that weren’t her own. Except this wasn’t the first time she’d seen herself through Garrain’s eyes.

By chance, they’d caught up with her while she was facing directly away from them. Saskia’s sense of hearing and smell were pretty good, so it would only be a matter of time until she noticed them, but until then…

“Okay, I don’t think I’ve—she’s—crap, this is so confusing—seen you yet,” said Saskia. “You might be able to sneak up and…”

Ruhildi’s zombie entourage surged forward. Feral Saskia spun about, roaring.

“…or just do that.”

The hulking demon troll batted aside the first of the charging beasts with contemptuous ease. She felt it as just a slight pressure against the back of her hand. Wow, she’d really levelled up in the worm’s stomach—or gizzard, or whatever it had been. If only her body hadn’t left her mind out in the cold.

The rest of the zombies piled on, and the scene began to resemble a movie gore fest, with blood and entrails and body parts flying in all directions, shredded by the whirling, snarling troll’s teeth and claws. Saskia felt waves of hot rage sweeping over her, and she struggled to keep hold of her sense of self.

The taste. Oh god, the taste. Most of these beasts had been dead for days, and this sauna of a cavern was hardly the place to leave well-preserved corpses.

Garrain and his pet—Ollagor, he called him—rushed forward in their wake. Saskia sighed inwardly. She didn’t see how this could go well for the elf. Did he have a death-wish?

A familiar whispering sound drifted across the cavern, and Saskia saw that Ruhildi had pressed her hands to the floor. The label and timer over her friend’s head told Saskia all she needed to know. “Hold up, Garrain!” she hissed. “Ruhildi’s casting a stone to dust spell. And I think I know what she’ll do next…”

The druid hesitated for a moment, before halting fully and calling back his pet. The floor suddenly gave way between the troll’s feet. Pressed down by the weight of the swarm piling onto her, she fell forward onto all fours. At that same moment, the floor hardened again, courtesy of Ruhildi’s rapid-cast dust to stone spell, leaving her hands and feet trapped.

“I know precisely how that feels,” muttered Garrain.

Feral Saskia roared and swayed from side to side. She felt herself straining against the implacable grip of solid rock. The ground shook, and cracks began to form in the stone.

Saskia, feeling her awareness beginning to slide; to become one with the rabid beast.

“Now, Garrain!” she cried. “You won’t get a better chance than this! Cut off my hand!”

“You seem remarkably eager to lose another limb, demon,” said Garrain.

“It’ll grow back! Better than being stuck in your head forever. Go!”

He didn’t need to be prompted again. Glaive held high, the elf sprang forward, knocking aside a pair of zombie spider-things. With a wordless cry, he brought the blade down upon her wrist.

Saskia felt a sharp sting, followed by a burning sensation. But this was far less painful than she’d expected.

As Garrain surveyed the damage, she saw why. Despite the force of the blow, it hadn’t severed the hand. In fact, it just barely parted the rock-hard skin on her wrist and stuck there, sizzling the softer tissue beneath.

Feral Saskia screeched and writhed and shook, jostling the blade free as she craned her neck in an attempt to bite at the elf who had wounded her. Garrain stepped back, circled around and came at her from another angle.

In an explosion of stones and debris, her hand tore free. Great clawed fingers clamped around the elf’s wrist and twisted it. Bones snapped, and his weapon clattered to the ground.

There was a sudden, intense feeling of dizziness, and…something else. Something forming in the corner of her vision, hovering expectantly in the air. It was shiny and circular, and she thought she could make out the shape of a face painted on its gleaming surface.

Without waiting to see what it was, she reached out with mental fingers and seized the object. Her view wavered and shifted, and then she was looking down at Garrain from a great height as she squeezed his broken wrist.

She squeezed harder.

This little shitstain had tried to murder her! Twice! Why hadn’t she killed him already!? She’d rip out his balls and stuff them down his throat! Then she’d rip out his throat and shove it up his…

She hesitated, blinking in confusion as a tiny voice cried out for her to stop hurting the poor guy. It was her own voice. With each passing moment, the voice in her head grew louder, until it was no longer a voice. It was her.

And this rage? This was not her.

Saskia loosened her grip. Almost, she let go, before thinking better of it.

“Sorry!” she said. “But it worked! It’s me again.”

“Release me, demon!” hissed Garrain.

“I don’t think that’d be a good idea,” said Saskia. “Touching you was what brought me back, I think. If I let go…”

“I…see,” said Garrain. “Don’t release me, demon.”

“Och, make up your mind, Garri,” said Ruhildi. She smiled at Saskia. “It gladdens my heart to have you back in your own body, and out of his.”

“Yeah, you and me both,” said Saskia.

The solid stone went soft and flowed away from her. Keeping a steady grip on the elf’s wrist, Saskia stepped out of the sand pit, and gave her back a satisfied flex.

She hadn’t realised how attached she’d gotten to this body until she nearly lost it. This hulking monstrosity was hers, as much as her human body had ever been. Perhaps more, given how much she’d been crippled by her injuries after the accident back on Earth.

She looked down at her free arm, admiring the new flesh that graced its length, beneath the splattered blood and filth. Gone were the lumpy moles, and in their place was something that felt more like stone than flesh. She could still bend her joints, but elsewhere her skin had become as hard as diamond. Well okay, maybe not that hard, but still hard enough to stop Garrain’s magic blade from slicing all the way through it. The new flesh was much smoother than before, as if something had sanded away all the rough edges. Given what she recalled of the deepworm’s gizzard, maybe that was exactly what had happened…

Her new arm was positively bulging with muscles. And her granite abs gave new meaning to the word chiselled. After she grew out of her silly teenage drooling-over-beefcakes phase, she’d never been attracted to that ’roided out bodybuilder look, and certainly wouldn’t have sought such a look for herself. But on this world, with all the enemies she’d made, being strong might just save her life or the life of someone she cared about.

Saskia felt strangely unselfconscious in her nakedness today. Maybe it was the time she’d spent away from her body giving her a new perspective, or maybe it was the fact that her newly hardened skin made her look more like an animated statue than a living, breathing creature. Would she feel the same way once she cleaned all the blood and mud off? Right now, it didn’t seem to matter. There were more important concerns.

“Okay,” she said, drawing a deep breath. “How about we see about getting this arlium out of my hand, so we can send you on your way, Garrain.”

Easier said than done. If her suspicions were correct, the reason why she was back in her own body was because the elf’s wrist was touching the arlium, not because of its contact with her own flesh. She explained as much to Ruhildi and Garrain, whereupon he carefully pressed a finger against the crystal in her palm, and she released his broken wrist.

The arlium seemed to have sunk deeper into her hand over the past few days since she’d watched herself emerge from the deepworm. Now, she could only see a circle of glowing amber the size of a large coin. This surgery was going to be long and full of ouch.

“I think you should be the one to do it, Ruhildi,” suggested Saskia.

“Aye,” said her friend. “Methinks the leaf-ears might slip and fall and stick the knife into your back.”

“Now look here—” protested Garrain.

“Broken wrist, remember,” interrupted Saskia. “You won’t be cutting anything with that hand, and the other is occupied.”

“Would that he’d broken both wrists,” muttered Ruhildi. She pressed a knife into the seam where Saskia’s flesh met the glowing red crystal.

Saskia winced in anticipated pain. None came.

Ruhildi pushed harder, using both hands, but all Saskia felt was a slight pressure. And there wasn’t so much as a drop of blood.

Suddenly, the knife slipped and sliced across Garrain’s finger. He jerked it back reflexively.

Saskia stared into his eyes, which were smouldering with outrage. She glanced at Ruhildi. Then she laughed. “I guess you don’t need to keep touching it after all. Nice job, Ruhildi!”

“’Twere an accident,” said her friend.

“A happy accident. Well he’s not happy, of course.” Saskia flicked her gaze toward Garrain, who had his bleeding finger pressed to his mouth. “But he’s never happy.”

“I’ll be happy when I’m standing under leaves and sky with focus in hand,” said Garrain.

“We’ll figure this out, don’t worry,” said Saskia. “Lemme see how deep this thing goes…” She activated her X-ray medical overlay, and held up her hand. A little gasp escaped her lips. She swept her gaze down her arm, stopping at her chest. “Okay, we might have a problem.”

“Explain,” he said.

“Well, as it turns out, the arlium runs really dogram deep. Like all the way down my arm and into my chest, and there are threads of the stuff reaching all through my body. It looks like some kinda glowy red root system.”

“I don’t believe you,” he said.

“I’m not making this up! I have no idea what’s going on here, but I don’t think it’s gonna be coming out any time soon.”

“Pray that you are wrong, demon, for if you are correct—”

A meaty thwack rang out across the cavern, and the elf doubled over, clutching his groin where Ruhildi had kicked him.

“Och shut your prattlehole, impotent keeper!” said the dwarf. “What are you going to do? Flop your broken wrist at us? You’re fortunate we didn’t just end your worthless life days ago! Sashki has been far kinder to you than you deserve, you ungrateful shite!”

Saskia sighed as the two of them faced off for what would no doubt be a very one-sided confrontation. That was quite enough of that. She reached out and lifted them both into the air; one in each hand.

“What are you…put me down!” shouted Ruhildi, while Garrain just glared at her.

“Thanks for defending me, Ruhildi, but please don’t kill him,” said Saskia. “And Garrain, you’re in no position to be threatening me. So just shut the hell up and let me figure this out, okay?”

She lowered them both gently to the ground. When they didn’t immediately leap at each other’s throats, she relaxed and let her gaze turn inward once more.

The network of arlium reaching through her body was even more extensive than she thought, branching off into tiny filaments thinner than a strand of hair. They extended to her toes and fingertips, and threaded around every major organ. There may actually be more arlium inside her now than there had been in Garrain’s staff. But if that were so, where had the rest come from?

She peered down at her reflection in a nearby rock pool. Okay, this was creepy. There were even threads of arlium reaching into her brain, like some freaky body-snatching alien parasite.

Saskia dismissed the X-ray overlay, sighing inwardly, and inspected her newly-hardened face. Still as hideous as ever, she thought with a slight grin. In truth, she’d gotten used to her distorted visage over the past few months, and she’d long since stopped cringing at her own reflection. Those now-familiar facial features remained—just writ on a tougher substrate.

It was then that she noticed that something new was forming in the corner of her vision; yet another oracle doodad. Soon, it had coalesced into what appeared to be a vial of bubbling blue liquid.

Fantasinating. A potion?

When it came to potions, the colour blue had come to symbolise a very specific thing in games. She had no idea why, but very few game developers even considered breaking from tradition in this respect. A blue potion was almost always a mana potion.

In a typical game, mana was fuel for magic, in a very literal sense. Mages had this invisible well of mana that they drew from to cast spells. When you ran out of mana, no more casting for you.

This world didn’t have anything called mana, but Ruhildi had mentioned another magical resource. She’d called it essence.

So was this new widget on her interface some kind of virtual essence potion?

That didn’t make much sense. There was no such thing as an essence potion. According to Ruhildi, spellcasters drew essence directly from the world tree using wands or staves tipped with arlium. A spellcaster’s proficiency and her chosen focus affected how quickly she could draw essence, the degree of control she had over the resulting spell, and how tired she got after casting it, but there was no hard limit to the amount of essence she could draw. There was no well to fill, and there were no potions to fill it. 

But if not a potion, what was this thing?

Saskia reached out with a mental finger and tapped the vial-shaped object.

Nothing happened.

“So much for that idea,” she muttered. Then she saw that Garrain was staring at her with wide eyes. “What? Is there something on my face? Of course there’s something on my face. I’m so filthy right now, there’s something on my everything.”

“There’s nothing on your face ’cept a fair big nose, Sashki,” said Ruhildi.

“I hope there’s eyes and a mouth too.” Wiping her sticky, matted hair out of her eyes, Saskia dabbed at her forehead. Sweat was pooling across her body at an alarming rate. “Is it just me, or is it getting even warmer in here?”

A gust of hot wind swept over her. There came a faint whisper on the air, becoming louder with each passing moment. Was Ruhildi casting a spell, or…?

Crouched with his palm brushing across a patch of phosphorescent lichen, Garrain had an exultant expression on his face. The brittle fronds seemed to writhe and stretch under his loving caress. He swept his hand around in a wide arc, and what had once been lichen billowed upward, engulfing the druid in a whirling vortex of shimmering fungal blades.
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                The druid stood before them, surrounded in a column of glowing knives that spun and snapped and tore greedily at the mossy rocks beside him. Bristling barrier, this spell was called. It seemed to be a variation of the thorny vines he’d used to shield himself the first time they’d fought each other. Saskia knew from first-hand experience that the spell would try to strip flesh from the bones of anyone stupid enough to try to push through it.

Her new skin was mighty tough though. She wondered how she might fare against those fungal blades today. Not that she had any intention of putting it to the test just yet.

“I feel…whole again,” said Garrain in a ragged voice. A tear glistened in his eye. “How is this possible? I hold no focus in my hand, and yet…”

A very good question. One whose answer Saskia only vaguely understood. Somehow, she was feeding essence to him at a distance. Perhaps via the same link that had allowed her to see through his eyes.

Witnessing his reaction, Saskia felt a tiny pang of guilt steal into her heart. Had she done the right thing, depriving him of this piece of himself for this long? She could’ve just handed over his staff when she had the chance.

Then she remembered that until a few days ago, he’d been dead-set on murdering her and Ruhildi. She’d had every reason not to trust him. She still couldn’t trust him. Not completely. Not even when her oracle interface showed him as no longer an enemy. Not even when it could catch him in any lie—yet had detected none.

Ruhildi scowled at the druid. “’Tis a pretty little spell you have there, Garri, but if you don’t banish it fair quick, it will be your last.”

His face darkened. “I’ll do no such thing. Would you care to test your magic against mine, necrourgist?”

Ollagor stepped close to Garrain’s side—but not too close—growling softly at Ruhildi’s zombie minions, who were slowly encircling the pair.

Ruhildi raised her hand, and a swarm of small pebbles hung in the air at her fingertip. “Och aye, methinks I’ll enjoy this.”

Drawing something from his belt pouch, Garrain crushed it in his fist. His hand quickly took on the colour and apparent hardness of wood, and within moments the change had spread across the rest of his body. A bark sheathe spell.

Next, he threw something in the air above his bristling barrier, where it hovered and began to form into a roiling globe of amber-coloured liquid that her interface called scorching sap. His outstretched hand pointed not at Ruhildi, but at the largest of her undead pets. A glowing trajectory in the air confirmed that her friend wasn’t its intended target.

It seemed he wasn’t trying to kill Ruhildi just yet. That came as somewhat of a relief. But Saskia had been on the receiving end of the scorching sap spell before, cast by this very same druid, and she knew how much burnination it could inflict on anything or anyone in the vicinity. Even if he wasn’t aiming directly at her friend, there was no guarantee someone wouldn’t get caught in its area of effect.

Time to nip this in the bud before it escalated further. With a focussed thought, Saskia stabbed at the little potion icon in her interface.

And just like that, all three of Garrain’s spells snapped out of existence in a puff of stolen magic. Almost immediately, the heat that had been spreading through her veins subsided.

“I have a better idea,” she said, arching her eyebrow. “Let’s discuss this like adults before we try to blow each other up.”

Garrain gawked at her. “What did you…?” He frowned, and she could feel him reaching for the flow of essence she’d just severed.

“Yeah, good luck with that,” she informed him. “I giveth, and I taketh away.”

Ruhildi snorted, banishing her own spell. “You should’ve waited a bit, Sashki. I were hoping to give him a fair magical walloping first, afore you crushed his spirit.”

“How are you doing this, Saskia?” Garrain sounded more perplexed than angry.

“That’s for me not to know, and you not to find out,” said Saskia.

As they made their way down into the jungles of Wilbergond, her first task was to fix up the druid’s broken wrist, and more importantly, the wound her feral self had inflicted earlier on her friend. She still felt guilty about that.

It seemed she was still under the lingering effects of that huge dose of arlithite she’d taken on her way into the deepworm’s stomach. Days had passed since then, but her blood remained turbocharged even now, as evidenced by the fact that the cauterised wound Garrain’s glaive had inflicted on her had already faded. All she needed to do was feed them some of her blood. Easy peasy!

Or not. When she tried to puncture her outer shell with her claws, they barely made a dent. She pressed harder and harder, and finally broke through, drawing a trickle of blood that dried up almost as soon as she withdrew her claws. Still, this was enough. Her blood was so potent now, it wouldn’t take much to deal with their injuries.

Garrain’s eyebrows raised after it was his turn to take a swig from the proffered bladder of liquid. “This tastes like blood,” he said.

Saskia cursed inwardly. She hadn’t done as good a job disguising it this time. “Well…it’s not!” she said. Yeah, real convincing, Pinocchio.

His eyebrows ascended yet further up his face.

Several minutes passed in silence, while his face ranged through a gamut of frowns and thoughtful expressions. Then he looked up at Saskia and blurted, “It’s you!”

“What?” Dogramit, the jig is up! she thought. He’s figured out where the blood came from.

But his next words were not what she expected. “I don’t understand how it could have happened, but you have become my focus.”

“Oh, that,” she said. “Maybe? I don’t know how it works. Hell, until a few weeks ago, I’d never even heard of foci and arlium and all that.”

“A living focus,” he said. “Astounding.”

Ruhildi snorted.

“You don’t find the idea fascinating, dwarrow?” he said. “Obviously this situation is less than satisfactory and we must find a way to reverse it, but think the possibilities…”

“Och I’m well aware of the possibilities,” said Ruhildi.

“Whatever do you mean? Have you come across such a thing before, in your sacrilegious studies?” He paused. “The notes in the forge burrows—the ones written in the tongue of old Ulugmir—you wrote those, didn’t you…” His eyes narrowed. “Where is your focus?”

Ruhildi blanched a little. “’Tis none of your concern, Garri! I’ll say no more on the matter. But I had naught to do with what happened to Sashki.”

He turned to Saskia. “However it came about, it seems I am once again at your mercy. If you would just allow me a sliver of essence, we might begin to test the limits of this…tie between us.”

Saskia frowned. She already had way too many ties to this elf, what with all the popping randomly into his head and seeing out of his eyes. She could do without another.

But there was something to be said for testing what it actually meant to be his focus. There might be other side effects or other facets to their connection. Better to learn about such things sooner rather than later.

“If I give you back your magic, will you promise not to turn it against us? Again, if you lie about this, I will know it.”

“I wasn’t going to turn it against either of you earlier, until your disciple interfered. Even then, I merely sought to test my magic against hers.”

According to the colour of his aura, this was largely the truth, though it was not the answer she was looking for. “Answer the question.”

“I give you my word, I’ll not intentionally cause harm to either of you with my magic—directly or indirectly. Does that suffice?”

Again, he was telling the truth, with just the tiniest hint of uncertainty. It would have to do. She tapped the button on her interface, opening up the floodgates once more.

“Oh deus yes!” he said, apparently feeling the return of his magic. “You won’t regret this!”

“I don’t like this, Sashki,” muttered Ruhildi. “You should’ve let him stew a while longer.”

It was only when Garrain cast a spell that Saskia began to break out in sweat again. Her body’s heat tolerance seemed to have improved markedly since she crawled out of the deepworm—to the point where the ambient temperature of this steaming sauna of a Hollow no longer bothered her. But whenever he used his magic, she felt as if she were in a microwave, being slowly heated from the inside. It was uncomfortable, but nothing she couldn’t handle, for now. Probably wouldn’t be so bad if they were somewhere cooler.

The distance between them had no noticeable effect on his ability to draw essence from her—at least out to the couple of hundred metres of separation they tested. Also, if his old staff had provided a steady stream of essence, she was feeding him a raging torrent. His words, not hers.

While Garrain played with his toys, Saskia and Ruhildi stopped by the remains of the deepworm, already riddled with holes and teeming with creatures great and small partaking of the immense bounty. The stench was enough to fell an elephant, but Ruhildi seemed unfazed by it.

“You’re not going to raise it are you?” said Saskia, watching as her friend stepped up to the mountain of sagging flesh. She was a little aghast at the thought of having this tagging along behind them.

“Och no. ’Tis beyond my ability to command such an impressive minion as this, for now. But we shan’t let its hide go to waste. There’s none tougher or more highly sought than the hide of a deepworm.”

“A creature that size must be made of sturdy stuff,” agreed Saskia. “Otherwise its guts would fall out under all that weight.”

“You were able to tear through its flesh fair easily though,” said Ruhildi. “Come, Sashki. I’ve need of those claws of yours…”

Sighing, Saskia joined her friend beneath the colossal carcass. It may be decomposing fast, but the outer layer of flesh had remained largely intact. Doing her best not to retch, she carved off wide strips of its tough hide and handed them to Ruhildi, who took the stinking, gore-smeared flesh without flinching.

“I don’t know how you could stand to go near that festering heap,” said Garrain, wrinkling his nose in distaste as they returned to his side.

“The smell was far worse on the inside, even before the rot set in, believe me,” said Saskia, shuddering at the memory.

They washed the hide—and themselves—in the lake back in the deepworm cavern (which was now conveniently empty of deepworm larvae). Scrubbing off the blood and filth as best she could in the algae-infested water, Saskia marvelled at the feeling of cool water splashing against her new skin. Sensations were slightly dulled, but as much as her outer layer looked like polished stone, it was still flesh. There were still nerve endings somewhere near the unyielding surface.

Feeling…well not quite clean, exactly, but at least no longer covered in monster gore, she staggered back to camp, yawning, while Ruhildi began to work her necromantic magic to preserve the hide and turn it into leather. Maybe they could use that leather to make replacements for some of the things she’d lost in the deepworm’s stomach. Her only possession that had survived the encounter was Mjölnir, which she’d dropped before she got eaten.

It still boggled her mind. She’d survived being eaten. Her life just kept getting weirder every day.

Saskia yawned again, feeling a bone-deep weariness settle over her. Whatever this body had been doing in her absence, it clearly hadn’t involved sleep. She curled up by the fire, and let her eyes drift shut.

In her dream, she was gazing down at her own sleeping form. Huh, I look almost cute when I’m sleeping, she thought to herself, until a rattling snore echoed across the cavern, and a line of drool ran down the side of her chin. On second thought, maybe not.

She absently reached down and rubbed the belly of the enormous cat sprawled at her feet. Ollagor’s purrs provided a soft accompaniment to her own snores. As she increased the pace of the belly-rub, the cat playfully batted at her hands with claws retracted. She’d always been more of a dog person, but this big guy wasn’t so bad.

Then it occurred to her foggy brain that these weren’t her hands rubbing the cat’s belly. And she wasn’t controlling them. This wasn’t a dream. Or not just a dream. She was in Garrain’s head again.

Saskia wondered if her body might go on another rampage if it woke up while she was absent. Probably not. She didn’t feel desperate or angry this time. She felt…peaceful.

Having reflected on the incident, she’d come to the conclusion that her little trip into bat-guano territory hadn’t happened just because she’d absorbed Garrain’s focus. She’d also been swallowed by the most disgusting creature imaginable, trapped in the acid bath of its stomach, and nearly ground into paste. As long as nothing that traumatic happened again, her out-of-body experiences would probably have less rampagey consequences.

As Garrain continued his playful ministrations, she found her attention being drawn back to Ollagor. Again, she was getting weird vibes off the beast. The thought that had come unbidden to her back in Wilbergond returned, stronger than before: He is not alone.

Saskia shivered inwardly. What did that mean? Her thoughts were too foggy to make sense of it. She needed to find a way out of Garrain’s head.

She thought back to what had happened the last time. Garrain had touched her hand, then there had been…something in her oracle interface. A kind of mental button. She’d pressed the button and then…

There!

This time, she didn’t need Garrain’s touch to bring forth the object in her interface. And this time, she could see it for what it was: a fancy mirror with gold filigree around its edges. Through the mirror she could see a slightly abstract and cartoonish representation of her face—her human face—almost identical to some of the self-portraits she’d painted back on Earth, before the accident. The face winked at her and poked out its tongue, and she jumped, her heart skipping a beat.

“Dogramit, me, you scared me!” she scolded the image.

Wait, no, it wasn’t her who had jumped. Garrain must have seen it too.

She reached out with her mind and touched the mirror.

Her eyes snapped open. Ruhildi was standing beside her, poking her in the tummy with a stick. 

“Arise, you great stone slug. I have something for you.” The dwarf pointed at a large bundle on the floor beside her.

Saskia didn’t need to consult her clock to realise that hours had passed since she’d returned to her sleeping body. Blinking away the morning cobwebs, she inspected the bundle. It was a troll-sized pair of leather pants and a simple vest; both items stitched from the deepworm hide.

“Oh wowsicles! Thank you so much!” Saskia was once again astonished by her friend’s knack for crafting—not just working metal and clay, but leather too. These weren’t showy garments by any means; merely functional. But there was no way Saskia could have stitched them together so fast. The dwarf must have been up all night.

Garrain eyed her with unabashed curiosity as she dressed. “A suitable—if crudely fashioned—outfit for a trow,” he said. “The hide of a deepworm is nearly impervious to fire. I believe Trowbane’s sheathe is made from the same material.”

“Aye, you believe true for once, Garri,” said Ruhildi. “I had a hand in the making of that sheathe. The weapon too.”

Garrain looked at her for a long moment. “Very fine work, I must admit. The forge master tried to claim credit, but I’m well aware it was his slaves who did the forging. He was a simple-minded saphead to squander such talent.”

Ruhildi opened her mouth and closed it again. Then her eyes narrowed and she spoke. “You’re showing too much respect, Garri. ’Tis unnatural.”

“Unnatural,” huffed Garrain. “So says the necrourgist.”

“Och that’s better!” said Ruhildi.

Saskia’s gaze turned to Ollagor, stretched out asleep in front of the embers of the fire. She remembered thinking…something about Garrain’s pet when she’d looked upon him through the druid’s eyes last night. What had it been?

She shook her head. If it was truly important, it would come to her.

Something else nagged at her as they packed up and set forth back out into Wilbergond one final time. Garrain couldn’t keep tagging along wherever they went. He was only staying in the hope they’d find a way to extract his focus from her, but she couldn’t see that happening any time soon. And there was no way she was gonna take him down to the Underneath. The dwarves would crucify him down there, and Ruhildi would crucify her if she tried to bring him. For now, they were heading in the same direction, but as soon as they found a path that lead back to the surface…well, it’d be time for them to part ways. She suspected he wouldn’t go willingly as long as she held the keys to his magic. Which was a little ironic, considering that he’d begun this journey as her prisoner.

Finding the passage to Dwallondorn was easy, now that they weren’t running back and forth chasing—or being chased by—deepworms and trolls. Ollagor led them to the shattered remnants of a metal ladder that had once been attached to a tunnel high up on the western wall. The ladder had fallen, but the tunnel remained, just waiting for them to climb up to it.

Sadly, the tunnel was much narrower than the others they’d traversed recently. The ceiling was too low for Saskia to walk comfortably. She’d have to crawl.

“Stoneshapers hollowed out this tunnel not too long ago,” said Ruhildi, running her hands across the uneven stone. “A fistful of greatspan, mayhap. ’Twere a rough job, done in haste.”

“They could’ve made it a little bigger,” complained Saskia. “Still, at least we won’t meet any full-sized deepworms in here.”

“Unless they burrow through the walls,” said Garrain.

“They can do that?”

“Don’t listen to him, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “’Tis very unlikely.”

“But not impossible,” she said.

“Why does the notion perturb you, demon?” said Garrain. “Not even the fires of a deepworm’s belly could destroy you. As Ruhildi told me, it is the great worms that should be fearing you.”

“How about you take a trip inside one and see how you like it,” said Saskia.

At that moment, the tunnel walls shuddered violently around them. Garrain clutched the wall, his eyes going wide, and even Ruhildi had a wary look on her face.

“Deus preserve us,” muttered Garrain. “I shouldn’t have spoken.”

After glancing at her map, Saskia let out a breath. “Nothing heading our way that I can see. Any idea what else could be causing all these earthquakes?”

“If by earthquake you mean the shaking, I ken not,” said Ruhildi. “I wish I did. ’Tis fair odd.”

The tunnel went on and on and on. It was torturous for Saskia, who at the best of times throughout the journey had to shuffle awkwardly on all-fours with her head low to the ground. At worst, she had to slither and squeeze through bottlenecks so narrow even a plump dwarf would have had trouble with them. Twice, Ruhildi had to call upon her stoneshaper magic to make room for her. It was just as well she was there, or Saskia would’ve had to start hacking off pieces of herself if she wanted to fit through some of these gaps. After several hours in here with no respite from the claustrophobic press of stone, she’d have given her right boob just to be able to stand up and stretch.

Ruhildi and Garrain weren’t exactly jumping with joy either. Hauling a mountain of unyielding flesh through tiny holes was hard work for all concerned.

The only one who did seem to be enjoying himself was Ollagor, who kept dashing off ahead of his master, before glancing back as if urging him to hurry up.

Again, she couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something about that beast… Her brain was telling her to keep an eye on the cat, but her eyes were telling her he was just a cat. Well not just a cat, given that he was bigger than a lion and had sabre teeth that put her own pointy incisors to shame. But a cat without anything obviously supernatural about him.

Well, there was the fact that he’d managed to find his way down to Garrain through however-many-kilometres of dangerous, underground tunnels and whatever dangerous creatures lurked in them. But that didn’t require any supernatural powers. There were cases on Earth where pets had found their way back to their owners across distances of hundreds or even thousands of kilometres.

So what was it about him that she needed to know? Come on, oracle magic, she urged. If there’s anything you want to show me about this beast, now’s a good time.

Ollagor looked back at her, slitted eyes narrowing in distrust. And in that moment, she thought she saw something else. The beast’s snout, his eyes, his ears; all seemed subtly different.

She blinked, and the feeling was gone. The face was his own, and the beast’s hackles were raised.

“Be calm, Ollagor,” said Garrain, running his hand down the beast’s back. “She’s not our…I can’t believe I’m actually saying this, but she’s not our enemy this day.”

She was still pondering the meaning of what she’d seen when they arrived at a junction. On one side was an arched doorway, leading to a long, winding staircase. On the other, a larger, more well-kept tunnel than the one they were in. Surging out into the spacious tunnel, Saskia rose up in great relief, feeling the joints in her back pop.

Letting out an excited chirp, Ollagor dashed down the stairs and wound his way around Garrain’s legs. After receiving an idle pat from the druid, he sat at his feet and looked pointedly at the doorway.

“Methinks that way leads to back to the Dead Sanctum,” said Ruhildi.

“You’re probably right,” said Saskia. “Ollagor must have come down this way, which explains why he’s so eager for Garrain to go back. Speaking of which…”

Then she saw something that made her lose her train of thought: a tiny gossamer thread that trailed away from Ollagor and up the stairs. This was what she’d been missing all along. The thread might represent a trail, or perhaps a connection. Neither of those things would be good for her or Ruhildi.

She glowered at the druid. That donkhole! He’d been keeping that beast by his side, knowing full well that someone was tracking him…

Now just calm down for a moment, she told herself. Don’t jump to conclusions. He might not even be aware of this. Or there might be some other explanation for what I just saw.

“Perhaps you’d care to explain…” she began, struggling to keep her voice level.

Upon hearing her describe what she’d witnessed, Garrain just looked at her blankly. “I’m uncertain what you…” His expression turned thoughtful. “A thread, you say?”

“Yeah. You’d better have a good explanation for this.”

“I do not,” said Garrain, frowning. “All I can offer is speculation. In Fellspur, I met a raveller—a former raveller—who she said she followed the ethereal threads between people and things. I wonder if what you just saw was also one of those threads…being followed.”

Saskia frowned. “What’s a raveller?”

“Ravellers are a kind of oracle adept at tracking. I met this raveller, Viette, so that…ah, so that I might track you down. But I needn’t have bothered. She was a charlatan; her power as a raveller unravelled. Ever since you corrupted the seed of knowledge, there have been no oracles; none who retained both power and sanity.”

“After I…what? I didn’t corrupt anything!” There were so many things wrong with what he just said that she didn’t know where to begin. The oracles were all mad or…? And he was blaming her for that? “Clearly they can’t all be affected by this…whatever it is. I’m an oracle and I’m one hundred percent—well, at least ninety—let’s say seventy percent sane.”

Garrain stared at her. “You’re an oracle? So that’s how you…” He gave a bitter laugh. “I must be cursed. The one oracle left on the arbor who could have lead me to you…was you.”

Okay maybe she shouldn’t have told him that. She’d just assumed he’d already put two and two together.

“Maybe not,” she said. “If, as you suggest, Ollagor is being tracked by a raveller. I’m certainly not tracking him.”

“Utmar was adamant that none of the oracles were spared,” insisted Garrain. “You aren’t afflicted by madness because you’re a demon, and the source of the corruption.”

There he was again with his talk of corruption. She had a horrible feeling that he was referring to the incident with the object in the tree masquerading as a computer screen. One tap of her claw, and the screen had begun to crack. Later, when she saw the same object through his eyes, it had looked like a giant tome with English writing creeping across its brittle pages. That object had almost certainly been the seed of knowledge; the source of her powers as an oracle. What if her gaining those powers had come at the cost of all the other oracles losing them, or being driven crazy?

“Even if that were true, maybe there’s another who slipped the noose of insanity,” she said, eager to divert the discussion away from talk of oracles and corruption. “The Chosen. He must have some freaky and mysterious powers. Could he also be a raveller?”

Garrain looked uncertain. “Thiachrin is no oracle. If he were, we’d have tracked you down many fivedays ago. Though admittedly I don’t know the extent of his abilities, now that he’s ascended to Chosen. His predecessor, Hascithe, located you through your…whatever accursed magic you wielded to spy on me. Perhaps…” His tongue flicked across cracked lips. “Perhaps this is something similar.”

“So you admit it!” said Saskia. “He’s tracking us through your pet!”

At the sound of her raised voice, Ollagor looked up at her, his lips curled back, and he made a sound that began as a hiss, and ended in a growl.

“Yeah, right back at you, furball!” said Saskia.

“I admit no such thing!” said Garrain. “I’ve told you all I know on this matter. But consider this. We’ve been wandering back and forth across Wilbergond for days. If someone were tracking our movements, don’t you think he’d already have shown himself?”

He honestly believed this. The green aura of truth that surrounded him told her this much; the same aura that had been present throughout their entire conversation. Still, that didn’t mean he was right…did it?

“We can’t take that chance,” said Ruhildi. “Away with you, Garri. Take your grawmalkin and begone!”

“I’m sorry, but I have to agree with Ruhildi this time,” said Saskia. “It’s time for us to go our separate ways, Garrain.”

He locked eyes with Saskia, scowling. “You almost threw your life away to save mine. Was that not a far greater risk? You’d send me away because of this…this wild conjecture that we’re being followed?”

“It’s a little more than that,” said Saskia.

“Even so, before I leave, there’s the matter of my focus to resolve…”

“Would you rather we put Ollagor down?” said Saskia. “Because that’s the other option. Actually, scratch that. Where we’re going, you can’t follow, with or without the Chosen tracking us.”

“The Underneath,” said Garrain, his voice tinged with scorn. “You’ll find no salvation there among the dwarrows, Saskia.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But I’m certain they wouldn’t be unfurling the welcome mat for you.”

“I’ve no intention of accompanying you all the way down there,” said Garrain, making a visible effort to soften his expression. “I merely wish to regain my focus before we part. Surely you want the arlium gone, as much as I want it back? Who can say what it might be doing to your insides?”

“I’m not the first person to have arlium stuck inside them,” said Saskia, pointedly not looking at Ruhildi. “It’s not a guaranteed death sentence, believe me. Look, I know you don’t want a demon as your focus, but it is what it is. The arlium has become too tightly entwined with my…everything, for us to get it all out. I think we have to accept the fact that this isn’t gonna change.”

He blanched, perhaps finally coming to the realisation that he wasn’t going to get his way.

“Cheer up,” she said. “It’s not all bad. Agree to certain conditions, and I’ll let you keep your magic. I can’t promise it’ll work all the time, but you’ll get as much essence as I can comfortably give for as long as I’m in this world.”

Garrain’s gaze shifted back and forth between her and Ruhildi. Finally, he lowered his eyes and sighed. “I see you’ve made up your minds. Very well. What are your conditions?”

“Simple,” she said. “Don’t come after us. Don’t send anyone else after us. Don’t act against us in any way. And if anyone asks about me and Ruhildi, tell them we’re dead. It may be a moot point. I suspect the cat is already out of the bag.” She glanced at Ollagor. “But if I’m wrong, don’t betray our secret.”

Garrain looked thoughtful. “If we ever find ourselves on opposite sides of a battlefield…”

“Then you’ll have a difficult decision to make,” said Saskia. “But I’d have to be a total stupidiot to let you turn your magic against me, or those I care about. In fact, better if you don’t think of it as your magic. As long as I’m your focus, it’s my magic to dole out as I please.”

Garrain’s expression darkened. He stood in silent fury for a long moment before speaking. “Have it your way, demon. Abellion forgive me. I accept your conditions.”

“Thank you!” she said. “But remember: I’ll be checking in on you from time to time. I can do that, you know.” Just as soon as I figure out how to jump into his head at will, she added silently. “And if I even suspect you’ve betrayed me, I’ll cut off your magic just like that.” She tried to snap her fingers, but her claws caught against each other. “Okay not like that. Like this.”

She picked up a bone from the floor and snapped it between her fingers. Then she saw the toothless humanoid skull resting against the wall, and hastily dropped the bone pieces.

Garrain closed his eyes, took a breath, and with visible effort softened his expression. “You did save my life, against all reason. Were our positions reversed, you must know I’d not have done the same for you, but I’m not ungrateful. We may not be friends…” This earned him a snort from Ruhildi. “…but I won’t betray you.”

Again, his aura told her he was being sincere, for now. She couldn’t have hoped for a better outcome than this.

He hesitated, before adding, “You could come with me, Saskia. My lifemate, Nuille, is a very skilled tender. If anyone can pull the arlium from your veins, she can.”

Saskia laughed. “If you think I’m going anywhere near alvari lands again, you’re even crazier than the oracles. Maybe someday when this business with the Chosen and a certain pesky deity blows over, we can sort this out. Until then, goodbye, Garrain.” She made a shooing motion with her hands.

“I bid you farewell then. Come, Ollagor, my friend! Lead us back to the light of Lumium.”

Without a backward glance, Garrain turned and walked away. Ollagor gave her one defiant hiss, before dashing up the stairs ahead of his master.
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                Floating in the darkness of a boundless ocean, she felt her flesh ignite.

In the palm of her hand, the crystalline amber glow turned fiery yellow, then blazing white. Veins of liquid flame spread down her arm and across her body, and beyond, into the growing thicket of tendrils that grew from her spine.

All around her, the water began to boil.

From the murky depths came a low, echoing cry, trailing off into a mournful wail. The creature of the deep spun and flailed about, tugging her and the other doppelgängers this way and that. Its shimmering, translucent flesh grew brighter and brighter, until it outshone her own.

Arms and legs thrashing, she fell through a churning, bubbling maelstrom; a hapless puppet careening about on the end of tangled strings. Awareness flickered and flared. Caught in the throes of incandescent agony, she came face to face with her deepest self.

The leviathan opened a single eye, shining with the light of a newborn star.


Wailing like a cat on heat, Saskia sat up, casting her gaze from side to side as a surge of panic and disorientation overtook her. The air was thick with smoke, and it took her a moment to realise that it came from the nearby campfire, not from char-broiled troll flesh.

She turned to Ruhildi, who sat on a nearby rock, keeping watch. “I didn’t…burst into flames or anything, did I?”

“No, Sashki. You were thrashing about something fierce, but you didn’t roll into the fire.”

“Good.” Saskia let out a sigh. “Not what I meant, but…good.”

She ran her fingers across her arm. Granite skin, smooth and cool to the touch, and definitely not glowing.

Just a dream then. Or not just a dream—because she’d come to accept that on some level of reality, or between realities, there probably was some kind of underwater realm filled with tentacle-vines and other such nonsense. Somewhere more tangible than dreams, but less tangible than this world, or Earth.

Then again, even if the place were real, she could still have had a plain old dream about it. People dreamed about real things all the time; dreams where they abseiled off the Eiffel Tower wearing nothing but a pair of fluffy bunny slippers and a backward baseball cap while tunelessly screeching out the lyrics of Rick Astley’s Never Gonna Give You Up into a karaoke microphone in front of ten thousand screaming fans. Everyone had dreams like that, didn’t they?

Didn’t they?

Anyhow, this dream—or vision or astral projection or whatever—might have been affected by her new role as a magic staff—sorry, focus—feeding a steady stream of essence to Garrain. For now, that link remained strong in spite of the growing distance between them. She’d been feeling a surge of warmth every time he cast a spell. Which was often. The guy must be having a grand old time up there. As she’d predicted, the surges were much more tolerable here where the air was cooler. Or maybe she was just getting used to them. But if the druid had cast a spell while she slept…

Hmm…probably best to disable the link next time before shut-eye. If Garrain had a problem with that, too frocking—

Wait, what…?

Her hand was no longer glowing. It was no longer glowing because the large chunk of arlium that had been sticking out of her palm was nowhere to be seen.

It wasn’t just gone, was it? No, of course it wasn’t. It must’ve dispersed into the rest of her body.

Sure enough, a quick check of her medical overlay confirmed her suspicions: the glowing veins distributed throughout her body had grown more—and thicker—tendrils.

Okay, a little weird, but no need to panic, she told herself. It just accelerated what was already doing: worming into my brain. Nothing to worry about…

She felt suddenly queasy.

In an attempt to get her mind off the creepy things that might be happening…to her mind, Saskia decided now would be a great time to pay a visit to the druid’s mind instead. Or to his eyes, at least.

She focussed her thoughts, willing forth the mirror thingy on her interface—the one that had allowed her to jump back to her own body. Surely it must work in the other direction too?

At first, no dice. And no mirror either. But after a series of mental contortions, and a growing headache, her efforts were rewarded. There it was: the same fancy mirror she’d seen from the other side of the connection, but this time there was Garrain’s frowny face looking back at her, instead of her own.

Extending her mental tendrils, she touched the shining surface of the mirror.

Oh crap! Abort! Abort!

In the corner of a dark cavern, reclined in a shallow pool in front of a roaring campfire, Garrain was engaged in some rather…uh, vigorous nocturnal exercises with his left hand.

Unable to avert her eyes—because they were his eyes—all she could do was hastily call up the mirror again. His movements abruptly ceased, and he muttered a startled, “Oh deus…what are you…? Begone, demon!”

And gone she was. Gone straight back to her own body, wishing she could unsee the last ten seconds. Letting out a deep, calming breath, she lay back down and tried to sleep. And when that didn’t work, she let out a groan and rose to her feet.

“Early start today,” she announced. She knew Ruhildi well enough to know her friend would rather press on than try to grab a few extra winks of shut-eye this late in the morning.

The cave where they’d made camp opened out into a tall fissure that reached up as far as the eye could see. The base of the fissure was completely flooded, so this morning they’d be getting their feet wet. Or rather, Saskia would be getting her feet wet, while Ruhildi rode on her shoulder like a princess. Last night they’d rigged up a harness for the dwarf to stand in, and now Saskia had graduated from bareback mount to saddled warhorse.

As they pressed onward through ever-deepening water, the walls gradually widened, until the river became a wide, shallow lake, and the fissure a vast cavern; a Hollow. The shattered remnants of what had once been great stone structures jutted out of the water, topped with jagged ramparts and dangling, broken causeways, now covered in creeping vegetation and the now-familiar glowing fungus.

“Dwallondorn, I presume?” said Saskia.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “One arm of it, leastwise. ’Tis two day’s journey to the far side, where the prime passage lies.”

“Well it looks a lot more pleasant than Wilbergond. Although I’m sure there’s something horrible lurking in the water. A kraken, maybe. Oh dogs, of course there’s a kraken…”

“I ken not what you mean. There may be things under the water we’d best avoid, but they’re not the greatest peril. We’ve much more to worry about from the alvari.”

“You expect to find them down here? Other than the ones who may be chasing us, I mean?”

“Aye. Their raiding parties sometimes come to sift through the ruins of Inglomar.”

Wading between the partially-submerged buildings, Saskia stared up at the massive shards of dirt-covered stone, heavily worn by time, but hinting at the majesty of what had come before.

“Say what you will about the drengari, but they were fair good architects,” said Ruhildi.

“Drengari? I’ve never heard of them before.”

“Dark alvari, some call them, though that be a false name. Their skin came in a range of tones; most no darker than their surface cousins.”

“You speak of them in past tense. They’re all dead then?”

Ruhildi nodded. “They haven’t walked the arbor since the Age of Legends. Only ruins such as these remain as proof they were ever here.”

“Oh. That makes me sad.”

“’Tis the way of the world, Sashki. All things must pass: from the smallest creature to the gods themselves, and everything in-between. Even Arbor Mundi herself will one day wither and die.”

Saskia frowned. “Ugh, just stop.”

“Stop what?”

“Making me depressed. You must be so much fun at parties.”

Saskia shivered. Endings always made her miserable; even good endings. And as for bad endings, they could just go jump off a bridge.

After her accident, it had become all too easy to plunge her emotions into a downward spiral, which not only felt awful, but also slowed her recovery. Eventually, she’d decided enough was enough. Managing her mood had become her number one priority. And a large part of that had been avoiding anything that had even a hint of tragedy in it. She’d browse wikis and spoiler sites before watching a movie, just to make sure its ending wasn’t a huge downer. Before reading a book, she’d peek ahead to the last page to see if it all worked out in the end. Anything that didn’t meet her criteria got cut, no matter how many critics or fans raved about it.

It had worked, kinda. With less depressing crap swamping her brain with bad thoughts, she’d felt better for a while.

Until she’d watched a documentary about time. In the documentary, a physicist had brutally laid out the future of the universe. Long story short, the Earth would die. Then the sun would die. Then all the stars in all the galaxies in the entire universe would die; their cold, dark corpses swallowed by black holes. Oh, and as if that weren’t enough, the black holes would also die, eventually evaporating into nothingness. And that was how the universe would remain: a lifeless, lightless sea of nothing that would continue being nothing forever and ever. The end.

Frock that.

Saskia didn’t want to hear about how life was brief and precious and that everyone and everything must die. Those rules sucked, and whoever came up with them should go take a running leap into the nearest black hole.

Some time later, in an attempt to banish the dark thoughts from her head, she asked, “Do all of the Outer Hollows have a theme?”

Ruhildi looked at her quizzically.

“I mean Wilbergond was all heat and slime and scary monsters and horror and let’s not talk about that. Dwallondorn, by the looks of it, has this whole lost civilisation thing going on. Are all of the Hollows so…unique?”

“Och no. And what you see here is but a small arm of Dwallondorn. Most of it is quite boring, truth be told.”

“That’s good to hear,” said Saskia, who had begun to wonder anew if this really was a stupid game where each zone had to have a unique biome just so players wouldn’t get bored. “What about the Inner Hollows then?”

Ruhildi raised an eyebrow.

“If these are the Outer Hollows, surely there must be Inner Hollows too?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “If the legends hold true. But those realms are not for the likes of us. There dwell creatures of fire and chaos and indescribable strangeness. The scorchwings you witnessed flittering about the arlium flow in Wilbergond are the but least of them. In the Inner Hollows, the air burns so hot that a mere breath would set your lungs afire. Not even you could endure such a place, methinks.”

“Oh,” said Saskia, feeling tiny all of a sudden. “Well I guess we won’t be going there.”

They continued on in silence for a time, until, out of nowhere, a raging storm crackled into being in the air overhead. A fierce gale swept into the Hollow, and the water of the lake began to froth and churn around them.

“…the hell?” Saskia stared up at billowing black clouds, even now sending lightning arcing down among the buildings on the far shore. “How can there be a storm underground?”

“’Tis no natural storm,” said Ruhildi. “Dire trouble lies ahead.”

Spread out among the ruins drawn on her minimap was a swarm of red and orange markers, arrayed against a cluster of grey markers.

The dwarf hopped off Saskia’s shoulder, and they both crept forward low in the water, moving from cover to cover in an attempt to remain hidden. Flashes of lightning lit the chamber, always striking near the same spot behind the ruins on the lakeshore. Shouts and screams and thunderous crashes could be heard as they drew closer. She watched, open-mouthed as a huge slab of stone flew through the air, tumbling end over end as it came slamming down near where the lightning struck. The ground trembled, and a cloud of dust billowed high into the air.

“Why are we heading toward the epic battle of death?” whispered Saskia.

“I’ll not hold it against you if you want to stay out of this, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “’Tis not your fight. But I can’t just stand by while my kin fight for their lives.”

“Your kin? How do you know it’s…”

Her words trailed off as a small figure came flying out from behind the ruins, before smashing into a piece of debris and sagging into the churning water. In the moment before he vanished under the waves, Saskia caught a glimpse of a wide, sturdy frame and thick beard.

Yup. Definitely a dwarf.

“Who are they up against?” said Saskia.

“Tempests,” said Ruhildi. “’Tis the mer we face. If you’re with me, Sashki…”

The mer. They were a race of elves, if she remembered correctly.

This was bad. If she entered the fight, people would die at her hands. It was one thing to pull her punches in a tiny skirmish against a pair of elves, when it was only her life on the line. Even then, in hindsight, maybe that hadn’t been the best decision of her life. In a big battle, trying to spare her opponents would be almost impossible, and it would endanger not just herself, but anyone she tried to help. No, if she fought today, it would be with intent to kill.

She’d never intentionally killed a sapient creature before. There had been Garrain’s companion—the one who had died because of her. But she’d at least tried to spare him. This would be different.

But to stand by and let the dwarves die…would that be any better than killing them herself? Besides, there was no way she was gonna let Ruhildi waltz into danger by herself. Not after everything her friend had done for her. She’d either have to drag the dwarf away kicking and screaming—and lose their friendship in the process. Or she’d have to help her.

It really wasn’t much of a choice.

“I’m with you,” said Saskia. “Let’s do this.”

Ruhildi nodded up at her. The dwarf pulled a wormhide hood up over her head, and climbed back up onto Saskia’s shoulder. “We have to hurry, afore ’tis too late!”

Rounding the corner of a collapsed building, they came upon a scene of utter chaos and carnage. Amidst a churning vortex of water and air, blades clashed, arrows flew and lightning arced. Shattered bodies sank beneath crimson waves. The screams of those who had not yet joined them rose up against the howling wind and the ringing of steel and the percussive impact of flying masonry.

The mer were tall and hairless, and fought with bows and spears and nets. Entirely naked, save for the straps holding weapons and gear, their skin was pale and streaked with blue. Every one of them had a physique that would’ve made an athlete proud. She counted almost as many females as there were males among their numbers, and they were equally gorgeous.

The dwarves, by contrast, were heavily armoured, and bore crossbows and swords and warhammers and huge blocky shields nearly as tall and wide as they were. Those must be a pain in the butt to lug around, she thought.

Standing in a circle at the centre of it all, bearing spears inset with arlium, were five mer women. Alone among the combatants, they seemed unmoved by the bedlam happening around them. Saskia watched as a dwarven crossbowmen fired into the circle, only to see the bolt veer off to the side at the last instant, deflected by a swirling wall of air.

Those must be the tempests, she realised. And immediately she fixed her sights on them. If games had taught her anything, it was to take out the squishiest spellcasters first—the so-called glass cannons.

With a rumbling shudder, a large slab of stone rose up from atop one of the ruins and came hurtling toward the tempests. But it met the same fate as the crossbow bolt: swept aside at the last moment by their impressive barrier. Getting past that thing may be a problem even for me, she thought.

The stone clearly hadn’t been lifted by the tempests’ wind magic, since it had been aimed at them. That left only the dwarves. They must have their own spellcasters—probably stoneshapers like Ruhildi. Well, minus the freaky death magic. But where…?

And that was when Saskia spotted a second group of dwarves gathered inside a partially collapsed building. She could make out the glow of arlium from the tips of a dozen short metal wands. Two sides of the ruin had fallen away, but the open sides were ringed by a series of thin struts, like the bars of a cage. Those weren’t part of the building’s original structure. As she watched, more bars were beginning to form between the gaps.

Why were they caging themselves up like that?

Moments later, she got her answer. There was a blinding flash and a loud crack. Her eyes caught the after-image of bolt of lightning forking down from the thundercloud and striking the cage.

Huh, she thought. Smart dwarves.

Except while they were setting up their own defences, the stoneshapers weren’t doing much to protect their fellows dying outside. Lightning still struck the combatants in the water to devastating effect. Explosions of superheated steam jetted into the air, and dwarves and mer alike dropped beneath the waves. A few of them got back up; too few. Contrary to what certain games had taught her, these lightning bolts didn’t zap everyone in the water—only those standing within about five metres of the point of entry. Still, that area of effect was more than large enough to cut swathes through the dwarven ranks. It seemed the tempests had no qualms about sacrificing some of their own fighters, as long as the dwarves paid the higher price in blood.

The dwarves in the water were now outnumbered three to one. Even if the stoneshapers ultimately prevailed, it was unlikely any of their non-magical brethren would live to see it.

That is, until Saskia and Ruhildi arrived on the scene.

Stealth wasn’t exactly a troll’s forte, but both sides were preoccupied at the moment, and the howling gale and sounds of battle masked Saskia’s heavy footfalls. Darting between buildings with Ruhildi clutching her shoulder, Saskia managed to circle around behind the mer and get within spitting distance without being spotted.

It was the dwarves who noticed her first. She saw it in the widening of their eyes and slack jaws. Tipped off by his enemies, one of the mer glanced back at her, then shouted and whirled about. Calling for Ruhildi to hold on tight, Saskia sprang forward.

Landing in their midst, she swung Mjölnir in a wide arc. There was a terrible crunching sound as the giant hammer sunk deep into soft flesh and brittle bones. A spray of dark liquid drenched her arms.

The mer she’d struck tumbled head over heels, before smashing into a nearby companion. They both fell in a tangled heap. Struggling to crawl out from underneath the limp body, the second mer cried out in a language she hadn’t heard before, his face twisting into a rictus of terror.

Saskia stepped forward and brought the hammer down. He did not move again after that.

The result of her handiwork—the caved-in skull and splattered torso; the red stained water—brought a terrible chill to her heart. This was it: the moment she’d been dreading; the moment she crossed the line, and became…

She dropped to one knee, retching.

“On your feet, Sashki,” murmured Ruhildi in her ear.

Right. Of course. No time for this. Sucking in a deep breath, Saskia turned toward the other mer. All eyes were on her now, and all the mer faces held near-identical expressions of shock.

They weren’t just watching though. The air was filled with colourful lights telegraphing the trajectories of half a dozen spears and arrows; all of them converging on her body.

One of the spears, she snatched out of the air with her free hand and used to knock aside another. The arrows, she dodged; all except one.

From her discussions with Dave, Saskia knew that contrary to what video games would have people believe, arrows fired by longbows were far better able to penetrate plate armour than melee weapons. Unfortunately, the same must be true of her hardened skin as well.

“There’s an arrow in your arse,” pointed out Ruhildi helpfully.

“Oh you think? Ow, motherfu—” Saskia winced as her friend plucked the shaft out. It hadn’t gone too deep, but that was a very sensitive spot.

Ruhildi must be a good multitasker, because at the same time she was doing that, a scatterblast spell detonated in the middle of a cluster of mer archers. Three down. Thirty to go, give or take.

An orange glow appeared on the water at Saskia’s feet, turning slowly redder. Her hair stood on end. And when she moved, it moved with her.

Crap! She was pretty sure she knew what that meant…

All five tempests stood facing her, and written across a virtual scroll that hovered over their heads were the words call lightning.

“Get off, Ruhildi,” she said. “Get away from me. Now!”

“What…”

There was no time. She plucked her friend off her back and threw her as far away as she could.

As the light beneath her turned red, she took a running leap—straight for the circle of tempests. Might as well try to spread the love, she thought. Her feet slammed into a wall of air, and for the briefest of moments she hung there, suspended above their heads. Just as she’d hoped, their barrier was a sphere, and she’d just struck the top of it.

The world turned brilliant white.

Saskia blinked and shook her head, unsure at first if she was awake—or even alive. She crouched in the water, swathed in billowing clouds of steam. Something felt deeply wrong, but she couldn’t place what it was.

In the water at her feet lay five mer, twitching and groaning and staring up at her with wide eyes. A circle of tempests.

Well that worked better than I expected, she thought. Zapped by their own spell, after it passed through me. I bet they feel like right twits.

But before she could finish congratulating herself, a shadow and a flicker of movement caught her attention. She looked up, and in a sudden panicked burst of energy, dived away.

She didn’t see the boulder land, but she felt the reverberation throughout her entire body. An instant later, a huge wave swept over her, knocking dwarves and mer alike off their feet. And just like that, the tempests became entombed beneath several tonnes of solid rock.

There had been no telegraphing that boulder’s arrival. And now that she thought about it…where was the rest of her interface? The minimap, the highlights and labels—none of them appeared when she willed it. And why was it suddenly so dark…?

The answer, when it occurred to her, was more than a little unsettling. The lightning strike—it had fried her oracle interface!

She could only hope the effect was temporary. But in the meantime, she was as blind as everyone else.

Overhead, the storm clouds faded. The air around her stilled. And in more ways than one, the tides turned.

With the tempests dead, a dwarven victory was all but assured. Saskia found herself secretly hoping the rest of the mer would dash for safety. But the only things dashed were her hopes. The mer fought to the last breath—all except one, who was promptly taken out by a crossbow bolt as he turned to flee.

And just like that, it was over. Silence stretched, punctuated only by the groans of injured dwarves.

She’d just been struck by lightning, and yet still she felt cold. What she’d done…she could only hope it had been worth it. One side or the other would have fallen, with or without her help. But were the dwarves really any more deserving of life than their enemies? She didn’t know much about either side.

Trying not to let her inner turmoil show on her face, she watched as the dwarves fanned out before her, weapons half-raised.

“She’s with me,” said Ruhildi, rushing up behind her. “Don’t you be laying a finger on her!”

It didn’t escape Saskia’s notice that Ruhildi had subtly altered the timbre of her voice, and she kept her hood pulled low over her face. What was up with this secret identity routine?

“You must be jesting, lass,” growled one of the dwarves. “I’ve no mind to go anywhere near that beast of a rock trow.”

“Good,” said Ruhildi. “Sashki’s a very loyal…pet, but ’twould be best if you don’t make her angry.”

“Woof woof!” said Saskia. Several of the dwarves flinched and took a step back.

Hold on a second, interjected her inner reality critic. If my oracle abilities aren’t working, shouldn’t I have lost my ability to understand the dwarves? They sure as shaz aren’t speaking English.

Thinking about it further, she realised it probably didn’t work like that. Her magic hadn’t just been translating for her; it had been training her brain to think in those other languages. She’d been speaking and understanding Dwarvish for a couple of months now. At least some of that knowledge would stick with her, even without any further supernatural help.

Or maybe she’d only lost some of her abilities. Either way, she could understand the dwarves perfectly.

A deep voice rang out across the battlefield. “Stand down, guardians! I’ll have words with these…fortuitous interlopers.” 

Gazing into the gloom, Saskia did a double-take. Was she seeing things, or was that…a robot? He sure looked like a robot. His face and body seemed to be made entirely of metal.

But as he drew near, the metal mask seemed to shimmer and melt, and in its place was the face of a middle-aged dwarf with an immaculately trimmed blonde beard. Just a spell, she thought.

“Good of you to finally join us, Honoured Rector,” said one of the other dwarves, his voice thick with ill-concealed scorn. “Where were you and your shapers while we were dying by the fistful down here? If it weren’t for this dwarrow and her trow…”

A murmur of discontent that arose from his fellows told her the dwarf was not alone in feeling this way.

The stoneshaper lifted his wand. The dwarf who had spoken flinched and stared down at a thin spike of stone that had risen from the ground all the way up to his crotch.

“Ken your place, shield-bearer,” growled the stoneshaper. “Your purpose is to protect us, not the other way around. You accepted our coin, so don’t come crying to me if you have to earn it.”

His gaze flicked from Saskia to Ruhildi. “That’s some pet you have there, dwarrow-kin. Wherever did you find such an impressive specimen?”

“She found me,” said Ruhildi.

The stoneshaper’s eyes narrowed. “Would you mind showing me your face under that hood?” he asked.

“Aye, I would mind,” said Ruhildi. “’Tis not for you to lay eyes on the one who just lifted your arse from the fire.”

His frown deepened. “Do you not ken to whom you speak, shaper?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “I speak to one who has an inflated opinion of himself.”

Some of the other dwarves gave nervous chuckles. The stoneshaper silenced them with a glare. Saskia heard the grinding of teeth inside his jaw, before finally he spoke. “I’ll let that pass this one time, on account of services rendered, and your obvious ignorance. But speak to me like that again, lass, and you’ll regret it. You are addressing Grindlecraw, Third Rector of the Shaper Guild. Now that you’re aware of my rank, I trust you’ll offer me the appropriate respect.”

“Och ’tis a fair grand title, worthy of respect,” said Ruhildi. Under her breath, barely loud enough for Saskia to make out her words, she added, “’Tis misfortunate the person wearing the title is such an arse…”

Fortunately, Grindlecraw didn’t seem to have heard that, because he said, “Very good. Now tell me, dwarrow-kin, what it is you’re doing up here where few of our kind tread. And why you’re so reticent to uncover your face.”

Ruhildi inhaled deeply, and Saskia could almost hear the internal struggle. Her friend so wanted to tell this guy where he could shove his questions. “Honoured Rector, I hide my face out of shame. I’ve no wish to show my slave mark for all the world to see. I fought my way free from the alvari forge burrows, and now I’m on my way back to the ’Neath.”

Was that what this was about? Ruhildi hadn’t tried to hide the tattoo from Saskia or the elves. Why should she care if one of her own people saw it? No, there had to be some other reason…

Grindlecraw’s suspicious gaze immediately softened to one of—not sympathy, exactly, but at least acceptance. “Few have managed to escape the alvari slavemasters since the Vindicals got themselves killed. ’Tis a rare feat. Very rare…”

“The carnage you see afore you…” said Ruhildi, “’Tis naught compared to what I wrought in Wengarlen on my way out. Yet ’twere only thanks to Sashki here that I yet live.”

Saskia’s sensitive ears caught a few murmurs from the dwarves as Ruhildi spoke.

“Wengarlen, she says.”

“Good of her to soften them up for us…”

Their leader held up his hand, and they fell silent. “Your magics did not escape my notice. They were effective—if crude.” His gaze drifted to the mer archer Ruhildi had dispatched, still dangling from the wall of the building. “Were you with the Guild, afore…?”

“A stoneshaper I may be, but I amn’t of the Shaper Guild,” said Ruhildi. “If I might ask you a question…I weren’t expecting to meet dwarrow-kin this far from the ’Neath, with things as they are. Why are you here?”

“I cannot reveal our mission, shaper,” said Grindlecraw. “It is important work, and that’s all you need to ken. Unless…you wish to join us? We could use another shaper, even a young one of low proficiency. And your pet would make a mighty fine guardian…”

“Alas, we must away to the ’Neath,” said Ruhildi. “I’ve been gone too long already.”

Grindlecraw gave her a long appraising look, culminating in a curt nod. “If that is your wish.”

After exchanging a few more pleasantries, the dwarves handed Ruhildi some supplies as payment for her assistance. They bade each other, “Fair travels,” then the dwarves headed south across the lake.

Ruhildi waited until they were safely gone before proceeding to raise the fallen mer.

“Great, so now we’re going to have a bunch of naked zombies walking alongside us,” grumbled Saskia.

“Do they hurt your delicate sensibilities, och sweet flower trow?” said Ruhildi.

“A little, yeah.”

One of the zombies lurched by, and she saw the purple gore leaking out of the ruin of his skull. I did that, thought Saskia. Bile rose from her stomach.

In that moment, something broke inside her. She slumped down in the water, trembling uncontrollably.

Ruhildi rushed to her side, forehead crinkling in concern. “What’s wrong, Sashki?”

“I’m a k-killer now,” she quavered, pawing angrily at the tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “For real this time. When it comes down to it, I’m n-no better than…” The last of her walls broke, and she doubled over, heaving and choking.

“Och Sashki…” Sighing, her friend leaned in and hugged her arm—the best she could manage given their size difference. “You’re still the same gentle, caring blockhead of a trow you were when you nursed me back to health, all those fivedays past. What happened today didn’t change that. To be true, I don’t expect you to believe me now. I remember…” Her eyes took on a distant, haunted quality. “But I promise you, it will get easier.”

“I don’t want it to get easier!” cried Saskia. “Killing should never be easy!”

Ruhildi held her for a long time, offering only silent sympathy. Eventually her sobs faded, and she wiped her eyes one final time and rose onto wobbly feet.

“’Twere cruel of me to raise the ones you slew,” said Ruhildi. “Let me banish—”

“No, keep them,” said Saskia. “We might need them.” And having these walking reminders with us is no more than I deserve, she added silently.

Saskia didn’t have to wonder why her friend hadn’t raised the dead during the battle. She was pretty sure the other dwarves wouldn’t have been thrilled with the idea of hanging out with a necromancer.

What she didn’t understand was why Ruhildi had gone to such lengths to hide her identity from her fellow dwarves. When she asked as much, Ruhildi told her, “I were doing my best to keep Grindlecraw or anyone else from recognising me.”

Saskia stared at her. “You know him? And why…?”

“Aye, from afar, we ken one another. He were always a thrice-bollocking arseface. If he kenned who I were, ’twould complicate things. He’d have insisted on sending guardians back with us. That I couldn’t abide. And I’d rather news of my survival not make it back to Spindle and my… Not just yet, leastwise.”

Even without her lie detector, it was obvious there was a lot Ruhildi wasn’t telling her. But that was okay. Her friend had a right to her secrets.

“I wonder what the dwarrows are up to,” said Saskia, changing the subject. “Whatever it is, I’m sure the alvari won’t be happy about it.” She paused, frowning as a thought occurred to her. “I hope they don’t catch up with Garrain.”

“Och I hope they do.” Ruhildi flashed her a wolfish grin.

Leaving the watery portion of Dwallondorn behind, they began to ascend a gentle slope, walking among the trees and fungal growths that had taken over the streets of Inglomar.

It wasn’t until they rounded a bend in the cavern that Saskia finally got a sense of the true scale of this place. As Ruhildi had mentioned earlier, the lake and the ruined city occupied just one arm of a sprawling, many-armed Hollow, perhaps three or four times the size of Wilbergond.

Fortunately, her friend knew which of these gargantuan serpentine arms was the one they needed to take. It was an easy trek to the so-called prime passage, with Ruhildi’s retinue of creepy naked zombie mers keeping any would-be predators at bay.

Toward the end of the second day, as had happened often over the past few days, she felt a sensation of heat rising from within. No, not that kind of heat. The mildly uncomfortable feeling that came whenever a certain druid channelled essence for his spells. What was notable about this occasion was that it kept coming—wave after wave of ever-increasing discomfort. Her core temperature kept rising, and she was beginning to worry she might burst into flames for real this time. Garrain was casting not one but a whole sequence of spells, and drawing essence faster than ever before.

Saskia halted, gasping as pain shot through her veins. Dizziness swept over her. She sat down, hard.

“What is it this time, Sashki?” asked Ruhildi.

“It’s Garrain!” she hissed, clutching at her throbbing head. “He’s going nuclear with his magic! What the hell is going on up there?”

“Och methinks I ken what it is…”

If only she could visit him and find out. Or at least cut off his magic. Ever since that lightning strike, she hadn’t been able to do either of those things, nor access any other oracle abilities. There had been some promising signs: flickering objects briefly appearing in her vision, before vanishing, and a slow improvement of her ability to see in the dark. But right now, she had no control over her link to Garrain.

The flow of essence stopped.

Saskia let out a deep sigh of relief. Within a few minutes, she felt normal again. Well, mostly normal. She still felt blind without her oracle interface.

“He stopped casting,” she told her friend.

“’Tis not right that you should suffer so, for that bastard!” said Ruhildi.

“Well there’s nothing I can do about it now. Not until I get my oracle abilities back. Whatever happened, it’s over. But I don’t think he was playing around this time.”

Ruhildi turned away, muttering, “Should’ve ended him while I had the chance…”

Shaking her head, Saskia rose to her feet. “There have been more than enough endings lately.” She glanced at the mer with the caved-in skull, feeling another pang of sadness and regret. “Let’s try for a beginning, away from all of this.”

Her friend turned back to her with a thoughtful expression on her face. “Aye, what a fair joyous notion. To the Underneath, and a new beginning.” She gave a weary smile. “Come on then, Sashki. The passage lies but a short distance ahead.”

The prime passage was…not what she was expecting. It was less a passage than a chasm; a vast crack in the world tree. Its true depths lay shrouded beneath a blanket of mist and roiling spray churned up by a half a dozen waterfalls. There was a path cut into the side of the chasm, behind the falls, spiralling down and down as far as the eye could see.

“How far does it go?” asked Saskia, peering into the abyss.

“All the way, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “All the way down to the ’Neath.”
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                Ears twitching in the dank air, Garrain listened to the song of life all around him; the sighs of drooping fungi and sodden riverweed, and the subdued murmur of the slimy little creatures that wriggled and swam amongst them. Hardly his favourite forms of life, but life nonetheless. Today their music sounded sweeter than a chorus of lyrebirds.

The song was the same as it had ever been, but now it was tinged with something more: a touch of magic; a trickle of essence that sharpened the senses, adding colour and music and hope where before there had been darkness and despair.

Garrain sucked a tiny drop of nectar between his teeth, and drew upon a familiar, yet long-dormant flow. As he had done countless times before, he concentrated on the form he wanted the spell to take—which he imagined as a golden glow suffusing his body.

A cool tailwind whistled up the tunnel, swirled about him, and was gone. And then he felt it: a surge of strength flowing into his muscles, easing the aches and pains of a long day’s climb. He streaked ahead of Ollagor, kicking up a spray of water in his wake. Faster and faster he moved, until his legs were a blur.

The swift stride spell was not an antidote to tiredness; nothing on the order of Hascithe’s grand magic. This spell was brief, and after it was over, exhaustion would claim him. But right now, he didn’t care.

Garrain let out a joyous laugh. He was whole again.

It was as though he’d been trapped in a nightmare for so long, he’d forgotten what it felt like to be awake. But now he was truly awake. That bothersome, enigmatic contradiction of a demon had been true to her word. For the time being, he was once again a greenhand—a keeper—in more than just name.

As long as he didn’t violate her ‘conditions.’

Remembering this, his thoughts darkened. Saskia sought to control him even after they were parted; after he was her captive no longer. This rankled him deeply. Oh he understood why she held his magic hostage to her demands. The trow wasn’t as naive as she’d first appeared. Saving his life may have indebted him to her, but she’d be a simpleton to trust his honour alone. No, it would have been too much to expect her to let him walk free without some sort of leverage; something to make him think twice before betraying her at the first opportunity.

He didn’t know what he might have done had the threat of losing his magic not been in place, but now…

Now he had no intention of going against her wishes; not unless she imperilled someone or something that mattered more to him than his magic. There were very few things that qualified. It were as though the demon had seen into his heart and picked the one thing that might ensure his compliance. Indeed, given her propensity for speaking in his mind, and the madness-inducing hallucinations she’d forced upon him, perhaps that was precisely what she’d done.

Again he thought of her latest intrusion. He was doing his utmost to purge that memory from his mind, but like a circling bloodfly, it kept coming back.

A steep tunnel filled with stairs had led him into these untamed burrows, hollowed out over many greatspans by deepworms very much like the one Saskia had slain. Whilst bathing away the sweat of the long climb, he’d found himself anticipating his return to Nuille’s side. Oh the delicious things he’d do to her when they were reunited—after she forgave him, of course. The water had been warm, one thing had lead to another and…

And then he’d found himself staring into that deusdamned demon’s reflection in the pool! Not her trow form, but the other one: the one that might almost pass as an alvesse. A moment later, a smaller face had appeared in the corner of his eye, painted on a circle of mirrored glass. The face in the pool had looked shocked, while Mirror-Saskia had smirked at him and poked out her tongue. An instant later, both had vanished, leaving him sitting alone in the water, his mood utterly spoiled.

Here in the dark depths of Ciendil, it wasn’t easy to measure the passage of time, but by his best reckoning at least a day had passed since then. In that time, Saskia hadn’t reappeared. Still, he’d been unable to rid himself of the unsettling notion that she was there, lurking in the shadows of his mind, watching his every move.

And there was nothing he could do about it. Not now, and perhaps not ever. His magic was hers to give and take as she pleased. So it would be best not to do anything to displease her.

His muscles began to burn and his breaths turned to gasps as the effects of the swift stride spell faded. Drawing in ragged breaths, he stopped and waited for Ollagor to catch up.

There was a hint of annoyance in the grawmalkin’s slitted eyes as he slunk into view. Having been adopted by Garrain only after he lost his magic, the beast was undoubtedly unused to such displays of enhanced athletic prowess from his master. Apparently Ollagor didn’t much care for being outmatched, even if only briefly.

The grawmalkin’s displeasure was short-lived, however, as his slitted eyes caught sight of a passing many-legged wriggler. Tail wagging, he dropped low to the ground, then pounced. Throughout the journey, Ollagor had taken it upon himself to rid the tunnels of any cave crawlers he could get his paws on. Watching the grawmalkin devour the hapless creature brought to mind a certain trow, who had found them equally delectable.

As for Garrain, he’d dined on fungus and berries and fish. Some of the things that grew down here were poisonous, but a greenhand need never fear poison. His life sense would warn him if he brought anything to his lips that would do him harm.

Finishing his meal, the grawmalkin led him to the mouth of a watery, overgrown cavern that a fistful of days ago he would have called immense. Having been to Wilbergond, his perspective had been irrevocably shifted, and now it was merely large. There was a staircase up one wall, leading to a small tunnel. Other tunnels adjoined the cavern, any one of which might lead them home. Ollagor, however, bounded straight toward the stairs, so it was up the stairs they would go.

They were halfway there when a stout figure in plate armour emerged from behind a pile of rocks near the base of the stairs, hauling a large bucket. He was followed a moment later by another bucket-bearer. Both wore the sigil of a hammer and a shield emblazoned on their breastplates.

Interesting. Very interesting. What were dwarrows doing this far from the Underneath? More escaped slaves, perhaps? But that armour…

Dropping low among the reeds, Garrain watched as the dwarrows poured the contents of their buckets into a pit they uncovered at the cavern’s edge. The foul scent carried on the air told him all he needed to know about what those buckets held.

“It’s a shite job, but someone’s gotta do it,” said one of the dwarrows, speaking the stone tongue.

His companion was not amused. “I swear on my mam’s grave, if you say those words one more time, Dorwald, I’m gonna dunk you in there.”

The first dwarrow lifted a flap of steel from his crotch and proceeded to urinate into the pit, before they covered it up with a stone slab, and both returned whence they came.

Creeping up to the rocks the dwarrows had vanished behind, Garrain found a small opening in the cavern wall, just wide enough for an alvar—or a dwarrow—to step through. A dim light flickered within, and he could feel a faint caress of hot air emanating from the crevice.

Something cold and wet pressed against his leg, and he jumped in fright, before turning to scold the owner of the furry muzzle. “Deus, Ollagor!” he whispered. “You startled me!” 

Glancing back to the opening, he considered for a moment, before coming to a decision. He crouched low, facing Ollagor. “You wait here, my friend,” he murmured. “I’ll be back soon, I promise.”

The grawmalkin’s head hung low, ears drooping.

Garrain stifled a chuckle and rubbed the grawmalkin’s back affectionately. “My apologies. I know you’d like to join me, but this will require a sliver more subtlety than even you possess. If they are merely escaped slaves, then I don’t wish to disturb them. And if they’re more than that…”

Stripping off his armour and the smallclothes beneath, Garrain hid them in a crevice not far from the opening, along with Trowbane and his supplies. He rubbed grey dust into his skin, until it had taken on the dark hue of the cavern walls. Calling forth his magic, he moulded the darkness into a shade walker spell.

This spell was a rather curious invention of his greatfather, Undain the Eversmile, inspired by forest creatures that possessed an uncanny ability to hide in darkness. The illusion complete, he became all but invisible—so long as he kept to the shadows and didn’t move too quickly.

Like many of Undain’s inventions, shade walker had a fatal flaw that rendered it almost entirely useless. The spell only concealed a greenhand’s body, not his clothes or weapons—or focus. And carrying around a glowing staff or wand was hardly conducive to stealth. Attempts to counter this weakness by concealing foci inside various bodily orifices for the duration of the spell had met with predictably regrettable results for all concerned.

Because of this flaw, few greenhands bothered to learn the shade walker spell, and of those who did, most used it only to play practical jokes on unsuspecting mundanes. Garrain had never had much patience for jokes, but he’d learned the spell nonetheless, because he’d learned every spell within his reach. To Garrain, the very act of learning was itself a goal worth pursuing.

Today, he was glad he had, because alone among all greenhands (aside from fledglings who had yet to bind their magic) Garrain carried no focus. The spell’s singular weakness no longer affected him. Today, if luck were with him, he’d be able to pass unseen, and perhaps learn what these dwarrows were doing in there—and whether or not they posed a threat.

Stepping silently through the opening, he emerged into a larger tunnel, roughly hewn, its floor strewn with fragments of shattered stones. Two heavily-armoured guards stood at the entrance, but their gaze swept straight over him as if he weren’t there. Beyond lay a low passage, twisting around a sharp bend. Its walls were lined with lit torches. He’d have to keep away from those.

The air was undoubtedly hotter in here; hot and dry and dusty. Stifling a sneeze, Garrain crept forward into the gloom.

At that moment, the stone beneath his feet began to shake violently. He clutched at the wall to steady himself, and prayed that the uneven ceiling wouldn’t come down on his head. This was not the only tremor he’d felt since he began his ascent, but it was one of the most vigorous and prolonged. Something rotten had taken root in the arbor; a perturbation of the natural order that troubled him more deeply than any menace his eyes could perceive. He could feel the wrongness deep within his bones.

As the shaking subsided, he heard a voice up ahead. “…spilled some of that shite on my boot.”

“Och, you poor wee babe. It’ll wash off. You lads done out there?” said distinctly feminine voice.

“Aye, Honoured Proctor.”

“Good. Then I’ll go shut the front door.”

“Er…Proctor?”

“Aye, what is it, Dorwald?”

“It’s just that the hunters and foragers are still out there gathering supplies…”

The female grunted. “Of course they are. They’d better move their arses. If they’re not back in a bell, I’m locking them out!”

Stepping silently through the shadows, Garrain passed a small side-chamber, within which sat the female dwarrow who had spoken, reading a thick book, entitled Vengeance for Vindica. Vindica, if he recalled correctly, had been the leader of a particularly vicious band of dwarrow cultists who had terrorised settlements along the coast of the Arnean Sea.

His eyes drifted downward to the arlium-tipped copper wand hanging at her belt. A shiver of worry rippled down his spine.

Stoneshaper.

And if she were a stoneshaper, ‘shutting the front door’ and ‘locking them out’ presumably didn’t involve actual doors or keys.

Deus! He had to hurry!

Garrain stalked deeper into the dwarrow den, following at a discrete distance behind the pair carrying the buckets. The tunnel turned upward into a steep climb—so steep in places that he wished he could’ve called upon a root treader spell to keep from sliding backward in the loose gravel. He refrained from doing so, because casting such a spell would reveal his presence.

It was getting warmer in here. Much warmer.

Soon, the tunnel branched into a twisting warren of interconnected rooms and passages, guarded by more well-armed dwarrows, who nodded at the pair with slight smirks on their faces. Emptying chamberpots was an unenviable job even for dwarrows, it seemed.

Even with the shade walker spell, he had to be very careful here. One false step and he’d have a den of angry dwarrows bearing down on him.

Stout forms lay sprawled out across the hard floor of several of these rooms. Leaving the bucket-bearers behind, Garrain crept past the guards and the sleeping dwarrows, up a flight of roughly-hewn stairs and into another twisting tunnel.

This tunnel opened out near the base of a wide, deep shaft. How deep, precisely, he couldn’t say, for the apex was shrouded in darkness.

But it wasn’t the shaft itself that drew his attention. It was the crowd of dwarrows who had gathered upon a rocky outcropping overlooking it.

They stood along its edge, holding wands of copper and bronze and shining silver. He could feel essence gathering around them in waves, building into a clamour of whispers, before surging out into the void.

At that moment the ground began once again to shudder and sway. Rocks cracked and boulders plummeted from on high, smashing down upon the floor of the shaft. The dwarrows stood unmoved by the cacophony; undaunted by the falling rocks.

Garrain ducked back into the tunnel, struggling to keep his breath slow and silent. He was getting a very bad feeling about this. These stoneshapers were the source of this creeping malice he’d been feeling in his bones. If they continued unopposed, what horrors might they unleash upon Ciendil?

They had to be stopped.

And yet, he couldn’t stop them. Not today; not alone. Not with Saskia’s conditions staying his hand. For it was as clear as a mountain stream in highspring that the demon would oppose any action he might take against them. She’d chosen to side with the dwarrows, as had her predecessor, Calburn the Arborcaede.

For now, he needed to get himself and Ollagor to safety. He could decide what to do later.

On the way out, he had to hurriedly duck out of the way of a group of armed dwarrows hauling animal carcasses and baskets of leaves, roots and fungi.

“A good haul,” commented one of the guards. “Anything interesting going on out there?”

“Just the usual. Don’t ken why we even bother to hide. No-one ever passes through them burrows ’cept us. Och, but Gomric here claims he saw one of them topside beasts lurking in the swamp. Growmalkers or some such.”

“I amn’t just claiming I seen it. I done seen it!”

“Aye, right. And I saw a red-tailed mogworf!”

All of the dwarrows laughed, except Gomric, who complained, “I amn’t yanking your beards! ’Tis true, I swear it!” This brought on yet more laughter from the other dwarrows, who were clearly having none of it.

Garrain let out a slow breath. As long as they didn’t believe this dwarrow, Ollagor remained safe.

But there was a far bigger problem. If this was the hunting party returned from outside, then that could only mean…

Deus!

Caution abandoned for expediency, he dashed back down the tunnel, slipping into the shadows only when he almost ran into the stoneshaper coming the other way. Fortuitously for him, her nose was deep in her book, so she didn’t see him.

Reaching the tunnel entrance, his heart dropped to the pit of his stomach. In place of the narrow opening that lead to the swampy cavern outside was a smooth wall of stone.

He was trapped.

Silently cursing his tardiness, he slumped against the wall. There was no digging through that wall. He had no spells that could slice or burn through stone that thick. Perhaps Trowbane could have done the job, but he’d left it outside. Besides, there was no way he could have cut through the stone unnoticed—not with the pair of guards standing right there.

That left him with no choice. He’d have to wait until the stoneshapers reopened this tunnel to let someone in or out.

Crouched in the shadows just out of earshot of the guards, with nothing to occupy himself with but his own thoughts, Garrain lost all track of time. His hope surged when the stoneshaper returned, only to plummet when she settled onto her stone stool, nose still buried in her book, without taking so much as a glance at the tunnel entrance.

Fatigue gathered like weights upon his eyelids, and it became a struggle to keep them from drooping. If he fell into slumber, his shade walker spell would fade, but if he had to wait much longer, there would be no choice. He’d have to find a safe place to hide while he slept.

He was about to do just that when there came a rumble at the entrance, and the stone parted. Into the tunnel spilled a large band of travel-weary dwarrows. Their leader, a blonde-bearded stoneshaper of middle spans stepped up to the guards.

A moment later, the stoneshaper dashed out of the side room to meet the new arrivals. “Honoured Rector!” she exclaimed. “I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

“Proctor,” said the Rector. “The northern project is proceeding faster than anticipated. We need you to be ready at the same time, so I’ve brought you some new graduates from Spindle to help out at your end.”

“Och, terrific news!” said the Proctor. “The sooner we can both be finished, the better.”

“Indeed,” said the Rector. “Sadly, we had an encounter with a mer warband in Dwallondorn, and as a result, our numbers are depleted. Lost a pinch of shapers and a fair few fistfuls of guardians.”

“Curse those mer!” she hissed. “Mayhap we should’ve assembled a third unit to deal with them as well.”

“I argued in favour of that, but the Chancellor insisted we shouldn’t split our forces any further. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps not. Time will tell.”

“Aye,” she agreed. “Now if you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to the dwelling chambers for a well-earned meal…”

“Lead on, Proctor.”

The dwarrows stepped away from the opening. This was his chance. Weaving between the oblivious guards, he dashed out into the—

Another dwarrow stepped around the corner.

Feet skidding on the loose stones, Garrain sidestepped the late arrival. His knee bumped against an arm…

The dwarrow spun about with a curse. His eyes widened, and he shouted, “Intruder!”

More shouts rang out from inside the tunnel.

Heart thundering in his chest, Garrain sprinted away, only to realise that his shade walker spell had faded. The shock of the near-collision had jolted him into stark visibility, clad in naught but his skin.

Blundering dunce! he berated himself silently.

Eyes flicking over the swamp, he could see no sign of Ollagor. The grawmalkin must have hidden or escaped when the dwarrows showed up.

He dashed to the spot where he’d left his belongings, snatching up Trowbane and his reagent satchel. There was no time to don what remained of his armour, but it wouldn’t offer much protection against spell or steel or arrow in any case.

“Is that one of them fish-ears?” said one of the dwarrows rushing out of the tunnel.

“A leaf-ears, more like.”

“Well he’s about to be a dead-ears. Shoot him!”

Memories of his old nightmares flashed into his head. But this was no dream. And he was far from defenceless.

Willing himself to calmness, he reached for his meagre supply of drackenwood bark. At his behest, essence surged into him, consuming the reagent and transferring its properties to his flesh.

Without waiting to observe its effect, he dashed to the swamp’s edge and placed his hand upon a barbed and twisted tree that coiled across the rocks. It had sharper thorns than the mirewood thickets of Laskwood. Yes, this would suit his purpose well enough. Drawing from its song of life, he brought forth a wreathe of thorny branches that snapped and flailed about him.

Not a moment too soon. A crossbow bolt thunked into the ground at his feet, snatched out of the air by angry branches. At the same moment, Garrain staggered backward, pain blossoming in his side.

He glanced down, expecting to see a bloody shaft jutting from his abdomen. Instead he looked upon unbroken flesh the texture and hardness of the most ancient, sturdy trees of Laskwood.

Never had he wrought a bristling barrier of such ferocity, or a bark sheathe that could stop bolts loosed from a dwarrow crossbow. How Saskia could be providing this much essence, he had no idea, but right now, he’d need every sliver of it.

Garrain had the dwarrows’ full attention now. Fanning out across the swamp with shields and weapons and wands raised, they advanced warily toward him.

Let them come, he thought venomously. Demon be damned, he was not going to let these burrowers take him. He withdrew another pouch from his satchel: a bag of tiny cave bugs, pulled from the tunnel walls during his ascent. A very fortuitous act of foresight, as it turned out. Scattering the pouch’s contents into the air, he worked the tiny forms with his magic, causing them to expand and multiply, over and over. From that cloud poured forth a ceaseless swarm of suffering.

The summoned insects filled the air, buzzing into faces and crawling beneath armour and underclothes, biting as they went. Fire licked at the swarm from spinning torches, shielding a few lucky dwarrows from the brunt of the attack.

As for the rest, Garrain almost felt pity for them. Screams echoed across the cavern walls. Bodies jerked and spasmed, falling to the sodden ground. There were very few beings who could ignore the debilitating pain those insect bites inflicted. Saskia had been one of them.

But what was this?

Among his screaming, thrashing brethren, a lone dwarrow stood, moved by neither pain nor fear. Peering through the shroud of branches and buzzing bugs, Garrain saw why that was so.

The Rector’s bearded face had taken on a metallic sheen, like polished bronze. Even his eyes seemed to be made of metal, though from the way they tracked Garrain’s movements, the Rector clearly still had his sight. The whole of his body must be similarly encased, and the seething mass of insects skittering over him couldn’t bite through it.

Undeterred, Garrain stalked toward the metal monster, letting his barrier slice into several of the unfortunate dwarrows who lay in his path. Those branches could cut through armour, so perhaps…

The ground shifted violently beneath his feet. Falling to one knee, he caught a flicker of movement in the corner of his eye. He rolled to the side just as a huge spike of stone erupted from the floor, missing him by a finger width. Deus that was close!

The Rector had his wand extended, already calling forth another spell.

As for Garrain, he couldn’t even remain upright on this shaking ground. Was that the Rector’s doing too? Scurrying forward just in time to avoid another spike that erupted from the floor, Garrain wondered if this dwarrow might outmatch even Ruhildi, with all of her cursed corpses at her command.

The shaking subsided, and Garrain staggered to his feet. But to his chagrin, he realised he wasn’t the only one doing that. His foes were rising with hatred in their eyes. The short-lived swarm of suffering spell had begun to dissipate, and now he faced the fury of a resurgent dwarrow warband.

Hurriedly, Garrain drew upon the torrent of essence that Saskia availed to him, and flicked a droplet of simmerwood sap into the air, shaping it into his old favourite: the scorching sap spell. He flung the roiling globule of amber-coloured liquid at the Rector.

Several dwarrow guardians threw their shields up, forming a wall in front of their leader. Garrain’s spell struck the shields and splashed over and under and between them, splattering across the swampy ground, sending dark smoke billowing outward. Scorching sap may not be able to burn through the metal of their shields and armour, but there was an abundance of exposed flesh as well, and it scoured it away in an instant. Shrieks and curses emerged from behind a shroud of foul-smelling smoke.

More foes ran at him from the sides, so he summoned another bolt of scorching sap and hurled it into their midst. And another, as he sprinted toward the stairs, where stood his best chance to escape. Faster and faster, he called forth his spells, and the essence kept flowing. His chest was afire, his breathing laboured, and yet never had he felt so alive.

Garrain felt a wave of giddy laughter bubble up within him. He could do this. He was going to survive, even if he had to slay every last one of these bastard—

Something struck him on the back of the head. He fell face-first into the muck.

Spitting out a mouthful of foul-tasting slime, ears ringing, Garrain struggled to rise—and found he couldn’t. A heavy weight, hard and cold, held him down, squeezing the air from his lungs. Even through the shell of his bark sheathe, he could feel it. The branches of his bristling barrier clawed feebly at rocks tumbling to the ground around him.

There she stood, near the base of the stairs: the one who would see him buried—the Proctor—with wand held high, and gauntletted fingers curled around her cursed book. If his predicament weren’t so dire, Garrain would have chuckled. She’d go to her grave with book in hand; of that, he was certain.

But right now, it was his own grave that concerned him more.

Heavy boots kicked up a spray of mud. Light danced off gleaming steel. They were almost upon him, and he couldn’t move.

A dark shape sprang at the two closest dwarrows from the side, sending them both tumbling to the ground. Ollagor tore off an unfastened helmet with one paw and flung it aside, clamping his muzzle around the exposed throat.

A blade flashed toward the snarling beast, swung by the downed dwarrow’s companion.

Reaching out with his glaive, Garrain pinned the dwarrow’s wrist to the ground. There came a grunt of pain, and the sword flew free. Snatching up the fallen blade, Garrain drove it through his foe’s chin, up into his brain, and twisted it.

Ollagor’s hapless victim gurgled, shuddered and lay still. The stench of voided bowels filled the air.

More shouts came, and the grawmalkin spun to face the new threat. Letting out a thunderous roar, he bounded forward.

Then staggered, slowed, and toppled to the side, legs twitching. With yawning dread, Garrain beheld a feathered shaft jutting from his friend’s skull.

Blackest despair loomed. In all likelihood, Ollagor’s death would precede his own by mere moments. Unable to draw breath, he reached for his friend, feeling darkness press in on him.

A scream arose from the darkness behind his eyelids. First one, then many, from all sides. Screams and shouts and choking gurgles, slowly dying off. Silence followed, profound and absolute.

Soft footsteps padded toward him. A rough tongue licked his face.

“Ollagor?” he croaked, opening his eyes. “Are we there already? Already in the Vale of…”

No. Ollagor still lay just out of reach, unmoving. And as for Garrain, he was still in this cursed cavern, pinned beneath a fallen rock. The slitted eyes gazing into his looked very much like Ollagor’s, but…

“Morchi?” he whispered, reaching out to stroke the soft fur.

The grawmalkin turned his attention to his fallen brother, licking his eyelids shut, and letting out a soft, whimpering yowl.

The weight slid off Garrain’s back. He hauled himself up onto a crouch. The cavern tilted around him, and with a feeble groan, he sagged back down into the slime.

“Let me heal you first, ardonis,” said the last voice he’d ever expected to hear in this place.

Warmth spread from his aching back, and out into his extremities. A moment later, he rose to his feet, supported by a pair of arms that possessed surprising strength for all their slimness.

“Did you miss me?” asked Nuille. A tremulous smile graced her flawless lips.

Garrain’s eyes drifted to the heaps of torn flesh that had once been dwarrows. Their limbs were bent at all the wrong angles. Blood leaked from their eyes, and their faces held expressions of undiluted horror. Upon one of the mangled lumps scattered across the stairs lay a bloody book, gripped by twisted fingers.

“What did you do to them?” he whispered.

Nuille didn’t answer; wouldn’t even meet his gaze. And when next he looked upon her resplendent face, he saw that her eyes were wet with tears.

Shouts rang out behind him. The Rector stepped over the bodies of his fallen kin, accompanied by a pair of ashen-faced stoneshapers. He was calling out to a larger group of dwarrows gathering outside the opening in the wall. More were streaming out to join them.

“Time to move, ardonis,” said Nuille, snatching at his arm.

Together with Morchi, they fled up the stairs, hearing the clatter of crossbow bolts striking stone around them. They ran into the tunnel atop the stairs, and kept running.

It was a long time before they felt safe enough to stop, and collapsed in a panting heap on the cold stone floor.

“I saw you flinging spells at the dwarrows,” said Nuille when they were finally able to speak. “Yet you don’t have your staff. At least, not the one made of witherbark…” A faint smile crossed her lips as her eyes ran down his body. “Where is Ruinath?”

“It’s a…complicated situation,” he said evasively. “But what about your magic? What you wrought upon those dwarrows… You’re a…” She refused to meet his gaze, and he couldn’t bring himself to say the word aloud.

Cruorger.

“Hold your secret,” she said. “And I’ll pretend you don’t know mine. There’ll be time enough for explanations when we’re safely back in Laskwood.”

“Very well. But answer me this, if you will. How did you find me down here?”

“I’d have thought you’d have guessed,” said Nuille. “Did you not wonder why your grawmalkin followed you into the arbor alone? I sent him to you! I sent him and held his brother back. It was no easy thing, parting them, believe me. The blood bond is—was—so very strong between those two. And when Jevren came to me with word of what happened, I went after you. It would not have been easy for Morchi to track you directly, but he didn’t need to. He led me to Ollagor, who led me to you.”

So that’s the thread Saskia saw, he thought. Not oracle or Chosen magic, but the unbreakable bond between brothers. It was an impressive feat for Ollagor to find me after I fell, but Morchi had to cover a far greater distance. He could not have done it without his brother.

“So you see, ardonis, it was my fault, what happened to him,” she continued, her expression hardening. “But I’d do it all again, without hesitation, even knowing the cost. I’ll not let anyone or anything—not demon, nor dwarrow, nor the Vale itself—take you away from me.”

Garrain looked upon his lifemate as though for the first time, in awe and admiration—and a tiny shiver of fear. In that moment, he believed her every word. Deus help anyone who came between them.

Nuille rose, tugging at his hand. “Let’s go home.”

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 10: Underneath

    
    
    
    
                “Are we there yet?”

Ruhildi shot Saskia one of her patented ‘I am not amused’ looks.

Yeah, the joke was wearing a bit thin, Saskia had to admit. As was her patience and her sanity.

Ten days. Ten excruciating days they’d been descending this impossible path.

The very thought of it was doing Saskia’s head in. Someone must have built the rocky passage that wound its way down this yawning pit of despair, and all of the stairs therein. Hell, someone might have dug out the chasm itself; a pit so deep that were this on Earth, they’d be well into the mantle by now. The fact that they weren’t swimming in magma already was just another item on her list of weird. According to Ruhildi, this world’s magma analogue, molten arlium, was for the most part concentrated in tunnels she called veins and arteries. The chasm seemed to have avoided those tunnels of fiery death, thank dogs, so the temperature remained quite comfortable throughout their journey.

The word comfortable could not be used to describe the journey as a whole, though.

Troll feet were not designed to walk on staircases. Not when the steps were cut to dwarven specifications. And the path was just narrow enough that Saskia found herself peering down a seemingly bottomless void more often than not. She had a pretty good head for heights, but this was ridiculous. One false step, and she’d be taking a very fast trip to the bottom.

Actually, that notion seemed more than a little appealing right now.

The air was always damp, and the ground always slick. This far down, much of the water from the waterfalls that flowed into the chasm had dispersed into the air, forming clouds and a steady, ceaseless rain.

Every now and then they came upon a wide ledge cut into the wall of the chasm, or a decent-sized cave. These were the only places where she could get a good night’s rest, and they came too few and far between for comfort.

If there was one problem they didn’t have, it was finding enough to eat and drink. Many creatures big and small made this place their home, soaring through the mists, or clinging to the walls. Fungi and strange sideways-sprouting trees flourished in the mild, wet climate.

A week ago they’d crossed paths with a party of weary (and wary) dwarves going the other way. Saskia had taken a crossbow bolt in the shoulder before Ruhildi managed to intervene and smooth things over. What fun that had been. Truly the highlight of the journey. It was just as well that in the interests of expedience the necromancer had ditched her retinue of zombies before they ventured into the chasm, or the meeting would have been even more awkward.

Like Grindlecraw’s crew, this party had been cagey about their reason for heading up toward the surface. They obviously weren’t making a social call. Still, they’d made camp together and shared an evening on a ledge after the dwarves got over their fear of the glowering rock troll.

“Spare a thought for those poor bastards,” Ruhildi had told her after they went their separate ways. “If you think ’tis a tiresome journey to the bottom, ’tis much worse going in the direction they’re going. For those of us with limited stamina, leastwise.”

Having spent another week descending the chasm, Saskia was definitely beginning to feel some sympathy toward them. It must take the dwarves twice as long to make the ascent. Poor bastards indeed.

One piece of good news though: her oracle interface was no longer on the fritz. For a few days, when she’d called up her minimap, she’d gotten a sad-face emoji instead. She’d felt like the butt of a joke, except she could only assume the one making the joke had been her own brain. So what did that say about her?

When her interface finally did come back, it came back somewhat…diminished. For a while, she hadn't been able to see as far on her map, and some of her other interface elements had been missing bits of information. It had slowly recovered over the days that followed, and now it was back to normal. Or as close to normal as a constantly evolving hallucination could be.

That lightning strike had really done a number on her. Or maybe it had triggered some sort of reaction with the arlium inside her? Well whatever it was, she’d have to be very careful if she ever went up against another tempest—or stood outside in a thunderstorm. That wouldn’t be a problem where she was going though, would it?

Aaand you just jinxed yourself, she thought. Now there’ll be nothing but tempests. Tempests all the way down.

One of the first things she’d done once her oracle abilities had begun to stabilise had been to pay a visit to Garrain. She’d gone in seeking an explanation for the surge of spellcasting that had nearly cooked her back in Dwallondorn, only to find him in the company of Nuille, his wife, or lifemate, as he called her. Apparently the plucky elf girl had grown tired of waiting for her guy and had gone in after him. Saskia was pleased to see them reunited, but Nuille’s presence made it hard to get answers out of him. With the sharp-eared lady walking by his side, he’d been in no position to speak openly to the demon in his head. Well, not without looking crazy or giving away her presence.

“Wait for me just around the corner, Sashki,” said Ruhildi, jolting her out of her reverie. “I’ll be making rain.”

“It’s already raining,” said Saskia.

“I need to take a piss!” Ruhildi squatted down on the damp stone, fumbling at the straps of her armour. “Do you intend to stand there and watch?”

“Oh! Sorry.” Saskia turned and hurried away.

Another delight of this endless descent: flashing one’s lady bits over a stomach-churning drop made for a supremely relaxing bathroom experience. Also, now she had to wonder how much of this rain was actually rain.

While waiting for her friend to finish her business, Saskia popped over to Garrain’s head for another nosey. She found him standing beneath a tall canopy of trees, catching a slender beam of sunlight with his face. Alone at last.

“Boo!”

The view jerked from side to side, before he let out a groan, and returned his gaze to the sky. “Saskia.”

“Yeah, it’s me. So…magic still working?”

“Far better than I could have hoped,” said Garrain. “I’ve never been able to call forth so much essence with so little effort. I don’t know how you’re doing this, but you have my sincere gratitude.”

“Well I’m glad it worked out for one of us at least,” said Saskia.

“Is something amiss?”

“Yeah, you could say that! Whatever you were doing back there with your crazy rush of spells…you’d better have a damn good reason!”

There was a long pause before he said, “You knew?”

“Of course I knew! Do you even know what it feels like to…” She trailed off, as it suddenly occurred to her that he probably didn’t know how much her body heated up whenever he cast a spell, and perhaps it would be best not to tell him. She didn’t think he’d try to use the effect against her, but she couldn’t be certain.

“Then perhaps you also saw that I was only defending myself? Saw how close I came to perishing? How they killed…” He choked. “How they killed Ollagor.”

“Oh.” She swallowed. “No I didn’t see that. But afterward, I saw him—”

“That was Morchi, you saw, most likely, not his brother.”

“Oh. Well I’m sorry that happened, Garrain.”

Ruhildi’s voice cut through their conversation. “Stop feeling sorry for the leaf-ears, Sashki! He doesn’t deserve your pity.”

“So who were they?” asked Saskia. “Who were you fighting? Were they dwarrows? They were dwarrows, weren’t they?”

Another long pause. “Yes. I…I’ll understand if you consider this a betrayal, but know that I had no choice.”

“Please don’t tell me you killed them all.”

“Not…all of them…”

“Oh you frocking—”

“Before you pass judgement, know this. The stoneshapers are up to something. Something dire. What they’re doing doesn’t just threaten my people, but the whole of Ciendil. I can feel it.”

Saskia shivered, remembering what her father had told her in her dream: “Don’t let the dwarves complete their little funnelling project. It is not the salvation they think it is. It is their doom.” Could this be what Calbert had been referring to? The idea had an awful ring of truth to it. She felt sick. She’d killed to help save those dwarves. Not only had Garrain’s lack of restraint undone some of her efforts, but he might have been right in his actions. It was a disturbing thought.

Of course, this was all just conjecture at the moment. Her hunches often turned out to be correct, but they didn’t always point her on the right path. She needed more information.

“You’d best not keep the other elders waiting, young keeper.”

Saskia recognised the face of the one who had spoken. He’d featured in some of her earliest visits to Garrain’s head—and more importantly, he’d been among those who invaded the Dead Sanctum.

“Indeed, Elder Jevren,” said Garrain, drawing a laugh from the elf, who didn’t have a single strand of grey hair on his head. “I’ll be with you in a moment.”

After Jevren stepped away, Garrain whispered under his breath, “Be prudent when you come calling on me, Saskia. Remember, the Chosen can most likely see you there, lurking behind my eyes. Thiachrin has gone to Elcianor for a time, but on his return…”

“Okay, good point,” said Saskia. “I’ll be going now, but consider this a warning. If you go crazy with your magic again, I’ll come knocking. And if I don’t like what I see, you know what will happen…”

With that, she cut the connection. Returning to her own body, the first thing she saw was Ruhildi, impatiently drumming her fingers against the cliff wall.

“Does the name ‘funnelling project’ mean anything to you?” asked Saskia.

Her friend looked at her quizzically. “No. I’ve not heard of such a thing.”

Saskia sighed. “Never mind. Maybe we’ll learn more in the Underneath. Let’s get going.”

Attempting to steer her thoughts toward happier things as they resumed their descent, Saskia asked, “What are you looking forward to most, when we get to…what did you call it? Torpend?”

“Torpend, aye,” said Ruhildi. “Methinks I desire most…a good long soak in the bathhouses.”

“Good answer! Damn I could go for a warm bath.” Saskia frowned. “Oh but they’d never let a trow inside the city, let alone the bathhouses.”

“Don’t you worry, Sashki. We’ll find a place for you. Mayhap not in Torpend proper, but the ’Neath is big enough for even a trow to find a home.”

Several hours later, her patience had frayed into a single tenuous thread. “Okay so how close are we really?” she asked.

“Very close, Sashki. I’m after telling you earlier.”

“That was five hours ago.”

Ruhildi snorted. “Och you great block of a trow. Look around you. Don’t tell me you can’t see it.”

Oh she could see something, alright. The change had come on gradually, but it was hard to miss. As they made their way ever downward, the wall of the chasm had slowly begun to tilt, becoming the floor of a steep tunnel, with the path zig-zagging down alongside the bank of a surging, foaming torrent. It was like an impossibly large waterslide, except if anyone tried to slide down it, they’d be churned into pulp. Below, she saw that the tunnel bent around yet further, before disappearing from her sight.

“I can see that it’s levelling off,” she said. “You sure this is the bottom though? It could easily curl back down for another…forever.”

“’Tis truly not far now,” said Ruhildi, smiling at Saskia’s eye-roll. ‘Not far now’ had become a running joke, starting on the first day. By now, it was staler than the weeks-old travel rations Gridlecraw’s crew had given them.

Sure enough, as the day wore on, the steep slope became a gradual one, before finally turning into a horizontal tunnel the width of a city block and half as tall. The floor was a barren moonscape, pitted with craters and strewn with the shattered ruins of stone ramparts and the twisted and buckled wreckage of what looked like metal ballistas and catapults. Or were they trebuchets? Well whatever they had been, they weren’t going to be doing any more missile-flinging. Presumably they’d been used by the defending force rather than a besieging army, because she couldn’t think of any way someone could’ve hauled them down the chasm.

“Weapons of war from the Age of Disharmony,” said Ruhildi, as if that were supposed to explain anything.

“That was a long time ago? Things seem pretty disharmonious right now…”

“Three greatspans, leastwise.”

Three hundred years. “In that case, why is it still so barren? There was so much stuff growing back there in the chasm. If the plants here were all destroyed in an ancient battle, there should’ve been more than enough time for them to grow back.”

Ruhildi pointed up at a large symbol engraved on the wall above them. There were more like it, spaced at regular intervals along the tunnel walls. “Life wards, placed by my forefathers.”

“Wards, like the ones in the Dead Sanctum?”

“Aye. Although the magic of those wards were far more intricate and multifaceted. The wards you see here were inscribed by whole contingents of stoneshapers working in concert. They have a single purpose: no plants or fungi will take root in their presence. Even if the wards were destroyed, so it would remain for many greatspans.”

“What? Why would your people do that? This is your land, isn’t it?”

“Greenhands, Sashki. If nothing grows, a greenhand’s power is fair diminished. ’Twere but a small price to pay to deny our enemies.”

“Oh.” Saskia frowned. The dwarves had done the magic equivalent of salting the earth in their own backyard. She could scarcely imagine the mindset of someone who would make such decisions. But if they were fighting for their very survival…

Humans had done worse, for far stupider reasons.

Gradually, the wreckage and ruins gave way to more recent—and seemingly more intact—fortifications and traps, although these remained unmanned—or undwarfed or whatever. There were stone barriers and watch towers, trenches filled with spikes, and huge balls of pitted metal lining the tunnel walls, attached to the ends of chains that reached to the middle of the high ceiling. If those monstrosities should swing free, any besieging army would be having a very bad day.

Of course, any besieging army would also have to spend a week or two descending a ridiculously huge chasm, not to mention all the other perils that lay between here and the surface. She found it hard to imagine that an army would go to all that trouble, but if human history were anything to go by, such obstacles wouldn’t stop the elves from trying.

“Where are all the defenders?” asked Saskia. “I mean, these fortifications won’t do you much good if there’s no-one here.”

“There aren’t enough dwarrows,” said Ruhildi. “Each span that passes, our numbers dwindle. We fall back further and further…”

Saskia shivered. Something told her any respite she might find down here would be a temporary one. Eventually the elves would come knocking again, and when they did, how long could the dwarves hold out?

“When last I came through here, there were at least a few dwarrow patrols walking these paths,” added Ruhildi with a frown. “Though I suppose ’tis to our advantage that they’re no longer here. I were not looking forward to explaining your presence to the watchmen. And now, if luck be with us, I won’t have to. Just a little further on…”

A few minutes later, Ruhildi pointed at the wall. “There!”

It looked like solid rock to Saskia’s eyes. But her minimap told her something else entirely: behind a thin wall of stone lay a hidden passage.

Ruhildi put her hand to the stone, and a moment later, in place of a wall was a pile of dust at her feet. They stepped through the hole, whereupon the dwarrow reformed the wall behind them.

“Wouldn’t want to give away this secret to any leaf-eared invaders who come this way,” she explained. “The forefathers dug out many such passages, allowing us to flank the enemy in time of need.

They followed the twisting passage for several hours, occasionally passing junctions that led back to the main tunnel. It was cramped, cold, and dank, but they’d been through much worse. Saskia endured the journey in silence.

Finally, they came upon a large, deep pool, fed by a swift-flowing river. The passage continued onward, eventually rejoining the main tunnel, but they didn’t follow it. Ruhildi waded out into the pool, gesturing for Saskia to follow. “We’ll need to dive down,” she said, pointing into the murky water. She eyed Saskia with a frown. “’Tis a fair tight squeeze…”

Saskia didn’t like the sound of that. If she got stuck down there…

Drawing a deep breath, she followed her friend into the frigid water. She’d survived a journey through the insides of a giant worm. She wasn’t about to let a little claustrophobia stop her.

What followed were several minutes of painful contortions and burning lungs and rising panic. Ruhildi took the dive backward, guiding her through the twists and turns as best she could. In a couple of especially tight spots, she had to dissolve the rock with her magic, clouding the water with silt.

They emerged, spluttering and shivering, amidst frothing river rapids that plunged down a steep ravine. Ruhildi hopped up onto her back. Saskia could feel her trembling from the cold.

Deciding not to brave the icy water further, she scrambled across the cliff face, feeling a chill of spray against the backs of her legs as her claws sunk deep into the hard rock.

“Are you sure this is the right way?” asked Saskia as they made their descent. “It seems…pretty far off the beaten path.”

“Aye, I’m certain,” said Ruhildi. “’Twere the same route I took out of the ’Neath.”

“Couldn’t you just walk out the metaphorical front door?”

“Och no.” Ruhildi did not elaborate, and Saskia didn’t press her further.

The further they went, the colder it got. A chill wind brushed her skin. Now that they were well up out of the water, it was not an unpleasant sensation. The air tasted…fresh.

Before long, she began to see light far ahead. Climbing around a bend, she stopped, blinking in the sudden harsh glare. This wasn’t the shadowless gloom of her darksight, nor the dim pinpricks of distant phosphorescent growths, nor even the hot brightness of an arlium flow. This was genuine, honest-to-dog daylight.

“What…the…hell?” she breathed.

She all but ran across the rock wall, crossing the last hundred metres of the ravine, where it opened out into…

Her breath caught in her throat, and she felt tears prickle the corners of her eyes. She drank in the sight of snow-dappled trees and windswept hills and craggy pinnacles. And open sky, streaked with golden clouds. The sun wobbled low on the horizon, casting its tangerine glow across a the rippling waters of a wide lake. Fingers of stone jutted from the shore of the lake and the hillsides around it; a forest of stalagmites the size of skyscrapers.

Ruhildi hopped off her shoulder, and they both slid on their butts down a steep mossy slope beside a raging waterfall. Her feet touched soft grass, sprinkled in a light dusting of snow.

Overhead, a vast shadow blotted out much of the sky, as if the world itself had a ceiling. Except in this case the ceiling was the world—the world they’d just left behind. That immense shadow was the underside of Ciendil.

And this place? This was an offshoot; a little branchlet that jutted out from the underside of the main branch.

Except little wasn’t the best word. This place was little compared to Ciendil proper, but it could be as big as one of the larger islands of Japan or New Zealand. The visible portion of the branchlet curled around like a bowl, forming a gently sloping valley with a huge lake at its centre. She couldn’t see much beyond the valley except a couple of slender, leafless tips splaying off to the sides and curling upward like claws.

The structures around the lake were not natural rock formations. She could see that now, as plain as day. They were buildings. On the closest shore, the largest of the structures reached all the way to the underside of Ciendil, forming an immense pillar.

“Spindle,” said Ruhildi, following her gaze. “And that…” She gestured at the surrounding city. “…is Torpend, last great city of the dwarrows. I’d almost forgotten what a sight ’tis to behold.”

Saskia nodded wordlessly.

Smiling up at her, Ruhildi led the way down the steep slope by the light of the setting sun. “Welcome, my friend, to my homeland. And yours, if you’d like to stay. Welcome to the Underneath.”
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                Descending the steep slope beneath the immense cliffs where the branchlet met Ciendil, Saskia finally gave voice to her surprise. “You know, when you told me about the Underneath, I envisioned underground tunnels and halls. This is…wow.”

Her gaze flicked between the darkening sky, the rolling hills, the wide lake, and the even wider city surrounding it. The lake was fed by a serpentine river flowing out of a large tunnel to the west. That must be the Prime Passage. Towers and fortifications lined the riverbank near the mouth of the tunnel, and unlike the ones she’d seen further inside, these had dwarves stationed on and around them. The dwarves weren’t taking any chances that someone might try to sneak through.

Luckily for her, the guards either didn’t know or didn’t care about this smaller tunnel they’d just left.

Many of Torpend’s buildings seemed to have been formed out of solid rock, and having seen what Ruhildi could do, Saskia knew that such a thing was indeed possible. The spires bore a striking resemblance to those of the first elven town she’d encountered after her arrival on this world. Had that town been built by dwarves in ages past, before the current occupants moved in?

Torpend’s most prominent feature was the immense pillar of stone that Ruhildi had called Spindle. It seemed too large to have formed naturally, but on this world, one could never be certain. Either way, the pillar was clearly occupied now. She could make out innumerable pinpricks of flickering lights from windows running up its length.

“What a fair odd notion, Sashki,” said her friend. “There are some folk dwelling in the halls above Spindle, but most of my kin would rather see sunlight from time to time.”

Which just goes to show how little I know about real dwarves, thought Saskia to herself. “I imagine it gets pretty bleak and cold here in winter though,” she said, shivering in the fierce breeze. She glanced up at the immense shadowy form of Ciendil looming overhead. “You wouldn’t get as much sun as the top side of the main branch.”

“True enough,” said Ruhildi. “’Tis ofttimes dark and gloomy, but ’tis our home, and as far from the leaf-ears as we can hope to get.”

“I just hope your people will be a little more tolerant than those donkhole elves,” said Saskia. “I suppose you could pass me off as your pet, like you did with those other dwarves…”

Ruhildi snorted. “You are my pet, Sashki.”

Grinning, Saskia scooped her friend up, hugging her to her chest and smooshing down her unkempt hair. “Who’s the pet now, huh?”

“Put me down, you beast!” said Ruhildi, banging her fists futilely against Saskia’s rock hard abs.

“Aww, who’s the cutest little dwarfy. You are!”

The dwarf’s face turned beet red, and Saskia laughed. It felt so good to be able to monkey about, without feeling like she was probably gonna die any moment now. They were finally home. Well not her home, but at least, maybe, a reprieve?

Finally, Saskia took pity on her friend and lowered her to the ground.

“Alright, you’re not my pet,” admitted the dwarf. “But aye, we may have to keep up the act if anyone sees us.”

Further down the slope, they entered a sparse forest of what looked like white birch trees. It was already getting dark, so they made camp under a large rock, piling branches against it to keep out some of the cold. It was by no means warm or comfortable, but Saskia slept better than she had in weeks.

Over the next two days, they wound their way through the hills, steering clear of any roads, houses or other signs of civilisation they encountered along the way.

The unique day-night cycle of the Underneath took some getting used to. The main difference stemmed from the fact that they only saw daylight in the early-to-mid morning and mid-to-late afternoon, when the sun was low enough to avoid being eclipsed by Ciendil’s vast bulk. There was less light down here than there was topside, but the days were also a bit more regular, because there was only one real branch eclipse per day: the big one.

Each day really had two nights, or darks, as Ruhildi called them. First dark was the traditional night time period, when the sun wandered below the horizon. Second dark began mid-morning, when the sun disappeared behind Ciendil, and lasted until mid-afternoon, when it reappeared on the other side. According to Ruhildi, many dwarves had adapted their sleep cycles around these weird split-days, with two short three-to-four hour sleeps per day.

At Ruhildi’s suggestion, they took to travelling mostly under the cover of darkness. While it meant seeing less sunlight than she would’ve liked, Saskia could see the logic in that decision. These sparse forested hills and snowy grasslands provided much less concealment than the dense lowland forests and swamps up above. They might be spotted from kilometres away if they weren’t careful.

It was early in the first dark of the third day when Ruhildi awoke her with a melancholy expression on her face. “Torpend is but two day’s journey from here.”

“Okay,” said Saskia, blinking away the cobwebs of sleep. “Then let’s get…” As her friend’s frown deepened, she finally twigged. “Oh. You don’t want me to come with you.”

“’Tisn’t safe for you in the city,” said Ruhildi. “Not unless… You’d best wait here. I’ll be back within a fiveday and a half, you have my word. And then we can decide.”

“Decide…?” said Saskia.

“The future.”

“Okay.” Saskia blinked again, and with a slight shiver, she realised it wasn’t just sleep in her eyes. Why did she feel so wretched all of a sudden? She’d been all alone in this hostile world for months. She’d survived horrors her human self had never imagined in her darkest nightmares. She’d become one of those horrors. This would only be a week, and she had little to fear here. Get a grip on yourself, you big baby! she silently chastised herself. Coughing to remove the lump in her throat, she looked her friend in the eye and said, “Be safe, Ruhildi. And thank you. For everything.”

“I’m the one should be thanking you, Sashki, a hundred times over. For saving me. For bringing me home.”

Ruhildi gave her one last pat on the leg, then set off down the hillside, glancing back so often she tripped over a tree root. After she was gone, Saskia just sat there for a long time, feeling empty and lethargic. She just wanted to curl up and sleep the week away.

Maybe I could, she thought idly. Can trolls hibernate?

Probably not. And in any case, there were things she could do to make her wait a less miserable one. She was situated between two huge trees in a little hollow on the side of a ridge. They’d already built a crude bivouac between the bank and the trees, but today she decided her priority was to strengthen it, and keep the worst of the snow melt from dripping down on her while she slept. Because that had sucked.

Before she knew it, the sun had peeked up from the horizon, bathing the trees in a golden glow. Saskia stopped what she was doing and just admired the beauty of her surroundings. She could get used to this. On a whim, she found a smooth, flat rock and sat with it on her lap, scratching out the scene with her claws.

So intent was she on her task that she didn’t notice the little blue marker on her map until it was nearly upon her.

Startled, she whirled about just in time to see tiny feet scurrying behind a bush. Wide eyes stared at her through the leaves, attached to a stout little body, far smaller than Ruhildi or the other dwarves she’d met.

She sat down on the leaf-strewn forest floor, attempting to look as non-threatening as a hulking behemoth of a monster could look.

“Aww, I’m sorry for scaring you,” she called out in Dwarvish. “It’s safe to come out. I don’t eat children—or anyone, really. I’m a nice trow.”

Several long minutes passed before the boy emerged, wide-eyed, from behind the bush, clutching a basketful of small red fruit. If he were human, she’d have guessed he was about six years old, but all bets were off with dwarf children. He stood there gawking at her, caught in an apparent conflict between caution and curiosity.

Eventually, the latter won over. He stepped forward, holding out his basket at arms length. “Want a tomapple?”

Saskia beamed at him. “Don’t mind if I do.” She plucked one of the fruit from his basket, and his eyes grew wider still as he caught sight of her long claws.

She bit into the fruit with relish. “Mmm…this is good! Thank you!”

He watched her in obvious fascination as she ate. “Are you really a trow?” he asked.

She cocked an eyebrow at him. “No, not really. But don’t tell anyone. It’ll be our secret.”

“Och,” he said. His forehead scrunched up comically as he pondered her words. “What are you then?”

Now it was her turn to frown. “I wish I knew. All I know is what I’m not. I’m not a trow. And I’m not…” Human. She changed the subject. “What’s your name, kid? And where are your parents?”

“I’m Thorric. My pap’s down the hill a-ways.” He pointed.

“Well Thorric, is your dad okay with you just…wandering off and chatting up huge scary monsters?”

“You’re not scary,” said Thorric. “You’re nice.”

“So I’ve been told.” She sighed. “Thanks so much for the…tomapple, was it? Now I think you should get back to your dad, before he comes looking…”

He looked away, sniffing quietly, and ran his hand across his face. It came away dripping with snot and tears.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, alarmed by this turn of events.

He didn’t reply, so she just sat beside him, murmuring quiet words of sympathy while he cried his eyes out. Saskia resisted the urge to hug the child because…monster. She was beginning to get a bad feeling about this. Maybe the kid’s father beat him or something.

Finally Thorric sucked in a breath and blurted, “Want to see the floofies?”

She blinked at him for a moment, choking back a laugh. “The whats?”

“The floofies.”

“And just where are these ‘floofies?’”

“Not far. Come, I’ll show you.” He jumped to his feet, wiping away the last of his tears.

“Alright,” she said. “Let’s go. But afterward, you’re going back to your father, okay?”

Without answering, he stashed his basket of fruit in his little rucksack and dashed off through the trees. She gave an exasperated groan and set off after him.

He led her up toward the summit, before descending into a little nook, where a crystal-clear stream trickled from the mouth of…oooh a cave!

Saskia shivered at her own reaction to the sight of it. What had brought that on? She’d just spent weeks underground. Wasn’t that enough?

Thorric reached up, took her by the finger, and led her inside. The cave provided some shelter from the wind outside, but as they ventured further, it became noticeably cooler again, and the floor grew slippery with ice. Which was a little odd, now she thought about it.

Soon they arrived in a cavern ringed with a pattern of stalagmites and stalactites that reminded her of the teeth of a dragon. The stream forked around an island of solid ice. In the centre of the frozen island lay the carcass of a large beast. What kind of beast, she couldn’t say, because by now it was just frozen blood and jutting bones and red meat.

Skittering across the ice and all over the frigid carcass were a gaggle of familiar fuzzy little creatures with white fur and needle-sharp teeth. In spite of the cold, her heart melted at the sight of them, and her inner nine-year-old gave a squeal of delight.

“It’s the adorribles!” she said with a laugh. “Aren’t they just the cutest little murderlings!”

“Floofies!” said Thorric, splashing across the water toward the tiny fuzzballs.

“Uh…I’m not sure if you should be…”

Her words trailed off as he threw his arms around one of the beasts. The rest of the adorribles looked up from their meal and hopped toward him, letting out crooning, chittering sounds. Thorric shivered, and Saskia could have sworn she saw ice crystals creeping along his arm. He released the critter and stood up, teeth chattering. “C-cold,” he said.

When Saskia drew near, the adorribles backed up, darting behind the stalagmites.

“Are they actually…generating the cold?” she wondered aloud. “Like some kinda ice magic?”

Thorric just blinked up at her, uncomprehending.

Scooping up a handful of meat, she crawled over to one of the tiny creatures. She held out the meat as an offering and waited as the adorrible inched forward, step by step. Rearing up on its hind legs, it sniffed at her fingers. When its little nose brushed her finger, she felt a spike of cold stab through it.

Then the creature reached out and plucked the meat from her hand with its forepaws and darted away.

“Would you believe that,” she breathed. “They are magical creatures.” Her finger still felt a little numb from its touch. She turned back to the child. “Thank you for showing me this, Thorric. These little guys are really cute! But we should leave them be. They’ll turn us into popsicles if we stay too long.”

The boy followed her out into the open air, looking glum.

“It’s time to go back now, child,” she said.

Hesitantly, he asked, “W-would you…come with me?”

“Come with you where? To see your father?”

He nodded.

“I…can’t,” she said. “If he sees me…well, look at me! The grownups of your kind, I don’t think they’d understand…”

If anyone else saw the big scary troll—least of all this kid’s father—it’d be as it had been with the elves all over again. They’d come for her with pitchforks and torches. And arrows. Yeah, there were always arrows.

He began to sniffle again.

“Oh Christmas…” she muttered. “Look, I’ll tell you what. I’ll take you back to your father. But when we get there, I’m staying out of sight. I’ll do this if you promise not to tell him or anyone else about me. Deal?”

In answer, he took hold of her finger and lead her down the slope into the valley below her little campsite. “Pap’s over there,” he whispered.

Saskia looked at where he pointed, and her heart stuttered in her chest. “Oh Thorric, I’m so sorry…”

A dwarf lay with his head propped against a boulder; his eyes staring sightlessly up into the shadows of Ciendil; his skin waxy and crawling with bugs. The boulder was splattered with blood. His blood, presumably, although some of it may have belonged to the carcass of a huge bear-thing that lay beside him with a sword still lodged in its eye.

She was no expert on corpses, but it looked like the dwarf had been dead for a while. No wonder poor Thorric had latched onto the first sapient being he could find—even a monster like her—for solace and protection.

And she’d unknowingly brought him back down here, to the site of…this.

She buried the dwarf where he’d fallen, marking his grave with a cairn. “May he rest in…uh, in the Halls Beyond,” she said, in a clumsy attempt to incorporate Ruhildi’s version of the afterlife into her prayer. Thorric remained silent throughout, and when she was done, he tugged at her finger, gazing up at her with liquid eyes.

Stop looking at me like that! she thought, blinking away the wetness pooling in her own eyes. I’m not your mummy, kid. She didn’t even want kids. Not yet, anyhow. And certainly not here. Maybe if she made it back to Earth, then she’d consider it…

But she couldn’t very well leave this child to fend for himself. She needed to get him home to his own mother.

After much coaxing, he told her he’d been living alone with his father in a small village in the woods. So no mother, then. There must be other villagers who could take him in though.

“Okay kid,” she said. “Let’s take you home.”

It was a risk. The pitchfork-and-torch scenario was ever present in her mind. But right now, this young boy’s needs superseded her own. The sooner she could get him to safety, the better.

There were two villages marked on her minimap. The closest would be a day’s walk at Thorric’s pace. But she could move much faster than that.

She put him in the back harness she’d used to carry Ruhildi—after making some adjustments for his smaller size. “Hold on tight!” she said, and took off.

He whooped so loudly and for so long, she was worried he’d draw predators for miles around. It was good that he could find joy though, after what he’d just gone through. The best thing she could do right now was keep him distracted. So as she bounded between the trees, she told him stories of Earth. He listened with rapt attention, even though he probably didn’t understand a quarter of what she was talking about.

All too soon, they came upon a wide riverside glade containing the village marked on her map. “Is this your home?” she asked. When he nodded, she let out a sigh of relief. The next closest village was hours away, even for her.

But her relief turned to alarm when a shout rang out from the village, and a horn sounded. They’d spotted her through the trees.

Quickly, she placed Thorric on the ground. “This is where we part, Thorric. Your people will take care of you, but they…wouldn’t look kindly on me.”

He looked up at her sadly. “Do you really have to go? I’ll tell them—”

Saskia gave a wry chuckle. Among the villagers charging across the field toward her, some held pitchforks—yeah, actual pitchforks. “I don’t think they’re in a mood to listen. Goodbye, sweet child. Thank you for treating me like a person.”

“But you are a…”

Without waiting to hear him finish, she turned and ran. The kid would be okay. It was her own wellbeing she should be concerned about now. The dwarves had seen her, and she had a feeling she hadn’t seen the last of them.

Arriving back at her little shelter on the ridgetop, Saskia settled in for the long, boring wait for Ruhildi’s return. Her newly-strengthened bivouac was comfy enough, and there was no shortage of food, thanks to the herd of four-horned deer-things that roamed the woods. Still, there were few things she liked doing less than waiting.

Each day she visited the adorribles’ cave for a dose of cuteness. The little furballs became less wary of her each time, and by the third day, she had a dozen of them eating out of her hand—and came away nursing a block of ice.

What was up with these creatures? And how had Thorric befriended them? She’d probably never know.

The next day, she awoke to the sound of boots treading in the snow outside her little shelter. Pulling aside the cover of branches and leaves, she found herself staring into a pair of familiar eyes, already brimming with tears.

“I’m sorry!” blubbered Thorric. “They made me—”

Rough hands pulled the boy away, and in his place stood a row of dour, grizzled dwarves.

They didn’t have pitchforks and torches. No, these dwarves wore a motley assortment of leather and chain armour, and came bristling with swords, spears, spiked shields and metal crossbows.

The crossbows fired.

Oh not again.

Saskia burst out of the shelter in an explosion of branches, leaves and dirt. One of the crossbow bolts, she snatched out of the air. Several more pinged harmlessly off the back of the little hollow. The last one slammed into her thigh like a dart against a dart board. It only sunk a little way in, but that was enough to set her nerves afire.

“Don’t hurt her!” shouted Thorric, struggling to wriggle out of the arms of the dwarf woman who held him.

These didn’t look like the villagers who had chased her. They were too well-equipped. Had they abducted the boy—forced him to lead them to her?

No time to find the answers to those questions. She had to act. Flee—or fight.

Saskia charged forward, backhanding a dwarf with each hand as they attempted—unsuccessfully—to poke holes in her with swords and spears.

She shoved the dwarf woman down onto the snow, tearing Thorric free from her grasp. “Are you okay?” she asked, holding the boy in the crook of her arm. “Did they hurt you?”

“No, but—”

“Good,” she said, backing away slowly from the dwarves. “Stay with them or come with me. Decide!”

“With you!” he said without hesitation.

“Okay. Ruhildi will know what to do…” Lifting Mjölnir in her other hand, Saskia glared at the dwarves. “We’re leaving. Anyone wants to try to stop me, they can—”

Another crossbow bolt came hurtling toward her from the trees. She leapt aside, then brought her hammer down, sending an explosion of debris up into the air. The ground trembled, and one of the dwarves fell over backward, staring up at her with wide eyes.

“Keep firing, you shites!” bellowed the dwarf woman. There was a predatory gleam in her eyes as she leapt to her feet with sword drawn. “Do you ken what we have here? This here’s our biggest catch since the screggan nest! Worth twice its weight in silver for the fighting pit, or I’m a tree-humping greenhand!”

Saskia backed away, bracing herself to evade another volley, only to realise that something was amiss. Her movements were becoming sluggish. The leg that had been struck felt like lead. She stumbled.

Crossbows twanged. With what seemed like agonising slowness, she turned away, shielding the boy as best she could with her body. Stabs of pain rippled across her back, followed by a spreading numbness.

Tranquillising bolts.

She lurched away from the dwarves, but it felt as if she were climbing a steep slope with an elephant strapped to her back. She fell to her knees.

The third volley fired.
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                Standing in the dusty street, she pulled back her hood so the dwarves could see her. Expressions of shock and disbelief marched across their faces, followed by overwhelming joy. Her long-lost friends held her tightly, clapping her on the back as she trembled.

She drew in a shuddering breath, let go of her friends, and stepped through the open door. Crossing the threshold, she glanced back at the great pillar of stone looming overhead.

A thick chain of unbreakable steel trailed from her chest, reaching into the sky toward the pillar, all the way to a shimmering crystal hanging from the ceiling of a wide stone chamber.

She flew upward, through stone and fire and stone again, emerging into a forest glade as someone else: an elf woman, holding a glowing wand to a little rodent, dangling from its furry tail. Tiny legs kicked in the air—once, twice, and then stilled forever. Blood pooled on the ground beneath the carcass. Sighing, she tossed it into the waiting jaws of a hungry cat.

A rope of blood ran from her chest, reaching across the forest city to a glade with a pool at its centre, where a naked heart pulsed between the branches of a serpentine tree.

Drifting through the trees, she became a male elf, swinging at a straw dummy with his glaive. Sweat dripped from his brow, but he didn’t stop until the dummy was reduced to a pile of smouldering straw at his feet.

From his chest trailed a slender, leafy vine. Following the vine, she plunged back down through earth, water, fire and air, back to the city of stone spires, and into a room filled with metal cages. In one of those cages lay a snoring troll.

Flicked from an adjacent cage, a pebble bounced off the troll’s forehead and clattered to the floor.


Her eyes snapped open. Surging to her feet, Saskia clonked her head against a low, hard ceiling, and fell back onto her butt. It didn’t hurt; not one bit. But she felt every bit of the sting against her pride.

Dazedly, and with rising panic, she looked upon the unyielding bars of the sturdy metal cage that enclosed her. Thick chains ran from a metal collar around her neck to heavy anchors embedded in the stone floor at each of the four corners of her little prison.

This cage was one of many stacked in a warehouse-sized room. Some of the other cages sat empty, while the rest held an assortment of strange beasts with twitching mouth parts, pointy teeth, claws, spines, stingers and suckers. A few of the species she’d seen before—or at least some of their close relatives—in the caverns above, or roaming the hills of the Underneath. In the cage opposite hers were a pack of very familiar-looking creatures, dogpiled together into a fuzzy white lump. A thin layer of ice spread across the floor around their cage. The air had a definite bite to it.

They kidnapped the adorribles too! Those donkholes! Who would do that!? Wait…what the hell is place? Some kinda freaky pet store?

Something small and hard pinged off her head and went down the back of her neck, where it lay wedged between her shoulder blades. Letting out a growl of annoyance, she pulled at her armour until the offending pebble fell out the bottom of her wormhide cuirass, landing by her feet.

A low, guttural chuckle emerged from the cage right next to hers. She turned toward the culprit, baring her teeth—and came face to face with another troll.

He sat cross-legged in a neighbouring cage: a muscular male with a scraggly copper-coloured beard. His skin had the same granite texture and hue as hers, but it was much rougher. Unlike her, he’d presumably never had his rock-hard skin worn smooth inside a deepworm’s gizzard. If she was a river stone polished to a shine, he was a hunk of volcanic rock pulled straight from the ground.

Oh, and he was naked, save for the collar around his neck.

Seemingly of their own accord, her eyes drifted downward and saw that a certain part of his anatomy was as big as one might expect on a creature this size. And…oh wow, that thing was covered in barbs…

He gave another laugh.

Wrestling her eyes into submission, she turned her gaze back to these absolutely riveting bars of her cage.

Her stomach gurgled discontentedly. She could eat a horse. Maybe two. According to her oracle calendar, nearly two full days had passed since those dwarves tranqued her.

Her minimap told her that this room was one of several that lay below a circular building ringed with what looked like raised seats. It resembled a small sports stadium…or an arena.

Now she remembered what one of the dwarves had said. Something about a fighting pit…

The pit lay near the northern edge of what was quite obviously a city—Torpend, presumably—with stone spires arranged in rectangular and hexagonal blocks. There was a wide river to the east of her position, and a lake to the south.

The troll in the adjacent cage began to speak in a language she hadn’t heard before. It was an actual language, she was pretty sure, not just animal sounds, but she couldn’t understand him yet, so she made no reply. Despite the fact that he’d thrown stones at her, she sensed no malice or contempt from him. He pestered her out of boredom and curiosity and…something else.

She tugged on a chain experimentally, but it was pretty clear it wasn’t going anywhere. These things could have held down a brontosaurus. Gripping the bars of her cage, she pulled with all of her strength, trying to prise them apart. The bars were thicker than her fingers, but she was pretty sure with her recently-enhanced strength, she should be able to bend them. Except they didn’t bend. Not even a little. She kept pulling and pulling, until at last she fell back in defeat, panting. Her claws proved similarly useless. They didn’t even leave a mark.

Must be either magically strengthened, or made of some super-tough material, she decided.

Finally, she tried hooking her claws around her collar and prising it apart. Unlike the chains attached to it, the metal of her collar seemed to give a little. But the moment she started pulling on it, there was an awful sizzling sound and an acrid smell of burning flesh. Her flesh.

She let go, and the burning stopped.

Her captors had thought of everything, it seemed. Being a rock troll made her a little more resistant to burns, but by no means immune. And the flesh of her throat, like that on the insides of her joints, wasn’t the same rigid shell that covered other parts of her body. If it had been, she wouldn’t have been able to move.

Out of ideas, she slumped back down, listening to the trow speak gibberish. Eventually, her translator should kick in, allowing her to understand his words—if they were words. She tried to make sense of them for a while. No insight came, so she lay back down and let the world go away.

Crack!

Saskia awoke with a groan, feeling the impact of another tiny stone against her head. And then another. She sat up, snarling at her tormentor.

“Not slumber, princess,” said the troll. “Dine.” He pointed at a tray piled high with maggoty meat that had been pushed through a gap in the bottom of her cage. There was no sign of the ones who had delivered it.

Saskia snatched up the meal and wolfed it down, growling softly as her teeth tore into the tender flesh. Even the maggots tasted good. Probably weren’t really maggots, but she didn’t care. They were food.

“You not dine like princess,” said the troll.

“Not princess,” she said around a mouthful of meat.

“Queen?” he said. “Shell smooth like Grongargian queen. But…too young. Princess more likely.”

“Not queen,” she said, shaking her head.

He shook his own head, echoing her gesture. “Only royal bloodline partake divine dust; enter scouring pools; become as polished stone. Must be princess in exile. Not be ashamed. I not judge.”

Scouring pools? Divine dust? Did he mean arlithite?

“I not princess!” she insisted.

He laughed. “You protest much. Like princess.”

She just scowled at him. For some inexplicable reason, his accent sounded Russian to her, even though he obviously wasn’t really speaking actual Russian. If her subconscious was truly to blame for this linguistic quirkery, Scottish dwarves made a weird kind of sense, but Russian trolls?

Oh…

Bad subconscious!

“Not be afraid, princess,” he said. “I protect you. We break free. Make many babies together. Babies galore.”

She stopped chewing. So much of what he said was setting off nope signals in her brain. “We break free,” she agreed. “But not make babies!”

His vigorous nodding ceased, and his ears drooped a little, but he seemed undeterred. “Making babies is best part! You will see. Much pleasure! Little pain too, but good kind of pain.”

“Not make babies!” She added a snarl to the end of that statement, for emphasis.

He shifted back a little in his cage. “Princess not fun.”

Saskia kept her glare on. If his idea of fun involved that thing going anywhere near her, then she wanted no part of it.

She sat silently for a time, watching as the beasts around them finished off their meals. Some of those meals were other beasts, which squealed and squirmed as they were devoured. Her mouth watered. Crap, now she wanted a squealy one too!

After a while, with nothing better to do, she turned to the troll, pointed to herself and said, “Saskia.”

“Sas-ki-a,” he repeated, brow furrowed. “That not trow name. More like squishy name.”

Little did he know how right he was. At least he understood her meaning though. Actually, come to think of it, he’d picked that up quicker than Ruhildi had.

“You name?” she asked, still struggling with her limited Trollish vocabulary.

“Name is Rover Dog,” said the troll, puffing up his chest.

Saskia stared at him, her lips twitching. “Rover Dog…?” He didn’t actually use the English word rover. That was just how it translated in her head. But the name that followed, by pure coincidence, sounded exactly like the English word dog. She didn’t think this world even had dogs.

“You know of I?” he said, nodding. “Not surprise. Everyone know Rover Dog. World-famous explorer, adventurer, lover of she-trows. What so funny, princess?”

She could no longer contain her mirth. “Rover! Dog!” she gasped between hiccupy laughs. And his perplexed and slightly offended expression only made her laugh harder. It wasn’t really that funny. But she was stuck in a cage with a bunch of weird creatures and a naked troll named Rover Dog, so she’d take whatever silliness she could get.

Rover Dog was quite the chatty troll. Saskia soon picked up enough of a Trollish vocabulary to hold a conversation without sounding too much like…well, a troll. She learned that her fellow captive was from a place called Grongarg. He’d been taken recently while roaming the Underneath. When she asked what he was doing there, he said simply, “I explore.”

So he really was some kind of explorer then? It seemed absurd, looking at him, but maybe there was more to this troll than she’d initially thought.

Some time later, she became aware of a low, continuous noise rolling down from above, interspersed with thunderous cheers and thrumming shouts. On her map, she could see hundreds of creatures (probably dwarves) gathering around the pit. Something was happening up there. Something fighty, no doubt.

Through a wide stone archway marched a large band of heavily armoured dwarves bearing poles tipped with metal loops. The dwarves encircled one of the animal cages, unlocking the chains holding something that looked like an enormous turkey with bulging black eyes and stubby little wings. Its feathers looked so hard and sharp, they may as well be knives. The dwarves clipped the chains onto the poles—two poles per chain—and led the struggling creature out the opening.

As they were leaving, another group entered, heading straight for Saskia’s cage.

“Fight well, princess,” said Rover Dog. “Squishies blood you. Measure you. Not disappoint. Not break free if dead.”

Saskia bared her fangs at the approaching dwarves. These donkholes were going to force her into a deathmatch with some poor innocent carnivorous bug-eyed turkey monster!

She waited until they’d unlocked her chains, then spun about, yanking them sideways. Four of her handlers stumbled and fell.

“Not yet, princess,” called out Rover Dog. “Patience.”

“Why?” she shouted. “We can get out of here right now!” She just needed the key…

The collar around her neck burned. She went perfectly still.

“Aye, you feel that, don’t you, trow?” said one of the dwarves. “You’ll come quietly, if you ken what’s good for you.”

When she made no further move against them, the pressure and the burning subsided, and she could breathe again, though the pain remained. Without arlithite, it would take a long time to heal.

They led her out the door and up a wide spiralling ramp that emerged on the side of the pit.

Upon seeing the arena, her first thought was: That’s it?

This fighting pit was less like the typical gladiatorial arenas she’d seen in movies, and more like one of those underground fight clubs back on Earth. But with monsters and dwarves. The arena itself was perhaps ten times the size of her cage, and like her cage, it was surrounded on all sides by thick steel bars, separating her from the audience that swayed and shouted and jeered down at her. In the middle stood a thick iron portcullis separating her from her opponent.

Her handlers remained in the cage with her, still holding her chains. The ones on the other side of the gate did likewise with their captive. It seemed they’d remain there throughout the fight, ready to activate her collar at a moment’s notice.

Meanwhile, a beardy dwarf was drumming up the audience into a frenzy.

“Who wants to watch a blooding?”

“We do!” shouted the audience.

“I didn’t hear you!”

“We do!” screamed the audience, louder than before.

“Much better! Now hold onto your helms, my hail hardies. Our first contender needs no introductions, but I’m going to give him one anyway, elsewise Krabald will throw me in the cage between these monsters!” This brought a murmur of laughter from the audience, and the guy frowned. “I’m serious. What do you think he did to the last herald? And the one before that.”

A burly dwarf stepped up behind him, resting meaty hands on his shoulders. He flinched. “Jesting, jesting.” He gave a nervous laugh. “Now…coming to you from the daggerleaf thickets of Perilon, champion of over thirty matches, Groo the Gobbler!”

“Gobbler! Gobbler! Gobbler!” chanted the crowd.

“And on the other side, a trow like none you’ve ever seen!” the herald continued. “Will this be the birth of a legend, or more meat for the Gobbler? I don’t ken about you, but my money’s on this gleaming giant of a trow. I bring you Aggaramba the Rock!”

The crowd roared their approval, but all Saskia could think was: The Rock? Seriously? I don’t look anything like that guy!

She repressed the urge to try to reason with the crowd or talk her way out of this—if they could even hear her over all that shouting. She’d seen enough gladiator scenes in movies and TV shows to know what would happen if she looked weak here. Instead, she glared at the dwarves, both inside and outside of the arena, baring her teeth at them and flexing her long claws. This earned her another roar from the crowd.

At the sweep of the herald’s hand, a pair of dwarves outside the cage turned a crank, slowly raising the portcullis.

Saskia focussed on her opponent, Groo, who regarded her with those enormous black eyes while it tore grooves into the floor with its massive clawed feet. The sound it made set her teeth on edge. She stood at the ready, legs apart, arms wide, claws splayed. If they wanted a fight, she’d give them one.

The portcullis continued its slow ascent. The turkey monster ducked low and surged forward, scratching at the ground to try to pull itself through the gap, but its tail feathers caught against the metal bars. Saskia stared down at the ridiculous bird, feeling a mixture of pity and annoyance. This thing was really gunning for her. Had it been trained to be this aggressive, or were all of its species like this? Either way, there was no way around this. Better to just get it over with. She sighed inwardly.

Then she stuck her claws in its eyes.

Letting out a screech, Groo tried to back away, but she held on tight, flexing her claws to make sure she got both of its eyes.

Saskia felt a violent tug against her collar. The dwarves behind her shouted and tugged at her chains. She ignored them.

The gate finished opening. Now blind, all the bird could do was flail about, trying to snatch her up its huge beak, and slice her with the fan of knives that made up its tail. She deftly stepped aside, then went in for the kill, slicing across the underside of its scrawny neck. Groo flopped forward, legs and wings and tail twitching as it spilled its blood out across the cold stone.

Her collar began once again to sear her throat. She fell back with a choking gasp.

A shocked murmur rippled through the watching dwarves, broken only by the herald’s voice. “Would you look at that, my hardies! Straight for the kill! I…er, didn’t see that coming. But here we have it. A blooded champion arises: Aggaramba the Rock!”

A cheer broke out among the crowd, but there were more than a few angry curses too. Her handlers looked particularly annoyed with her. She glared back at them.

“What’s your problem?” she growled, pawing at her collar, which had ceased its assault on her neck. “Isn’t this what you wanted?”

It occurred to her then that maybe she’d killed the stupid bird too quickly, too easily. They’d gotten a victory, but what they wanted was a show.

Well frock that. Saskia wasn’t going to just roll over and die, but she had no intention of prolonging another creature’s agony just to appease their bloodlust.

Back in the cage, Rover Dog looked her over and said, “Princess fight well. Very quick. But maybe not kill next time. Squishies not happy.”

Saskia, who had been cleaning her blood-spattered hands with her tongue, paused mid-lick. “Wait…what? I didn’t have to kill…?”

“Squishies not like it when we kill,” he said, grinning at her. “Monsters expensive to replace. Only blood needed, not kill. Fight to death only on special occasion.”

“Then why’d you say I might die?”

“If not put up good fight, squishies kill you. Only need good fight, not win. Not kill.”

She groaned, smacking her palm against her forehead over and over. Why had she assumed this was a deathmatch? Because movie gladiators fought to the death in every fight scene? This wasn’t a bloody movie!

Next up for the arena were the adorribles from the cage across from hers, each of them dangling from the end of a pole carried by the dwarves. They faced off against something that resembled a snake with two tails. Poor thing did not fare so well against the fluffy little terrors. They came back caked in frozen blood and snot-coloured stuff that she had to assume didn’t come from them. It came back stiff as a board, with the end of one of its tails snapped off.

After that was a spindly praying mantisy thing versus a thresher. They were gone a while, and when the dwarves dragged them back, the praying mantis had one less leg than before.

Then Rover Dog was up, fighting an oversized crab…lizard? He returned streaked in blood, with vicious gashes across his arms and legs and…well, everything, really. It was impressive that anything had managed to get through his rocky hide. The wounds looked like they were already starting to heal though. Come morning, there’d be barely any trace of them.

The monster battles went on for about an hour, by which time an additional cage lay empty. She wasn’t the only one who had killed today, it seemed. Even if that wasn’t the intent of these matches, vicious monsters couldn’t always be kept under control.

Vicious monsters like herself.

The sound from above died down after that, and she lay back in her cage and settled in for another snooze. But now sleep wouldn’t come. She was too wound up. Too…angry. Angry with the dwarves, and with herself.

Unable to sleep, she decided that now was as good a time as any to check up on her frenemesis, Garrain. She reached for the mirror on her interface and…

In a shady gully beneath an arch of tangled branches, the elf sliced at the air with his glaive, Trowbane. She watched him practice with his blade for a time, admiring the ease with which he moved. It was like a dance.

Switching to a one-handed grip, he drew something out of his satchel and held it before him in a clenched fist. She felt the familiar warmth of essence being drawn from her. A disc of rippling light formed in the air around his hand, solidifying into a recognisable shape. It was a shield, she realised, made out of what looked like hardened amber. There was a notch in the side through which he slotted the handle of his glaive. She’d never seen this spell before. Her oracle interface wasn’t even providing a name for it.

“Impressive,” she said.

Garrain flinched, and the shield wavered and dissipated. “What is it this time, Saskia?”

“Nothing really. I’m just locked in a cage. Oh, and I’m being forced to fight a bunch of other monsters.”

There was a long pause, before he answered. “That sounds rather…dire.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “Not that there’s anything you could do. You’re literally on the opposite side of the world. I’ll find my own way out of this mess.”

“Indeed, I’ve no doubt you will. Is there a reason you called on me?”

“No, just passing time,” she said. “Don’t mind me.”

“In that case,” said Garrain. “Abellion be with you, Saskia.”

“Um…Garrain, do you have any idea what your god tried to do to me?” She sighed. “Never mind.”

“Who were you talking to, ardonis?” came a soft voice from behind him.

He flinched again, and through his eyes Saskia saw that dark-haired beauty of his—Nuille, he’d called her—stalking toward him. The elf woman held a small wand at her side, tipped with glowing arlium. Remembering her dream, Saskia shivered inwardly.

“No-one important, my light,” said Garrain.

Nuille’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t see anyone else here.”

“She just left.”

“She?”

“Indeed, she is most definitely a she.”

Her eyes contracted into slits. “If you think our little hiatus gives you the right to fuck around with Sarthea’s alvessi of the night…”

“No!” he all but shouted. “I would never—”

“Good,” she said, her voice dropping to a purr. “Because I’ve changed my mind.” She reached for the strap of her gown and waggled her hips.

“Oh thank deus,” he breathed, moving toward her in a flash.

Nuille held up her hand, forestalling him. She snapped the strap back in place. “I’m thinking…not one but two more fivedays. And an apology. And your word that you’ll never try to tell me what I can and can’t do—ever again.”

With that, she turned on her heels and sashayed away. Garrain let out a groan.

“I think I like this girl,” said Saskia.

Before he could reply, she snapped back to her own body, and found herself staring up at the bars of her cage.

“Princess speak forest tongue,” said Rover Dog.

“Ye—” Saskia paused, frowning. Rover Dog hadn’t spoken in Trollish. He’d spoken in Elvish. She switched to the same language. “I didn’t know you could speak this tongue, Rover Dog.”

“I speak many squishy tongues,” said Rover Dog. “Explorer need tongues like warrior need claws.”

“What about the stone tongue?” she asked in Dwarvish.

“Stone tongue too,” he replied in kind.

Wow okay, this guy was full of surprises. A multilingual troll? Weren’t other trolls supposed to be…kinda dumb? Rover Dog may be weird, but he seemed far from stupid.

Each day that followed, the dwarves would pit her against a different beast. Now that she understood the nature of the fights—that the dwarves didn’t actually want her to kill her opponents—she was a lot more comfortable in the arena. She only needed to score a few non-lethal hits with her claws, and the handlers would separate them. If it weren’t for the cages and the collar around her neck, this might almost be fun.

On the fourth day, she found herself facing off against the six bundles of cuteness from the cage next door. She had no desire to hurt the adorribles, but to her annoyance, the little floofballs didn’t hesitate to demonstrate their willingness to hurt her.

The gate separating them had barely begun to open when they darted underneath it, straining against their chains, and sunk their needle-sharp teeth into her ankles. Or at least, tried to sink their teeth into her ankles. They were pretty tough ankles.

Worse than that was the creeping cold seeping into her legs. A thin layer of ice was already beginning to form across the surface of her skin.

“Seriously, give it a rest, will you,” she told the flailing creatures as she tried to shake them off. A couple of the more adventurous specimens climbed up her leg and made it halfway up her back before she tore them off. But they kept coming, and the cold creeping over her body was like none she’d ever felt before. Desperation flared. If this kept up, it’d be popsicle time.

Just as she was about ready to up the ante, a thought occurred to her. There was a way to counter this without wholesale slaughter…

A moment later, she was once again seeing through Garrain’s eyes. He stood in a grove of trees with bright turquoise leaves. In the middle of the grove, Nuille knelt over a wriggling cat. She gripped a bloody paw in one hand, while her other held a brightly glowing wand to the wound.

“Garrain…I’m cold,” said Saskia. “Could you warm me up?”

He let out a long sigh. “Too long have I been waiting to hear those words, but not from you, Saskia.”

“I’m serious. Cast some spells for me!”

“What? Why?”

“Just do it!”

With another sigh, Garrain stepped toward his wife, who had released the cat.

“Let that be a lesson to you, Morchi,” said Nuille. “Spinefish are not to be trifled with!”

“If you’re finished with that, my light,” said Garrain, “would you care to spar with me?”

Nuille’s eyes narrowed in obvious suspicion. “What kind of sparring?”

“The magical kind.”

She raised her eyebrows. “You want to duel…me?”

“Indeed I do,” said Garrain. “Is that a problem?”

“No! It’s just that you’ve never…” A smile lit up her face. “Of course I’ll spar with you!”

Saskia could hear his heart beginning to thump harder in his chest. He sucked in a breath. “Fair warning, my light, I won’t go easy on you.”

Nuille’s smile morphed into a playful smirk. “I’ve no doubt you’ll press me hard, ardonis.”

“We shall see…” said Garrain, taking his place in front of her.

Saskia didn’t wait to see how their duel went. She hopped straight back into her own body, now covered in furry passengers. The adorribles hadn’t had much luck biting through her tough skin, and seemed content to hug her to death instead. A shell of ice now encased most of her body, and her limbs felt like lead. She could barely even blink.

The handlers had just begun begun to pull her little attackers off her when a gentle warmth stirred from within, turning to pulses of heat, coming one after another in rapid succession. Steam rose from her body. The adorribles leapt off her back and scattered, chittering in alarm.

She snatched up two of the fleeing beasts—one in each hand—and held them at arms length. “Shall we call it a draw then?”

Saskia could barely hear her own voice over the gasps and cheers and raucous shouts of the audience, but the adorribles’ ears perked up, and their struggles ceased.

She set the pair gently on the floor, where all the little furballs gathered together in a tight bundle, round eyes flicking back and forth between her face and her claws. She sat cross-legged before them, folding her hands in her lap.

And so they came to an understanding. There would be no blood spilled today, and no clear victor.

A few of the audience cheered and whistled, but most jeered so much, one might think she’d just murdered their puppies. Or perhaps given the nature of these dwarves, failed to murder their puppies.

“Go to hell!” she shouted up at them.

Something resembling a riot ensued. Food and ale and…other stuff splashed across her back, and the air was filled with angry shouts, and calls for a rematch.

Her handlers tugged at her chains, preparing to lead her back to her cage. It was in that moment that sudden insight struck. Insight that in hindsight should have been incredibly obvious.

Collar hot. Adorribles cold. Combine the two…

Well it was worth a shot.

Saskia gestured to the fuzzy critters, then pointed at her collar. “Keep this thing cool for me, and I’ll set us all free.”

Several of the adorribles hopped forward tentatively. She snatched up their chains, yanking their handlers off their feet, then set the creatures on her shoulders. A shock of cold crept onto her body, but it was still being somewhat countered by the residual heat from Garrain’s spellcasting. Icy paws reached out and gripped her collar. At the same moment, she hooked her claws around it—and pulled. Steam jetted from her neck as the adorribles’ cold fought the collar’s heat to a stalemate. Straining with all of her strength, she ripped and tugged at the collar. It began to buckle, and with a loud crack, it burst open. She lifted the mangled wreck—with chains still attached—and swung it around her head, sending her handlers tumbling and sliding. Some of them fled down the stairs, while a few of their braver companions turned weapons on her. She backhanded them into the walls of the cage.

The audience sat rigid and silent, every gaze fixed on her. Someone cheered. Maybe he thought this was part of the show?

Some of the adorribles’ handlers tried to make a getaway with their captives, but Saskia leapt across the arena, tearing the poles from their nerveless fingers, raking at their armoured bodies with claws, and stomping them into the floor. The sight of blood and twisted limbs and the sounds of their screams made her want to throw up. But there was no time for that.

She hurriedly tore away her fuzzy allies’ smaller collars, while at the same time dodging from side to side as crossbow bolts began to rain down on her from outside the arena.

Once the collars were loose, Saskia tried to pull aside the bars separating her from the audience—and the world outside. It was useless. These were even thicker than the bars of her own cage.

Still, the very attempt seemed to shock the multitude out of their stupor. Pandemonium erupted. Drunk dwarves shouted and ran and staggered and fell and were trampled by their comrades.

She ran back down the stairs to the room with the cages, followed by six fuzzy ice-makers. Seeing Rover Dog still trapped in his cage, Saskia bounded across the room to one of the fleeing dwarves. She snatched him up, tearing off his helmet and holding him level with her face.

“The key to the cages!” she snarled in Dwarvish. “Give it to me!”

He held up a small object in trembling fingers: a hexagonal block with grooves cut around its edges. It didn’t look much like a key, but it was the same as the ones she’d seen them use to unlock her own cage.

Saskia took the key and threw him aside. With the adorribles’ help, she got Rover Dog’s collar off.

He grinned at her. “We break free sooner than expected. I protect now. Follow.” He ran toward the stairs.

“Uh, not that way, Rover Dog. There’s no way out from there. Also, crossbows.”

“Princess not look hard enough,” he said.

“Wait, should we…?” She looked at the other caged beasts, before dismissing the idea. They’d probably just attack her, and besides, unleashing a bunch of dangerous monsters in the middle of a city seemed like a pretty horrible thing to do, no matter how much its people had wronged her—and the monsters. “Never mind. Let’s go.”

Back in the arena, Rover Dog shimmied up the bars of the cage. Her mouth dropped open as he tore open a hatch on the high ceiling that she’d completely overlooked. Whoops.

Squeezing through the small opening, they ran across the top of the cage, then leapt down into the amphitheatre. Only a few stragglers remained out there, along with the ones who lay bleeding and broken on the floor, trampled by their fellows. Sickening though that sight was, most of her attention was drawn to the dwarves with crossbows and an assortment of pointy things levelled at her.

Running full-tilt for the exit, Saskia ducked and weaved out of the path of several shots telegraphed by her oracle interface. Behind her, there was a grunt as Rover Dog received a crossbow bolt in the back. She grabbed hold of his arm and yanked him through the exit.

They emerged into the cobbled street beyond, followed by a swarm of tiny white furballs scuttling underfoot. It was the middle of the second dark, and the only source of light was a flickering street lamp. Not that Saskia had any need of such things. She looked around hurriedly, trying to get her bearings. Overhead, an immense pillar of stone loomed. Having seen this impossible landmark from afar, she now had a pretty clear idea of where she was in the city.

“Escape delayed, princess. Now we stomp pestiferous little squishies.”

Rover Dog’s words brought her attention crashing back down to the ground. Four cloaked figures were moving against the tide of fleeing dwarves. An intimidating bunch, bristling with weapons, their faces hidden beneath heavy hoods.

One of the approaching figures stood a good two heads taller than the others; a veritable giant among his kind. She looked at his big hammer and big shield, and the huge beard trailing from beneath his cowl, and decided right then and there that he could be a contender for the title of dwarfiest dwarf who ever dwarfed. At his side stalked a more reasonably-sized dwarf holding an unreasonably-oversized crossbow with not one but three bolts nocked—each on a different string. A third figure, sleek and slender, and distinctly feminine, moved with the grace of a dancer, twirling a pair of daggers between nimble fingers. The fourth held no visible weapons, but there was something about that stout little figure…

Saskia halted, peering closer. Was that…?

The pursuing dwarves ran out the doorway behind her, still shouting.

A crossbow triple-twanged. Daggers flew.

In that instant, she took in the trajectories of the blades and bolts, and her suspicions were all but confirmed. They weren’t aiming at her, nor Rover Dog, nor the little creatures at their feet.

Three of their pursuers fell, gasping and gurgling, clutching at their throats and chests. The rest shouted and turned their attention from the trolls to the oncoming dwarves. Rover Dog took that opportunity to stomp on one. Two took a warhammer to the face, while the last fell with the tip of a slender sword sticking out of his ribs.

A trio of latecomers emerged from the doorway, took one look at the carnage, and noped back inside.

Saskia regarded her mysterious rescuers warily. Were they really here to help, or…?

One of them slid back a familiar wormhide hood.

“Thank the forefathers you’re safe, Sashki,” said Ruhildi, flashing her a weary smile. “We’re a little late—and mayhap unneeded—but I brought some friends to deal with those shitebags.”

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 13: Vindica

    
    
    
    
                They stalked like ninjas through the silent back alleys of Torpend, slinking beneath aqueducts and vaulting over walls, peering around corners and dashing between cover, their hands roving through a complicated series of hand gestures.

“Stealthy squishies,” said Rover Dog, his voice striking like a gunshot against the silence.

Saskia swatted him on the arm and made a zipping gesture across her mouth. Then she tripped over a clay pot, which clattered its way across the pavement, before teetering at the edge of a flight of stairs. There it wobbled for a moment…

And came to a rest.

“Trows,” muttered the dwarf with the triple-crossbow, scooping up the pot and depositing it safely on the side of the street.

The ninja dwarves were escorting them from the fighting pit to…well, she had no idea where they were going. The adorribles had scampered off the moment the coast was clear, and now it was just her and Rover Dog being led by Ruhildi and her friends.

This seemed like a pretty shady part of town, full of crumbling stone spires, and a stench that made her eyes water. The streets were deserted, perhaps for the same reason anyone avoided shady-looking places at night. Or maybe everyone was simply ducking for cover at the first sign of her approach.

Soon, they made their way to a large, dilapidated stone spire near the centre of the slums.

A plump, elderly dwarven woman met them at the door and ushered them inside. Her nose wrinkled as Saskia and Rover Dog drew near. “Take them straight to the bathing chamber,” she ordered. “I’ll not have them stinking up my house.”

To her surprise, the ceiling of this dwarf home was high enough for her and Rover Dog to stand up inside, though they had to stoop to avoid hitting heads on doorways.

Saskia very nearly trod on the tiny form that darted out from a side room and latched onto her ankle.

“What the…?” she gasped. “Thorric? What are you doing here?”

The crossbow dwarf peeled the boy off Saskia’s ankle. “Now Thorric,” he scolded, “What did I say about footsie rides?”

“That they’re fun!” said Thorric.

“Och no I did not!” said the dwarf, peeling back his hood to reveal a scarred, weather-worn face with just a thin layer of stubble around his chiselled jaw.

“Och aye you did, Baldi,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia inspected the top of the dwarf’s head. Nope, definitely not bald.

After some protracted negotiations involving tasty treats, Thorric agreed to wait until after Saskia had come out of the bathing chamber before any more leg-hugging ensued. Ruhildi led them through a long corridor and into a wide chamber with water flowing gently through it, fed by a series of circular holes in the wall.

Rover Dog, already undressed for the occasion, splashed out into the water, where he lay back with a satisfied groan, gazing up expectantly at her.

“Thorric is the reason we found you, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “I didn’t larn of your capture until this morn, when I chanced upon this wee lad in the market pleading for someone to save his ‘stone giant.’”

“Oh yeah?” said Saskia. “So that’s how he came to be here.”

“Aye. Myrna will see to it that he ends up in a good home, poor lad. Until then…try not to step on him.” Closing the door, Ruhildi gestured to the water. “In you go, Sashki. Myrna were right. You do stink.”

Saskia felt annoyance bubble up from within. “Well excuse me for not having had a chance to bathe while I was locked in a cage! I mean, I was hardly expecting a welcoming committee, but really? How is what they did to us any better than the elves and their slaves?”

Ruhildi’s expression wavered, and she looked despondently at the floor. “I…failed you, Sashki. The ’Neath…’twere supposed to be a place of refuge for you, and instead they…” She balled her fists. “’Twere misfortunate your arrival in Torpend got you a noseful of its hairy armpit. All cities have them and they all reek.”

Saskia inhaled deeply, willing herself to calmness. “So the fighting pit is some kinda illegal underground thing?”

“Aye and no. ’Tis not authorised by the Grand Chancellor, but most of the watch turn a blind eye to what goes on in there, on account of receiving a fair nice bit of coin. Every span or so, the pit gets sealed and the owners thrown in the dungeons, but someone always rises in their place. Too much silver to be made, you ken.

“But believe me when I say we’re not all like those bastards. My friends risked being caught or worse to help me rescue you.”

Saskia let out a breath. “It’s not your fault, Ruhildi. You know I’d never blame you or your friends.” She glanced back at the chamber doorway, through which she could hear a thrum of voices. She dropped her own voice to a murmur. “Whoever they are. It’s over now, and you guys came to my defence. Thank you.”

Ruhildi took hold of Saskia’s great clawed hand, tracing tiny fingers across her palm. “You’re…more than I deserve, Sashki.”

“Well there certainly is a lot of me.”

Ruhildi snorted. “And to think, we’ve only kenned one other for a couple of seasons. There’s so much I haven’t told you…”

“It’s okay. It’s not like I told you everything about my life before we met. There’s no rush.”

“I still not understand, princess,” said Rover Dog, sitting up in the water, scratching his beard. “Why squishies protect us from other squishies?”

“Speak the stone tongue in here, Rover Dog, for their sakes,” said Saskia. She turned back to Ruhildi. “But he asked a valid question. Who are these friends of yours and why would they kill other dwarves to help trolls?”

Ruhildi frowned. “’Tis a fair long story, Sashki. To be brief about it, I once led a small band of fighters deep into alvari lands, freeing slaves and causing as much mayhem as we were able along the way. ’Cept for myself—whom everyone thought dead—only one of my brave fighters lived to tell of it: Baldreg, the leader of this new band who came to your rescue.”

“The guy with the crossbow?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “A wonder of dwarrow engineering, that weapon of his.”

“So who are the others? The giant and the dagger lady, and the grumpy old woman.”

“The dwarrow with a knack for knifework is Baldreg’s spanmate, Freygi. She were my friend long before my Vindical days. I had no inkling he had eyes for her.”

“Spanmate? You mean wife—uh, lifemate?”

“Aye, ’cept few among my kin would commit to a lifetime mating. As the name implies, spanmates are only bound together for a span. After the span’s up, they’re free to renew or annul the partnership without dishonour. Baldi and Frey are into their second span together, and not yet at each other’s throat. None were more surprised than me to hear of this.

“The other one who joined us today, Kveldvorgvarl, I don’t ken well. He may not look it, but he’s the youngest of them all. If Baldi trusts him, then I do too. Myrna, whom you met at the door, is the owner and caretaker of this house. ’Tis by her hospitality that we reside here.

“Back to your question as to why they’d help a trow—or two trows, as it happened—’tis simple: because I asked it of them, as did your young friend, Thorric.”

“Well I’m glad you found your friends again,” said Saskia. She turned to Rover Dog. “Does that answer your question?”

“We not stomp these squishies,” said Rover Dog, somehow managing to sound like a troll—and not in the least bit Scottish—even though he was now speaking Dwarvish. “Benign squishies.” He flashed her a sidelong grin. “This pool ideal for making babies, princess. Hard stone keep back straight.”

“Oh my dog—uh, I mean, no, Rover Dog. No babies!” Saskia sent him the fiercest glare she could muster.

“Princess change mind eventually,” said Rover Dog. “I patient.”

“Not ready to be a mam, Sashki?” said Ruhildi, smirking up at her.

“Well have you seen his…?” She coughed. “That thing has barbs on it! Barbs! Like a cat!”

“A fair powerful weapon,” said Ruhildi. “Mayhap powerful enough to get through that celadonite shell of yours.”

“I not afraid,” said Rover Dog. “I live for challenge.”

Still smirking, Ruhildi stepped out the door. “I’ll leave you with your…” She snorted. “…new friend. I’m certain you can defend yourself if the trow gets too frisky.”

“That I can,” said Saskia, flexing her claws and looking pointedly at Rover Dog.

To her relief, the troll kept his distance as she settled into the water. It was cool, but not uncomfortably so. The silence stretched, until his enormous brows furrowed, and he said, “Princess angry?”

“No I’m not angry.” Despite his unwanted advances, she didn’t feel threatened around him. It had just been talk, and something told her he’d never push further without permission. “I may not have survived in that place if it hadn’t been for you. Thank you.”

“You talk unusual, even for princess,” he said.

“I’m not a—ah forget it. So what now, Rover Dog? Now that you’re free, I mean. I take it you’ll want to leave the city…”

“I not yet explored Torpend. Only fighting pit. Very boring. Much yet to see in city.”

“Uh…Rover Dog, you realise, the city watch aren’t going to just let you go sightseeing…”

“Not alone. With princess. With benign squishies. What can squishy sentinels do?”

“Quite a lot, actually. Look, as far as I know, our options are: lay low here with the, uh, benign squishies, or get the hell out of dodge. Anything else is suicide—or captivity. I haven’t decided which option is best for me. But don’t feel you have to stay by my side and protect me or anything. You’re free to do whatever.”

“Princess too kind. Not demand service.”

“That’s because I’m not a—”

“I choose stay with princess for while. Not just for protect. For…companion.”

Saskia didn’t know what to say to that. If she understood him correctly, he was lonely. Probably hadn’t been with his own kind in a long time. If he only knew just how poorly she fit the mould of a real troll… Still, an ally was an ally. Maybe even a potential friend. She wasn’t about to turn down such a rare opportunity.

Just as long as he kept that thing away from her.

Later, the older dwarven woman—Myrna—appeared bearing a large basket, bundled high with furs and cloth. “Wear these,” she said curtly, dumping the basket on the floor at the water’s edge. Without so much as a glance at the trolls, she picked up Saskia’s wormhide leather outfit, eyeing it distastefully.

“Where are you taking that?” asked Saskia.

“To be washed,” said Myrna, rushing out the door before Saskia could protest that she’d already just washed it herself.

The clothes in the basket were very basic—barely more than blankets with holes in them, but they were the right size for her and Rover Dog. Better than running around naked while she waited to get her armour back.

Stepping out the door, Saskia came face to face with Ruhildi.

“Good,” said her friend. “Let’s eat. I’m famished!”

Ruhildi led them to a smokey room where the dwarves sat on the stone floor around a firepit. It was almost like a campfire meal, except indoors. There were no massive dining tables brimming with food and wine like in many a historical or fantasy story she’d read. These dwarves talked and laughed amongst themselves, gnawing on roasted meat and root vegetables and crisp bread and slurping down cups of what she assumed to be some form of alcoholic beverage. The smell was divine. Saskia’s stomach growled loudly as she stepped through the doorway. All talking ceased, and all eyes turned to her.

“Fetch our guests a meal for ten!” shouted Baldreg.

“Better make it twenty,” said the old woman—Myrna—standing by the firepit turning what might as well have been a pig on a spit.

Saskia felt her face grow hot as plates were heaped in front of her. To be fair, she probably would eat all of that. Still, she shrank inward under the scrutiny of all those eyes.

Thorric broke the ice by running over and plonking himself down between Saskia and Rover Dog.

“Is that…is that safe?” asked the giant dwarf seated next to Rover Dog, his gaze flitting to the tiny boy sandwiched between the two trolls. This guy wasn’t anything like the badonk dwarf she’d pictured when she first saw his cloaked form. His large stature and the impressive beard dangling from his chin did little to disguise his relative youth. He looked nervous and fidgety.

“He’ll be alright, Kveldi,” said Ruhildi. “Sashki’s wouldn’t eat someone as little and stringy as Thorric. Now you, on the other hand…”

“Don’t listen to her,” said Saskia. “I don’t eat people. I’m a very nice trow. Isn’t that what you called me when we first met, Ruhildi?”

“Methinks I called you a few nastier things afore that, whilst I were in your care,” said Ruhildi. “But I came around. You are a nice trow. You only drooled over me a fistful of times.”

“You’re not helping!”

“I nice trow too,” said Rover Dog around a huge mouthful of meat. He rubbed his belly and looked at the dwarf, who shrank away from him. “I only dine on nefarious squishies.”

Saskia couldn’t tell if he was being serious or not. She really hoped he wasn’t.

“She’s a beauty, aren’t she, Ruhi?” said Freygi, her eyes shamelessly roaming across Saskia’s body. “Unlike any rock trow I’ve laid eyes on afore, and I’ve seen a few in my tunnel-wanderer days. How’d you get her skin so smooth?” She reached over and ran a finger down Saskia’s arm, making her shiver.

“Are you jealous, bonnie?” said Baldreg, earning himself a swat on the arm.

“That’s not for me to tell, Frey,” said Ruhildi. “I’ll not be sharing any of Sashki’s secrets without her permission. Best you ask her yourself.”

Freygi looked between Ruhildi and Saskia. Her eyes widened, then she burst out laughing. “You’re really fond of her, aren’t you, Ruhi! Good for you!”

Ruhildi reddened. “She’s not just my pet, if that’s your meaning. Though if the city watch should come knocking, that’s all she is, alright?” She looked around the room, earning nods of assent from each of the other dwarves. “But in truth, Sashki’s my friend—as true a friend as either of you. She saved my life more times than I can count, just as you did, Baldi.”

“Answer self-evident,” said Rover Dog. All eyes turned to him now, and there were more than a few perplexed frowns. “Princess skin smooth because she princess.”

Saskia rolled her eyes. “I’m not a princess, okay? I never was—nor will I ever be—a princess.”

“Actually, Sashki,” murmured Ruhildi into her ear. “Your pap were a king…”

Saskia’s mouth dropped open. She hurriedly bit down on chunk of bread to cover her surprise. Oh my god, she’s right! she thought. Damn you, Calburn! Why’d you have to make everything so complicated?

“King?” said Rover Dog, whose hearing was apparently just as good as Saskia’s. “Grongarg have no kings. Only queens. And princesses.”

Saskia groaned. This just kept getting better and better.

It was Baldreg who eloquently expressed what the other dwarves were no doubt thinking. “What’s he on about?”

“’Tis none of your concern, Baldi,” said Ruhildi. “All you need to ken is she’s my friend. I ask that you treat these trows as part of the crew as long as they’re here.”

“Aye, that I can do,” said Baldreg. “Och how I wish we’d had trows back in our Vindical days…”

As the evening progressed, cups emptied and lips loosened, and Saskia began to get a feel for just what it was Baldreg’s crew did for a living. They were mercenaries, smugglers and adventurers, of a sort. Not hardened criminals, by any means, but they weren’t on the best terms with the city watch. It all sounded like rather a lot of fun, actually, although Saskia couldn’t see where she and Rover Dog would fit in, because most of the jobs they did required a good deal of stealth, and there were few things that would draw more attention than a pair of trolls.

Thorric fell asleep against Saskia’s leg, whereupon Myrna carried him off to bed.

“You ken, Ruhi,” said Freygi, who had been hitting the mead especially hard, “this is the first time I saw you smile since Nadi…” Her words trailed off, and she dabbed at eyes gone suddenly moist. “Och shite, I mean…when I thought you passed into the Halls Beyond, to be true, I were happy for you. Finally at peace, together with her, after…”

“Bonnie…” said Baldreg, frowning at his wife. He looked apologetically at Ruhildi, whose smile had frozen into a horrible parody of itself.

“Lemme finish!” said Freygi. “I mean, I can’t even imagine ’twere like for you up there. All the pain. The rage. And yet here you are. To see you like this, it warms my…” She leaned her head against Baldreg’s chest, eyes fluttering.

“What she were trying to say is nothing pleases us more than to see you smile,” said Baldreg. “’Tis so good to have you back, my friend. I have to jab my eye each time I awake just to convince myself ’tisn’t a dream. Now speaking of dreams…” He smiled at Freygi’s sleepy form. “…to bed with us! You all have a good night.” Baldreg did his best to prop Freygi up against his shoulder as they staggered to their room.

Cute couple. Saskia could almost think of them as some of her old university buddies…if it weren’t for the fact that they could kill a man without breaking a sweat.

After dinner, Ruhildi took Saskia aside for a quiet word. “What do you think, Sashki?”

Saskia grinned at her. “About…?”

Ruhildi whacked her lightly on the leg. “About Baldi and the others, of course!”

“I like them. They seem…real.”

“Well they’re not figments of your imagination, if that’s what you fear.”

Saskia shivered. “Never can tell, on this world… But yeah, I could work with them, if they have any use for trolls who can’t take three steps without waking up the whole block.”

“Good,” said Ruhildi, with visible relief. Then she frowned again. “Because there’s something I haven’t told you about them…”

Saskia raised her eyebrows. “Oh? Don’t tell me! They’re actually secret government spies!”

“No. I don’t ken what you just said, but no. What I haven’t told you is they hold to a fair particular faith…”

“Faith? As in religion. Why would that be a problem?”

Her friend looked down at the floor, in obvious discomfort. “I…ah…well you see, they’re followers of your father.”

Saskia stared at her for several long seconds, before saying, simply, “Oh.”

“Aye.”

“Oh…”

“Aye.”

“Oh…kay, I’ll stop now. So these guys are, what, my father’s groupies? Fantabulous.”

“I don’t ken this word groupies, but from your tone, I can tell you don’t approve,” said Ruhildi.

“I don’t know what to think! It seems everyone on this world knows more about my father than I do. Or at least thinks they do. The fact that he has worshippers even after all this time…kinda creeps me out.”

“Worship isn’t the right word—for many of his followers, leastwise. He is, as you say, no longer with us. ’Tis more of a faith in what he represented: standing in opposition to the tyrant who now sits upon the amber throne.”

“Oh. I suppose that’s not so bad. Aside from being kinda suicidal. Wait…if you ran with this crew, are you also one of these…what do you call them?”

“Calburnists,” said Ruhildi. She hesitated for a long moment before continuing. “I…were one of them. Baldi and the others were there for me after…in a very dark time. Now, having met you, the demon king’s daughter, I just don’t ken. Methinks you’d want to stomp on me if I knelt afore you.”

“Yup,” said Saskia. “So how serious are these Calburnists? Do they just show up to Sunday meetings, or do they plot to overthrow a certain very real god in his name?”

“Depends who you ask. Amongst my kin, there are those who despise the demon king, those who pay him lip service…and some who would follow him to the ends of the arbor, were he to rise again…or his successor. My friends are, shall I say, a wee bit more serious than most.”

“Dogramit,” breathed Saskia.

“As far as they ken, you’re just a trow, Sashki. It can remain so, if you wish. Or…”

“Or I could tell them. But why would they believe me? It’s a bit of a stretch.”

“Not if I tell them everything I’ve seen,” said Ruhildi. “And you can show them your belly.”

“What? Oh, right. No bellybutton. Rover Dog got an eyeful of that and he didn’t say anything.”

“He’s a trow, Sashki.”

“What, really? And here I thought he was a giant octopus.”

Ruhildi gave her a long stare, then jabbed her in the leg again. “They’ll believe you. And when they do—when they see you as Calburn’s heir—you’ll find no-one else in the ’Neath more willing to offer their lives to protect you.”

“I don’t want anyone dying for me!” said Saskia. “I’m just…me, not some demon messiah! I haven’t done anything to earn that kind of devotion.”

But then she thought about what she was up against. An actual god, Abellion, wanted her dead. That wasn’t the kind of opposition she could hope to overcome without allies, and lots of them. She remembered the skirmish she’d had with the god when he invaded her dreams. She’d won that battle, but she had no illusions about going up against the real deal.

She sighed. “I’ll…think about it. Thank you for telling me. Now I think it’s time I got some sleep. It’s been a really weird day.”

She shared a room with Rover Dog that night; a large storage chamber filled with shelves stacked high with tools and containers of all shapes and sizes, messy workbenches, weapon racks and chests. The shelves, they pushed aside to make room for the trolls. This chamber had an even higher ceiling than the rest of the spire—high enough for her to stand up to her full height and stretch her back. Not that she had any intention of staying upright for the next eight hours.

Her bed consisted of a straw mat and some tiny blankets that barely covered her legs. Still, given where she’d been sleeping since she arrived in this world, this felt like the height of luxury.

As she slowly relaxed for what seemed like the first time in weeks, Saskia sifted through the day’s events. For a bunch of demon cultists, Ruhildi’s friends seemed like a pretty nice bunch. If only she could dispel the mental image of having them grovel before her, their new goddess, muahahaha! She imagined herself reclining on a gigantic throne of skulls, being oiled and massaged by an army of tiny men. That led to…ooohhhh…

It had been a while since she’d had one of those dreams.

The next morning, Saskia awoke to find a bundle at her feet: her wormhide armour, immaculately clean, and the stitching had been strengthened too. Ruhildi’s handiwork, or Myrna’s?

No sooner had she gotten dressed than Ruhildi entered the room with a platter of delicious-smelling bread and cups of steaming beverage.

“Oh wow!” said Saskia. “Room service! I could get used to this.”

Ruhildi looked at her blankly. “Sleep well?”

“Oh yeah,” said Saskia, flushing as she remembered her dream. “Great, actually. Sure beats sleeping on rocks or in a cage.”

She took a sip of the drink, trying not to grimace. Definitely not coffee.

“I not complain,” said Rover Dog. “Except princess honk like congested goresnout.”

Saskia glared at him until Ruhildi piped up, “Och that sounds like Sashki. Rattles louder than a loose board in a howling gale.”

“Louder than mating mamifaunt,” agreed Rover Dog.

“Loud enough to knock tiles off the wall.”

“Are you quite finished?” said Saskia. “Yeesh, if I knew it was pick-on-me day, I’d have just stayed in bed.”

Ruhildi’s expression turned serious. “When you’ve finished your meal, there’s a wee lad waiting outside who wishes to bid you a fond farewell.”

Myrna, it turned out, had already found a new family for Thorric: a childless couple looking to adopt an orphan. She was taking him to be with them today. The boy was none too pleased to be leaving.

“I want to stay!” he wailed, clutching at Saskia’s leg.

Saskia swallowed the lump in her throat. “Don’t worry, child. We’ll see each other again.” She wasn’t at all certain of that, but what could she say? “You’ll love your new family, I’m sure of it. And they’ll keep you safe.”

“I don’t want to be safe!”

“Well I want you to be safe. And you’ll never be safe around me. I’m sorry, but that’s just how it is.”

Left unsaid was that fact that though she liked what she’d seen of Ruhildi’s friends, Thorric wouldn’t be safe around them either. This was no place to raise a child.

After he left, a lethargic feeling of melancholy settled over her and stubbornly refused to bog off. This feeling may have been triggered by Thorric’s departure, but she knew it was probably more of a rebound from yesterday’s whirlwind of meetings and revelations, and the weeks of non-stop struggle and danger that had preceded it. Rest was what she needed. A few day’s rest and she’d be back to her old self.

A few days later, Saskia was bored. Ruhildi and her friends were gone most of the time, doing who-knew-what out in the city. Whatever hijinks they were getting up to out there, clearly they didn’t deem them suitable for trolls.

Here she was, stuck indoors with only Rover Dog and Myrna for company. The latter was clearly no fan of trolls, and who could blame her, really? This house was not made for such creatures. Who wouldn’t get cranky at the sight of a giant monster spread-eagled in the sun room, clad only in a contented grin? That was Rover Dog, by the way, not Saskia. She would never—well, except for that one time in her senior year at high school when she got absolutely plastered—but that was beside the point. Saskia did her best not to tread on any metaphorical toes, but her feet were really big and heavy. There were…missteps. Things tended to break around her.

Boredom and claustrophobia and a sense that she was being useless and outstaying her welcome combined to form a seething muddle of discontent in her belly. She needed to get out. She needed to do something.

So when Ruhildi came to her with an offer, Saskia could barely contain her excitement.

“We’ve a job for the whole crew—you and Rover Dog included—starting at first dark tonight, if you’re ready,” her friend told her. “A few seasons back, my friends found an entrance to an unexplored section of the ancient crypts buried beneath the city, and—”

“Oh I’m so in!” said Saskia. “Ad-ven-tur-ing…we get to go ad-ven-tur-ing!”

Ruhildi offered her a bemused smile. “Who is this standing afore me, and what have you done with my Sashki?”

They set off in the middle of first dark—otherwise known as midnight—a time when, with any luck, there wouldn’t be many people out and about who might take issue with a pair of monstrous creatues walking down the street.

“I have to ask,” said Saskia as they prepared to leave. “Why aren’t we going through the sewers? Wouldn’t that be, I dunno, stealthier?”

Reaching for her hood, Ruhildi looked up at Saskia as if she’d been dropped on her head as a baby. Which—fun fact—actually had happened to her back on Earth, according to her mum. Baby Saskia had come out of the ordeal none the worse for the wear.

“Sashki, there’s no way you trows could fit through the sewers,” said her friend. “Most of the pipes are so narrow, not even dwarrows can squeeze through them. And even if that weren’t so…what we breathed in Wilbergond were fresh mountain air in comparison. ’Tis fair deadly down there. That’s no figure of speech. We wouldn’t survive more than a bell in the sewers.”

Well that answered that. Sewers bad. And now Saskia couldn’t help but wonder if there was something especially deadly about dwarf turds, or if all sewers everywhere had the same problems.

Lacking decent cover, they had to rely on good timing, distractions and crowd control to sneak the two trolls across the city. It…mostly worked. There was that one incident with the dwarven lady who wouldn’t stop screaming until Kveld clobbered her over the back of the head. Yeah, not their finest moment.

They were an hour into their journey when Baldreg whispered for them to follow him.

“Crypts are that-a-way, lunkhead!” said Freygi, pointing to the west.

“I ken that, bonnie. But while we’re in the area, there’s something I want to show our venerated leader.”

A look of recognition crept onto Freygi face, and she scowled at her husband. “You evil, sadistic bastard.” She sighed. “But she’s going to find out sooner or later… Brace yourself, Ruhi. You’re not going to like this.”

Saskia’s pulse began to quicken as they crept toward the immense pillar of Spindle, with its thousands of windows lighting up the surrounding spires.

Tapping Ruhildi on the shoulder, Baldreg pointed at a high marble statue standing amidst a garden of artfully-arranged rocks. The statue depicted a long-haired dwarven woman in finely-detailed armour and a billowing cloak, holding aloft a wand whose tip held the unmistakeable amber glow of arlium. Her expression was fierce, uncompromising. And eerily familiar.

“Now aren’t she a pretty thing,” said Baldreg, looking at the statue with one eyebrow cocked.

Ruhildi followed his gaze—and stopped dead in her tracks. “Och no they didn’t!” Her voice was tinged with outrage.

“Ach aye they did!” Baldreg laughed. “I must say the shapers did a fine job with your likeness.”

Peering closer, Saskia could make out an inscription etched across the base of the monument:

Vindica

Shaper, daughter, mother, venger

Dauntless in the eye of danger

Forger, fighter, liberator

With vengeance, we venerate her
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                “I’m going to kill him,” breathed Ruhildi. “’Twere his idea, I just ken it! After all he did to try to stop me… I’m going to kill the bastard!”

Saskia looked between her friend and the statue of her friend. “Kill who? Is your name Ruhildi or Vindica? What’s going on?”

“Do my eyes deceive me, or is that a…?” Soft words carried on the wind, coming from a group of four dwarves strolling into the stone garden.

“No, ’tis a trow alright,” said one of the dwarves, squinting at her. “Two of them.”

“Be that so, I do believe we should do something about this. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“Och aye.”

“Aye.”

“Urgh. I drank too much.”

“You always drink too much, Vanglebrower. Up for a game of spears, my hardies?”

A sinking feeling crept into Saskia’s stomach as all four of them raised metal wands, pointed at her and Rover Dog. The ground began to tremble, and an orange glow appeared beneath her feet, rapidly turning red.

Oh crap.

She leapt aside just as two slender spikes of stone thrust out of the gravel where she’d been standing.

Rover Dog, lacking her early warning system, hadn’t been so quick to react. One of the spikes aimed at him had gone straight through his leg. Growling, he snapped the stone spear off at the base and tore it free, spilling copious amounts of blood out over the grass.

Rushing to his side, Saskia handed him a satchel of arlithite Ruhildi had given her earlier. “Here,” she said. “Take a pinch of this. It’ll speed your regeneration.”

Rover Dog sniffed at it. “Princess give divine dust?”

“Yeah, Rover Dog. Hurry up and take it!”

He sprinkled a pinch of arlithite on his tongue and swallowed. Then he frowned. “It not taste divine.”

It was having the desired effect though. The blood had already stopped gushing from his leg, and the wound was beginning to seal over.

Rover Dog bared his teeth and claws at the stoneshapers and prepared to charge, but Saskia grabbed onto his arm, forestalling him.

The dwarves in their party were already facing off against the stoneshapers. She trusted Ruhildi and her friends to have a better handle on the situation than outsiders like herself and Rover Dog. Best to stand back for now, and focus on avoiding whatever nasties the frockers might hurl at them.

Baldreg raised his triple-crossbow and stalked forward, together with Freygi and Kveld. “Shapers, shapers, there’s no need for this,” he said amiably. “The trows won’t be causing any trouble, you have my word. I suggest you turn around and pretend you never saw anything.”

“Afore I put my blades in your face!” added Freygi helpfully.

“Oho!” said a chubby-faced dwarf. “What’s this? You think those little toys can—urk!” The speaker toppled backward, having just taken the butt of a dagger to the forehead.

“Next one’ll hit you with the pointy end,” said Freygi.

The fallen stoneshaper’s companions turned their wands to Freygi. One of them snarled, “You dare—”

“Aye, we dare,” said Ruhildi, who crouched with her hands to the ground, a whisper of magic gathering around her.

It was then that the three stoneshapers who had thus far remained upright found themselves sinking into the ground. Their struggles only made it worse, and within seconds, they were up to their elbows in quicksand.

Ruhildi stepped up to the edge of the sand pit and calmly prised the wands from their flailing hands.

“We’re here on Guild business,” she said in a low voice. “Try anything like this again, novices, and I’ll see to it that your lives become a waking nightmare. Do you understand me?”

“Aye, mistress, er…”

“Good.” Ruhildi turned to her friends and said, “Let’s be away.”

They were stepping out of the rock garden when a plaintive voice called out, “Er…mistress? Could we have our wands back?”

“Och, how forgetful of me,” said Ruhildi. She hurled the wands into a nearby patch of thorny bushes.

“Happy hunting!” called out Baldreg.

“I hope you didn’t just make enemies of the whole Shaper Guild on our account,” said Saskia.

“No, those were just novices,” said Ruhildi. “Like as not, they haven’t held their wands for more than a pinch of years. The Guild won’t pay heed to anything they say.”

“To be true, we’re not on the best of terms with the Guild as it stands,” said Baldreg. “We’ve been excluded from all Guild contracts. Mangorn blamed me for your demise, Ruhildi. Supposed demise.”

“That sounds like Pap,” said Ruhildi. “I’ve no doubt that ridiculous statue with my name on it helped bolster support for whatever ’tis that the shapers are doing up there. But you who fought at my side and lived to tell of it—you’re just an inconvenience to him.”

“The statue with your name on it,” said Saskia. “Your name…as in Vindica.”

Ruhildi groaned. “’Twere the name my deeds earned me, not the one I were born with. Somehow it stuck. ’Tis not what my friends call me.”

“And Mangorn, your father, he’s some bigwig—uh, important person—in the Shaper Guild?”

“Aye, he’s the Chancellor,” said Ruhildi.

“Wait…Chancellor? You mean the leader of the city?”

“Och no,” said Ruhildi. “My Pap is the Chancellor of the Shaper Guild, not the Grand Chancellor. Not now, leastwise. He did serve as Grand Chancellor for a time, when ’twere the Shaper Guild’s turn at the head of the table. Hated it, if I recall. Who’s the current imbecile in charge, Baldi?”

“Walben of the Scriber Guild,” said Baldreg.

“A librarian?” Ruhildi snorted. “Could be worse, I suppose. Remember when the Harlots had the high seat?”

“Och aye, I remember it well.” Baldreg’s face took on a wistful expression. Freygi smirked at him.

The crypts they were setting out to explore were spread out across a large swathe of land along the western shore of Torpend. There were several known entrances, but their entrance was a closely guarded secret kept by Baldreg’s crew and a few close associates. It lay beneath the basement of an abandoned spire in one of the seedier parts of town.

Saskia had a lot of trouble squeezing into the tiny basement, but the dwarves assured her that the crypts themselves were much more spacious. Sure enough, once she slithered down the hole excavated in the floor, she found herself in a wide corridor with a high ceiling.

Stepping briskly through the musty, winding corridors, Saskia got a definite sense of deja-vu. These were a lot like the crypts around the Dead Sanctum. Cavities spaced evenly along the walls held the withered husks of long-dead dwarves. A few were clad in bronze ceremonial armour that had survived the ages relatively intact. Most had been buried in animal hides or clothes that had fused with their flesh, or rotted away entirely, leaving only bones.

“Are we looking for anything in particular down here?” asked Saskia. “Or just exploring?”

“Always explore,” said Rover Dog. “All else secondary.”

Baldreg looked at Kveld. “You want to tell them, lad? ’Tis your wee black box that led us here.”

Kveld’s gaze shifted nervously from side to side. “Aye, I suppose…”

The silence lingered for nearly a minute before Baldreg said, “Well lad? Are you going to talk or aren’t you?”

Kveld gave a nervous cough. “I…er, well, I’ve this…thing, you see…”

Another long silence.

“This…thing?” prompted Saskia.

“Aye.”

Freygi snickered. “We’ve all seen your thing, Kveldi.”

“I haven’t seen his thing,” said Saskia. “What thing?”

“Well you haven’t missed much,” said Freygi. She looked at Rover Dog. “Now his thing, on the other hand…”

Kveld reddened. “’Tis…an heirloom. Uncle Bogglebork said it came from him.”

Saskia bit back a laugh. These dwarves and their ridiculous names… “It came from your uncle?”

“No, not my uncle. Him.”

She shook her head. “You’ve lost me.”

“Och for the love of Thondberg, lad!” Baldreg looked up at Saskia. “Kveldvorgvarl’s uncle thinks the artefact were given to his forefather by none other than Calburn the Great, the demon king himself.”

Saskia exchanged a glance with Ruhildi, who nodded up at her. “And do you believe him?”

“I didn’t at first,” said Baldreg. “But then the lad told me he’d found a way to talk to his…thing.” He frowned at Freygi, who had doubled over with mirth. “Now that must have been an interesting conversation. But there’s some truth to his madness, leastwise, because he led us to a hidden chamber beneath these very crypts.”

Saskia’s ears perked up at that. “A hidden chamber? Did you get attacked by armoured skeletons?”

Baldreg scratched his stubbly chin. “Eh? No. A stone guardian, bigger than any dwarrow. Bigger even than the lad himself. That monster were too strong for us. We had to retreat.”

Stone guardian; does he mean golem? Another glance at Ruhildi revealed that her friend was just as perplexed as she was.

“That’s why we brought you with us today,” continued Baldreg. “My hope is that trows as big and strong as yourselves can help us get past the guardian.”

“And here I thought you wanted us for our wit and charm and good looks,” said Saskia.

“Smell good too,” offered Rover Dog.

Ruhildi coughed. “You go on believing that, Dogi.”

Saskia gave a little chuckle. “You know, he smells better than most dogs back home.”

“I don’t ken what you mean,” said Ruhildi.

“A dog is a domesticated animal where I come from. We keep them as pets, put them to work in farms; a bunch of stuff. I had a pet dog, growing up. His name was Cerberus.”

“Och, well now you have another pet Dogi,” said Ruhildi, smirking at her.

Freygi murmured into Ruhildi’s ear, just loud enough for Saskia to make out her words. “Where is that then?”

“Where is what?” asked Ruhildi.

“Where does your trow hail from? She speaks the stone tongue as fluently as we do. The other trow speaks well enough too—far better than the brutes I’ve encountered afore—but he’s still more…trow-like than she.”

“I already told you, Frey,” said Ruhildi. “Sashki’s story isn’t mine to tell. If you want to ken something, ask her yourself.”

Freygi pouted at her. “Ruhi, you’re no fun!”

Saskia looked at Rover Dog. “So earlier, you acted like you’d never taken arlith—I mean divine dust—before. Why?”

He looked at her, confusion clear on his face. “I not princess.”

She laughed. “No. No you are most definitely not a princess. So what?”

“Divine dust only for queens and princesses.”

“But…” Saskia stared at his rough hide. She’d assumed trolls became rock trolls after healing enough wounds with the help of arlithite, but now she thought about it, her skin had started to thicken before she ever started taking the stuff. It had just happened much more slowly. How much time would it take to grow a hide like that without arlithite? Decades? Centuries? “How old are you, Rover Dog?”

He looked away, and it was a long time before he answered. “I not know.”

“How can you not know your age? Can you at least give me a rough estimate?”

“Not even estimate,” he said. “Too many spans. Too many… Memories not always grow back.”

She stared at him. “What’s the first thing you do remember then?”

Again he didn’t reply immediately. When he finally spoke, all he said was: “Fire.”

It seemed that was all she was going to get out of him. Which was a bit strange, because normally she couldn’t get the guy to shut up.

When the party stopped for a snack break, Saskia turned to Kveld. “Could I take a look at your…thing?”

“I happy to show princess my thing,” said Rover Dog.

Reaching into his backpack, Kveld produced an object both familiar and strange: a black cube, so smooth and dark that the only way she could discern its shape was from its silhouette. It looked like a smaller version of the keystone they’d found back in the Dead Sanctum.

Kveld peered into the object as if mesmerised. The air seemed to hum with potential. Something magicy was about to happen, she just knew it.

Something magicy happened. The cube shot out of his hands, coming to an abrupt halt in front of her face. It floated there, rotating lazily just beyond the tip of her nose.

Before she even knew what she was doing, Saskia reached up and plucked the cube out of the air.

A blinding column of light enveloped her. In the same moment, a message scroll unfurled across her interface:

Say your command, mouthlet of the master.

“Dracken’s tits!” cried Freygi.

“What did you do?” said Baldreg, looking at Kveld with narrowed eyes.

“I didn’t…” said Kveld. Then his eyes widened, and he blurted, “The master! ’Tis her!”

“What are you blathering about, lad?”

“She’s the master!” said Kveld, pointing at Saskia. “The one it kept telling me about.”

Saskia looked back at the message scroll. Yup, it seemed he’d been seeing messages like this too, somehow. She wrote on the scroll: Is this a keystone?

The words rotated around the scroll, and in their place was a new message: Yes.

Saskia: Like the one in the Dead Sanctum? Does it control a similar site?

Keystone: It can be used to control any of the master’s facilities.

Interesting. So if she understood correctly, this was a mobile keystone. The one in the Dead Sanctum had been too big to carry, but this…

Saskia: Facilities like the Dead Sanctum and the Vortex Roost?

Keystone: Yes.

This keystone had led Kveld to another such site beneath these crypts. But why hadn’t that site shown on the map the other keystone had given her? Could it have only shown her ones with keystones already plugged in? 

Saskia: Are there any other such facilities nearby?

Keystone: Present location unknown.

Saskia: Beneath the city of Torpend in the Underneath, below Ciendil.

Keystone: There is one inactive facility in that location: the Stone Bastion.

Saskia: Did you show Kveld—the dwarrow who held this keystone before me—where to find this facility?

Keystone: Yes.

Saskia: Would you do this for anyone who asked?

Keystone: No.

Saskia: Then why Does Kveld have guest privileges?

Keystone: No.

Saskia: What access privileges does Kveld have?

Keystone: The dwarrow designated Kveld has Kveld privileges.

She stared at the message. Kveld privileges? What was that supposed to mean?

“Sashki?” Ruhildi pinched her on the leg.

Blinking down at her friend, Saskia realised she’d probably been standing there staring into space for several minutes. Closing the keystone interface, she looked at the dwarves and the troll, who were all watching her expectantly.

Well…crap.

Handing the cube back to Kveld, she drew a deep breath and said, “I guess I should tell you about my father…”

Ruhildi had been right. Spilling her secrets wasn’t as much of a disaster as Saskia had feared. They didn’t try to stick her with pointy things or set her on fire. No-one called her a blasphemer or pretender. And best of all, they didn’t fawn over her or kneel before her or try to kiss her smelly feet.

She wouldn’t put it past Rover Dog to make the attempt at some point though—for entirely different reasons. He grinned at her. “Trow babies. Demon babies. I not mind which we make together, princess.”

She scowled at him. “Still going with the princess thing are you?”

“Demon princess is still princess.”

Saskia sighed. “That’s what Ruhildi said.”

While the party worked their way through the crypts, she answered their questions as best she could—so many questions. Questions were to be expected after delivering the news that, oh, by the way, this troll who they’d originally thought was Ruhildi’s pet was actually a demon from another dimension, and the daughter of…yeah, it was a lot to take in.

Saskia had her own questions too. Such as…how the hell had Kveld managed to get the keystone to obey him? When she asked him about it, Kveld just mumbled some magitechnobabble about, “…re-routing ward lines into a substitute nexus primed to my animus.” Saskia’s confusion core was about to go critical when Baldreg came to her rescue.

“Kveldvorgvarl is a shaper,” he explained. “Or he would be if he ever studied at Spindle and took up a focus. Can’t fling any spells, but there’s one thing he can do better than any of those poncy wand-wavers. No disrespect, Ruhildi.”

“It’s alright, Baldi,” said Ruhildi. “Most of them are fair poncy.”

“Wards,” continued Baldreg. “The lad can inscribe a ward faster than he can say his own name.”

“It’s quite a long name,” said Saskia. “So what do wards have to do with the keystone?”

“Keystone?” said Baldreg. “Is that what his thing is called? He just told me it uses ward magic.”

“Keystones are used to control wards, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “If Kveldi’s keystone is anything like the one in the Dead Sanctum, ’tis fair complex—its construction far beyond the abilities of any shaper alive today. ’Twere almost as if it had a mind of its own.”

“I got that impression too,” said Saskia. “Artificial intelligence. Or at least a very sophisticated program.”

“I don’t ken what you mean,” said Ruhildi.

“Never mind.” Saskia frowned as a thought occurred to her. She turned to Kveld. “You hacked it!”

He looked at her blankly.

“You hacked the keystone to give yourself a special set of access privileges! Oh wow, I know what you are now. You’re a nerd!”

Kveld’s look of bafflement intensified. “I…er…is that a good thing or…?”

“It’s good! Great, even! Most of my friends on Earth were nerds. Well, some were geeks. A couple of dorks too. If only I could’ve introduced them to you.”

He stared at her for a long moment, before saying, “I…I’ve not an inkling what you just…”

“Get used to it, Kveldi,” said Ruhildi.

Shifting aside a stone panel on the floor of an otherwise innocuous-looking room, they uncovered a short staircase. At the bottom of the staircase, one of those magical dwarven palm readers was set against a smooth wall. However, no light emanated from this one when she saved her hand over it. And the door it was meant to open…was already open.

“’Tis much like the Dead Sanctum,” said Ruhildi. “I can sense nought but solid rock down there, though my eyes tell me elsewise.”

“How’d you get the door open?” asked Saskia.

“’Twere like that when we got here,” said Baldreg. “Don’t go inside just yet. The chamber with the stone guardian lies just around the corner. Gather close, everyone, and let’s talk strategy.”

“Alright,” he said when they drew near. “Ruhildi, can you do your…” He waggled his fingers. “…with the residents of these crypts?”

“Aye,” she said. “Though the dead won’t hold up against the stone guardian if ’tis as strong as you suggest, Baldi.”

“Wait,” said Saskia. “You told them you’re a…”

“Of course, Sashki. I told them all ’cept the secrets that were not mine to tell.”

“The dead don’t need to last forever,” said Baldreg. “They just need to distract the guardian so we can either disable it or get around it. Should they fall before we can do that, it’ll be your job…” He nodded up at Saskia and Rover Dog. “…to keep it from smearing the rest of us across the walls.” He paused, before adding, hesitantly, “If it pleases the Caesitor.”

Saskia sighed. Caesitor was the name they gave to the demon king’s heir. Which was her, apparently. “I have an idea. Before you all go rushing in, I’d like to try something…”

Half an hour later, she stepped out into the corridor, breathing heavily. Her whole body ached. That had been a serious workout.

“Okay, you can come in now,” she told them.

Stepping through the hole in the wall, they followed her down a short tunnel and into the chamber beyond. She watched with rising amusement as the dwarves peered around the room.

“Where is it?” said Baldreg.

“Where is what?” said Saskia, grinning at him.

“The stone guardian! ’Twere right here!”

“Oh that,” she said. “I moved it.”

“You moved it,” he repeated.

Ruhildi let out a groan. “Not this again. Just so you ken, I amn’t letting you carry me in a bag this time.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Saskia assured her. “This site is much smaller than the Dead Sanctum. There are only a few stone guardians, and I dragged them into the side chambers. There’s a clear path all the way to the control chamber. Just don’t go opening any doors, and you’ll be fine.”

“And they just let you drag them,” said Baldreg.

“Yup. Weighed a ton though—literally, I think. It’s because of my…heritage. They didn’t see me as a threat. They might not have attacked Ruhildi or Kveld either, if they’d come in here alone. I’d rather not test that theory yet though.”

They followed her through empty halls lined with the blue glassy material Ruhildi had once told her was an altered form of arlium.

“Princess no fun,” said Rover Dog. “I want fight.”

“The trow speaks true,” said Freygi. “This is boring.”

Saskia rolled her eyes. “Any of those guardians we don’t destroy will become our faithful servants once I’m through with them. So you’re welcome!”

The control chamber was much like the other one; a nexus of converging blue lines. But where the keystone had sat in the Dead Sanctum, here there was just a small rectangular indentation in the floor.

Taking the keystone from Kveld, she set it in the slot. Immediately, she leapt back as the jet black stone swelled to ten times its original size. The lines on the walls flared brilliant blue, drawing gasps from the dwarves.

Reaching out with trembling fingers, she touched the newly embiggened keystone.

Keystone: Say your command, mouthlet of the master.

After some negotiations with the keystone, she asked Rover Dog and each of the dwarves to touch it in turn, granting them guest access. When Kveld’s turn came, he stood there a lot longer than the others.

“There’ll be time enough to play later,” said Saskia, prising him away from his toy.

They spent the rest of the day exploring the newly awakened facility. There were living quarters, a library, an armoury and what appeared to be a golem foundry or laboratory: an immense chamber filled with slabs of inanimate rock shaped into various humanoid and animal forms. On a bench sat a smooth chunk of blue arlium that might very well be the heart of a golem.

As they sat around a roaring fire, enjoying an evening meal, Saskia told them, “I think I’ve found my new home.”

“’Tis home enough for us all, if you’ll have us, Caesitor,” said Baldreg, to murmurs of agreement from the other dwarves.

“I need no home, princess,” said Rover Dog. “But I stay a while too.”

That night, as she curled up on the floor of her very own bedroom (one of these days, she’d have to make a proper bed), Saskia felt something she hadn’t truly felt in a long time. Here, in this bastion of stone, hidden beneath the last city of the dwarves, she felt content.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 15: Funnelling

    
    
    
    
                Beneath forgotten crypts lay ancient halls, newly occupied, but not yet fully awakened. Stone golems stood silent watch over empty rooms, while the newcomers sat and paced and slumbered and…did other things. One of those who slept was a gigantic troll, with skin as hard and smooth as the cold stone floor on which she lay, snoring loudly enough to set the chamber door rattling.

Saskia watched the sleeping troll on her desktop monitor, trying to remember why the creature looked so familiar to her.

“What’cha working on, Sass?” asked Fergus, standing over her shoulder.

“Testing some assets I created for Dave’s new dungeon. ‘The Stone Bastion,’ he called it.” She gave a little eye-roll as she air-quoted the name.

“Sounds a bit…I dunno, generic, don’t you think?” said Fergus. “I mean, we get it. Dwarves love rocks. But do they have to name everything after them?”

Saskia laughed. “That’s what I said!”

“Hey, dumbarse gamers eat that shit up,” said Dave, glowering at them from his desk. “Doesn’t stop them from complaining, of course: ‘Elves and dwarves, elves and dwarves, elves and motherfucking dwarves.’ So what happens when someone makes a fantasy RPG without elves and dwarves? No-one fucking buys it. They all buy that other game with elves and motherfucking dwarves.”

“You really think the average gamer’s taste is that terrible?” said Fergus. “They can’t stomach any changes to the tried-and-true formula?”

“Oh, you can make small changes,” said Dave. “Really small. Try to change too much, and if you’re really, really lucky, you might just end up with the next critically acclaimed commercial flop.”

“And if you’re unlucky?” asked Fergus.

“The critics will hate it too.”

“Wow, how cynical of you, Dave,” said Saskia.

“You know I’m right,” said Dave. “I’m not here for my winning personality. I’m here because I’m always fucking right.”

“He is right about one thing,” said a voice that sent a shiver of dread down her spine. “Flatlanders resist change at every turn. What they don’t understand, they ignore—or destroy.”

She whirled about in her chair to see none other than Calbert Bitterbee standing in the doorway.

“What are you doing here?” she said, unable to keep the exasperation from her voice. “This is my…” She glanced around at her friends’ faces, staring blankly into the void. “Oh.”

Saskia floated in that void. Tendrils of flesh and vine trailed from her body, passing through the screen and into the sleeping troll.

Calbert laughed. “Flatlanders they may be, but human minds do come up with some interesting metaphors.”

“I’m human? I was beginning to think this…” She spread her wings, sending vine-tendrils flailing. “…might be my true form.”

“Yes…and no.”

“Yes and no to which part? Human or Cthulian winged tentacle monster?”

“Yes…and—”

“…and no. I get it. You’re a real donkhole, you know that, Calbert, or Calburn, or frockever you are. I don’t think you’d give me a straight answer if I tied you to a plank.”

“Though I do enjoy toying with you, I’m not withholding information simply for the fun of it,” he said. “It will take time to properly prepare your surface mind before you can grasp the nature of our realities. Now that you’ve found your way to my Bastion, we can get started on that. But first, there’s an urgent matter we must attend to. I alluded to it in our last meeting, but time has almost run out. So I’ll just get right to it.”

The image on the screen shifted, and in place of the troll were dozens of dwarves standing on a ledge near the bottom of a tall chasm, holding wands aloft. The ground below them shuddered and split. A stream of searing white spilled from the crack, pouring upward through the shaft.

Again the view shifted. She was looking out over a forest city, surrounded by a high circle of tangled vines. The trees shook and swayed and toppled, and with a thunderous boom, a column of white light rose from the heart of the city, pouring high into the sky, consuming trees and buildings and elves in an ever-expanding conflagration.

Cracks snaked outward across the scorched forest floor, and wherever they spread, streams of white spilled into the air. Thunder crackled overhead, arcing from clouds of billowing flame and ash.

The roiling cloud spread across the sky like a burning carpet. And from that cloud fell a rain of fire.


Saskia was on her feet the moment she awoke.

That had been no mere dream, she was certain of it. And she now knew exactly what the shapers were planning. Her father had warned her about the dwarves back in the Dead Sanctum; their ‘little funnelling project,’ he’d called it. Understatement of the century. There was nothing little about this insanity.

She’d intended to gather information about the dwarven project the moment she arrived in the Underneath. But she’d been distracted by her own problems. Always distracted. Meanwhile, two weeks had come and gone. Two weeks. This was like one of those annoying timed quests in games. While she’d been dorking around with side quests, the main quest timer had almost run out!

These thoughts whirled through her head as she tore into the room next door, where Baldreg and Freygi were sleeping. Or…not sleeping, as it turned out. But she was too wired to care what they were doing.

“The shapers!” she blurted. “I know what they’re doing up there!”

“W-what are you…?” spluttered Baldreg, fumbling to extricate himself from his wife. “Caesitor you may be, but you could larn to knock!”

“Or mayhap you’d care to join in,” suggested Freygi, spreading her arms wide.

“I’ll…go wake the others,” said Saskia, hastily backing out the door. “You all need to hear this.”

They all gathered in the dining hall, where Saskia told them about her dream vision of fire and death. The dwarves’ initial reactions were not quite what she’d been hoping for.

“Good,” said Baldreg. Kveld looked sheepish, while Freygi and Ruhildi nodded slowly in agreement.

Saskia stared at them, aghast. “Are you joking?”

“If the shapers want to destroy a city full of leaf-ears, I say good for them,” said Baldreg. “Let the bastards burn!”

Ruhildi flashed Saskia an apologetic look. “What Baldi means is the leaf-ears would do the same to Torpend if they had the chance. ’Tis misfortunate that some of their little’uns have to die for the crimes of their parents, but such is the price of this never-ending war.”

“Okay, first, I can’t believe you’re advocating the mass slaughter of innocents for any reason,” said Saskia. “Second, I don’t think you understood what I told you. It’s not just one city that’ll go kabloowie. I saw fire raining from the sky all across Ciendil; the ground cracking apart. Real end-of-the-world level stuff. And third, the part I hadn’t gotten to yet: Calburn made it very clear to me that the plan would backfire. ‘It is not the salvation they think it is. It is their doom.’ Those were the words of your precious demon king.”

This of course resulted in a flurry of questions as to how exactly she could have spoken to her dead father. Probably shoulda brought that up earlier, she thought to herself as she struggled to explain his presence in her dreams.

When she was done, they just sat there, staring at her as the silence stretched into awkward territory. Ah awkward, my old friend, she thought. So good to see you again.

“Aye well that changes things,” said Ruhildi, finally breaking the silence.

Baldreg frowned. “I don’t understand. The Underneath should be safe from almost any calamity that befalls the alvari up top.”

“I can think of at least one way it could play out,” said Saskia. “What if Abellion doesn’t take kindly to the slaughter of countless followers? What if he decides to intervene directly?”

“’Twould be the Desecration all over again,” said Ruhildi. “You may be right, Sashki. Though part of me relishes the thought of facing the tyrant in battle, we just aren’t ready for that. ’Twould bring about the annihilation of our people.”

Freygi nodded. “More than anything, I want to shove a dagger in old Abbi, but even I can see how that would turn out.”

Ruhildi rose to her feet. “Though it pains me to do this, I’ve put it off long enough. ’Tis time to pay my pap a wee visit. See if I can beat some sense into him. He’s the one behind this fool plan of theirs, I’m sure of it.”

“Be careful, Ruhi,” said Freygi. “Mangi doesn’t ken you’re alive. A martyr serves his purpose well enough, but a living, breathing symbol…”

“’Tis a risk I’ll have to take.”

“I could go with you, if you like,” suggested Saskia.

Ruhildi smirked at her. “Och, ’twould almost be worth having you crawl through the tunnels of Spindle, just to see the looks on their faces. But no, Sashki. Those corridors would be too much of a tight squeeze for one of your…stature.”

Saskia frowned. “Are you calling me fat?”

“Not fat, no. Just…”

“Gargantuan,” said Kveld.

Freygi and Baldreg and Ruhildi burst out laughing. “So says the giant,” said Freygi.

Ruhildi wasted no time heading out to confront her father. Freygi went to Myrna's house to update her on their situation. Saskia still wasn't entirely sure of Myrna's affiliation with the band of miscreants, but she guessed the old dwarf stood in that murky area somewhere between landlady and co-conspirator.

With Saskia's permission, Kveld spent his time glued to the keystone, while she, Rover Dog and Baldreg set about the task of cleaning up and restoring their new base of operations. Later that morning, she almost leapt out of her skin at the sight of six stone golems marching down the hallway toward her.

“Kveld,” she muttered, rushing to the control chamber.

“Caesitor, I’ve worked it out!” said the dwarf. “’Tis like ward magic, only…not. This thing lets me tap into the heartstone matrix, without the need for… Just as well, that, because I can’t form my own essence patterns. Ruhildi could do it, mayhap. But for me, I have to rely on an external source of—”

“Whoa slow down,” she said. These were more words than Kveld had ever spoken in her presence. “You’ve figured out how to control the stone guardians, I can see that much. Is it something I could learn to do too?”

“I don’t…I mean, only if you are a stoneshaper—or even a half-shaper like me.”

“Nope,” said Saskia. “Oh well. I guess you're on golem duty then. For now, how about you station two of them at the entrance as guards, and have the rest help us clean this place up. I hope they’re good at lifting things.”

“’Twould be my honour, Caesitor.”

“None of that Caesitor crap. Just Saskia, please.”

“If…if you say so, Caes—kia.”

By mid-afternoon, with the help of the golems, the place was looking much more habitable. Freygi returned with Myrna in tow; the latter of whom had insisted on coming to inspect their new abode. The golems almost stepped on the poor lady, until Kveld hurriedly ordered them away, and Saskia rushed her to the control chamber to add her to the guest list.

Evening came and went without any sign of Ruhildi. Saskia was getting increasingly worried, and she could tell from the dwarves’ sombre expressions that she wasn’t the only one.

“She should’ve been back bells ago,” said Freygi, voicing everyone’s concern. “If those shapers have hurt her, I swear I’m going to go up there and put holes in every last one them!”

This anxious waiting was worse than staring down the barrel of a gun. She needed to do something. But what?

Stalking off to her room, she slumped down on the floor and consulted her minimap. It barely reached the pillar of Spindle, and the place was so covered in map markers that it was impossible to tell what was really going on in there. Although…

What if there were a way to see inside Spindle? Her minimap—and any map, really—was just an abstraction that gave her a broad overview of what things looked like at a distance. But this ability must be getting its information from the world itself in a rawer, less abstract form, before translating it into something her brain could process. That was, after all, her leading theory for why she saw this game-like interface in the first place.

The fact that she could see through Garrain’s eyes and occasionally experienced visions of the past meant there was more than one way to peer through space and time. In Garrain’s case, there was the obvious connection to his focus. But maybe that was just a shortcut; something that had allowed her to make the leap sooner and more easily than she otherwise might have achieved. Absorbing his focus into her body had complicated things, and she couldn’t tell whether the newest developments—her ability to speak into his mind, and control his magic—were oracle powers or something else entirely. But the original ability to see through his eyes; that seemed like the kind of thing an oracle might be able to do with or without such a connection.

It was worth a shot. But how to build a connection to someone else—someone she’d probably never have met before? Staring at her minimap for a while, she focussed her attention on one of the markers moving about inside Spindle.

What are you seeing right now, my little orange blob? she thought.

Saskia reached out with mental tendrils and…

Suddenly, she was walking through a long corridor of dark, smooth stone, lit by crystal spheres dangling from the low ceiling. Through windows set along the outer wall she looked down upon the flickering lights of the nearby city streets. Not particularly high up yet; the vertical reach of her minimap was quite limited when it came to enclosed structures like this.

But this important thing was that it had worked! It had actually worked! She felt like clapping, except she was not the one in control of these hands; hands that were thick and calloused, and attached to a body that was clearly male. Cautiously, she pulled up her minimap. Would the owner of this body see it too, as had Garrain?

Nope. The guy didn’t react in the slightest, thank dogs. So this was a one-way connection then, as had been her original link to the druid.

The minimap was now centred on this dwarf’s location inside Spindle. From here, she could zoom in closer and go up floor-by-floor. The structure appeared to have a hollow core, with tunnels shaped like rings and spokes cut into the solid rock of its thick shell. There was no sign of her friend’s telltale blue marker on the nearby floors, so she reached for one of the other markers higher up.

A moment later, she was seeing out of another dwarf’s eyes. He stood on a balcony overlooking the immense shaft that ran up the centre of Spindle. There were metal cages rattling their way up and down the sides of the shaft on rickety chains.

Huh, so they’ve invented elevators, of the white-knuckled variety, she thought to herself. You wouldn’t catch me stepping into one of those jankarific deathtraps, even if I could somehow fit inside.

Saskia continued her search, leaping from person-to-person as she gradually ascended the giant stone pillar. It seemed as if Spindle had formed when a colossal stalactite and an equally huge stalagmite fused in the middle. It tapered into a narrow column at its centre. Here, the structure was no longer hollow, and it was here that she found something that gave her pause.

From the eyes of a dwarf woman, she looked upon a large open chamber with a shimmering pool of crystal blue water at its centre. A spiral of stone columns rose from the pool at varying heights, like one of those jumping puzzles in platform games that annoyed the hell out of her.

There was no jumping going on here though. At least not the kind of jumping one did standing up. Atop several of the pillars lay naked dwarves, entwined together and engaging in some very vigorous…uh, horizontal exercise.

Wow, okay, she thought. I think I know what this room is…

Her host’s gaze turned upward to the huge crystal of shimmering midnight jutting from the high ceiling.

Yup, that must be the seed of stone. And this is what Ruhildi called ‘the humping chamber.’

The room itself, minus the humping dwarves, seemed vaguely familiar to her, though she had no idea why. She’d obviously never been here before.

Trying to ignore the scene playing out before her, Saskia searched her minimap for…

There! Just a few floors up. Her friend was in a small room on the western side.

Leaping into Ruhildi’s head produced a moment of panic. Here, she could see nothing but darkness. A darkened room or…?

No, there wasn’t just darkness. Every now and then, images would light the dark for the briefest of moments. A young dwarven girl, grinning mischievously. A male dwarf shouting at her, his cheek torn and bloody. An elf child sprawled on the ground with an axe in his back. At one point Saskia’s trollish face appeared, smiling down at her with not a hint of teeth showing. And there was Baldreg, laughing uproariously.

Ruhildi must be asleep, or perhaps something deeper than sleep. Even those times when Saskia had spied on Garrain’s dreams hadn’t been quite like this.

There was another map marker in the same room, so she hopped into that one, and found herself looking down on Ruhildi’s unconscious form, strapped to a bed. Her chest rose and fell in slow, regular breaths.

Saskia’s view spun about, and then she was facing a different dwarf who had just entered the room; a smooth-skinned guy with salt-and-pepper hair, a slightly unkempt beard and a frown on his face. His map marker was deep red, almost violet, which implied a truly dangerous level of power.

“How is she?” he asked.

Only now did it occur to Saskia to be surprised that she could hear things as well as see them. It hadn’t been like this, at first, with Garrain.

“Stable, Honoured Chancellor,” said a woman’s voice—that of the dwarf in whose head she resided. “She’ll be out cold for six bells, leastwise.”

Chancellor? So this was Ruhildi’s father, Mangorn.

“Give her another dose at five bells,” said the Chancellor. “We can’t risk her waking up until we’ve extracted that thing from her chest. It may already be too late to save her from the leaf-ears’ corruption, but one way or another, I’ll end my daughter’s suffering.”

“Of course, Honoured Chancellor. Though I must warn you again of the risk of extraction. The arlium is jammed right up against her heart. It might even have punctured—”

“I ken the risk, medica. Were she in her right mind, my daughter would ask us to do this, no matter the risk. And at first light, we will do this.”

Without waiting for a reply, Mangorn spun about and left the room.

Saskia reached out and severed the connection. She ran to find the others. Before she’d even finished speaking, the dwarves sprang into action, fetching weapons and gear.

“You’re going after her,” she said. It wasn’t really a question.

“Aye,” said Baldreg. “Tell me where the bastards are keeping her.”

She described what she’d seen as best she could, concluding with, “It’s really high up. How are you gonna get there?”

“It may sound strange to you, but this won’t be the first time we’ve infiltrated Spindle,” said Freygi.

“Aye,” said Baldreg, with a chuckle. “Remember the time I planted a dead kwibber under the Proctor’s pillow? That were a lark worthy of a—”

“A silly wee lad,” interrupted Freygi.

“Aye, but I’m your silly wee lad,” said Baldreg, reeling her in for a kiss.

“Is this really the time for…?” muttered Saskia.

Kveld gave a dwarven shrug. “They always get…like this. Afore heading into danger.”

No sooner had they broken the kiss than Baldreg and Freygi became all business once again. Over their armour, the three dwarves donned what they assured her was typical shaper garb. They each carried metal wands tipped with what looked like real arlium. Actually, she suspected those were real wands, taken from real stoneshapers. Saskia didn’t ask what had happened to their original owners.

“I wish I could come with you,” she said. “I just can’t stand being so useless, while you’re out there risking your necks for her.”

“Useless is not a word I’d ascribe to you, Caesitor,” said Baldreg. “You’ve given us the information that will allow us to save her. That’s more than enough.”

While they finished their preparations, Saskia drew them a rough map of each floor she’d seen, with careful attention to the one where Ruhildi was being held.

And then they were off. Saskia was left alone with Rover Dog and Myrna and the golems. At least in body.

With Freygi’s permission, she rode along inside the dwarf woman’s head, and watched as they made their way up out of the crypts and across the darkened city streets to Spindle.

Once there, they simply marched through the front door. The guards barely gave them a second glance.

Most of the shapers were away…starting an apocalypse, apparently, and it was late at night, so the corridors were pretty empty as they made their way to the inner shaft, where an elevator waited. On the gate of the elevator cage was a stone plate with a black gemstone at its centre, and unfamiliar symbols carved in a circular pattern around it.

Kveld whipped out a small knife and scratched a couple of additional lines on top of one of the symbols. He pressed his palm against the gemstone and closed his eyes. A moment later, the gate popped open.

“What would we do without a Kveldi?” said Freygi.

“Er…take the stairs, methinks?” said Kveld.

“’Twere a rhetorical question, you numbwit,” said Freygi.

Inside the cage, Kveld pressed his hand to another gemstone on the floor. The gate swung shut, and the cage began to rise.

And rise, and rise, and rise. It was as slow and juddery as it had looked from the outside. Saskia wasn’t even in the thing, and she could feel her teeth rattling in sympathy.

When they stepped out of the cage at the top of the shaft, they were just a few floors shy of Ruhildi’s location. Consulting the maps Saskia had given him, Baldreg led them up several flights of stairs and through the silent corridors that led to the room containing the sleeping prisoner.

Two guards stood outside the door. One was clearly half asleep, while the other stood picking his nose. Saskia tensed as Freygi stalked toward the nose-picker, daggers drawn. Closing the final few metres, the dwarf woman pressed her arm over his mouth and drew her daggers across his throat. As she lowered the twitching body to the floor, the other guard jerked to alertness. Crossbow bolts went through his throat and open mouth, spraying the wall with his blood.

Sickened, Saskia watched Kveld and Baldreg drag the bodies out of sight. She’d never get used to the dwarves’ casual attitude toward killing, but in this case, to do anything else would have risked having the guards raise the alarm. Maybe they could have talked down the guards, but…no, that was just wishful thinking. There had been no other way.

Mercifully, the only person inside the room was Ruhildi herself, who remained unconscious and strapped to the bed. Freygi lowered a vial to her lips and gently slapped her on the cheeks, until her eyes rolled open, groggy and half-focussed.

“Wha…?” she murmured.

“We’ve come to get you out,” said Baldreg. “Can you walk? Or stumble, leastwise?”

Ruhildi nodded, and as she struggled onto shaking feet, her eyes widened. “That bollocking shite! I’m going to kill him.”

“If you still feel that way when next we see him, I’ll help,” said Freygi. “But not here. Let’s be away.”

Freygi took the rear as Baldreg and Kveld half-led, half-carried Ruhildi down the corridor, toward freedom.

It was then that Saskia spotted red-violet marker in a large room on the floor above the one where they’d been keeping Ruhildi. Without even consciously considered what she was doing, Saskia leapt into his head.

Through Mangorn’s eyes, she could see he had his back pressed against the wall of the sumptuously decorated room. Saskia heard him draw in a series of deep, shuddering breaths.

“What did they do to you, lass?” he whispered.

There came a knock at the door. “Honoured Chancellor, ’tis I, Inglevor. May we have a word?”

Sighing, Mangorn opened the door. “What is it now, Second Rector?”

“’Tis about what Vindica said. I’ve been reviewing some of the calculations, and I believe there may be some truth to—”

“You can stop right there, Rector.”

“But, with utmost respect, Honoured Chancellor—”

“I said stop. I won’t say it again.” He sighed. “We couldn’t prevent this even if we desired it. The messengers would never reach our crews in time. Before the fiveday is out, there will be a reckoning. The leaf-ears will burn. And if the world burns with them, then so be it. It is done. We are done. Now begone!”

Ice settled into Saskia’s stomach. Five days. Just five days to…the apocalypse, essentially.

She returned to Freygi’s head just as they entered the elevator. They laid Ruhildi down on the floor, and the cage began its juddery descent.

They were halfway down when there came a shout from across the open shaft. Everyone tensed, fingers darting to weapons, until it became apparent that the shout hadn’t been directed at them. Saskia watched, bemused, as a white-haired dwarf tore strips out of a pair of young boys who had been caught sneaking out of their dorms after curfew.

By the time they reached the ground floor, Ruhildi had woken up enough to stumble along without assistance. That was just as well, because as they were stepping out of the cage, the blast of a horn sounded from above.

Baldreg grimaced and drew his crossbow, nocking a bolt in each slot. “Just as I were beginning to think this would be a clean escape. Keep your eyes sharp and your blades sharper.”

A short distance down the tunnel, Saskia wanted to scream at them to take cover. Four yellow markers came hurtling around a corner toward them.

Baldreg must have heard something, because a crossbow bolt was already in the air as the guards rounded the corner and…

The bolt punched through the hand of a very startled young stoneshaper, who dropped his wand and slumped to the ground, wailing and clutching his bloody fingers. His three companions halted in their tracks, faces ashen. “You shot Vanglebrower!” one of them blurted. And it was then that Saskia realised she’d seen these guys before. They were the novices who had attacked her and Rover Dog—the ones whom Ruhildi had so thoroughly schooled.

Ruhildi placed her hand on Baldreg’s shoulder, and he lowered his weapon.

“A misfortunate error,” said Ruhildi. “You’d best go to the medica, and be quick about it, novices! ’Tisn’t safe for you here. We’re hunting a group of dangerous intruders.”

They stared at Ruhildi for a long moment. Unlike the last time they’d met, her face wasn’t shrouded beneath a hood.

“Is that…? It can’t be!”

“The one from the paintings. The statue!”

“Vindica…? But she’s dead!”

“We don’t have time for this,” growled Freygi, stalking toward the novices. “Get you going, lads, afore we make another mistake.”

Startled, the novices turned and ran in the opposite direction. The injured one didn’t even bother to collect his wand.

Rather than heading for the front door, the dwarves hurried up a flight of stairs and climbed out a window on the second floor. Outside, they dashed between walls and hedges and stone spires ducking out of sight of several guards searching the nearby streets. In movies and games, it was here, just as they thought they were home free, when they’d be spotted, and start a fight or chase scene would ensue.

None of that happened tonight, to Saskia’s relief. They made their way back across the city and down into the Stone Bastion without incident.

As they sat around the cookfire discussing the long day’s events, Ruhildi spoke with barely contained rage. “When I asked him to call halt to his folly of a plan, he accused me of being in league with the leaf-ears. Me! Working for them! Things got a wee bit heated, and I may have tried to sink him into the floor…”

Saskia groaned silently. Ruhildi-style diplomacy at its finest.

“Next thing I kenned, I’d a poisoned dart in my neck. I don’t ken what would have happened if you hadn’t come for me.”

“He was going to extract your focus from your chest,” said Saskia.

Her face turned ashen. “But that would have…”

“Killed you,” said Saskia. “Yeah I figured as much. The medica tried to talk him out of it. He pretty much said he’d rather have you die now than live on with the alvari ‘corruption’ inside you.”

Ruhildi let out a long breath. “He’s lost his mind. Pap weren’t always easy to be around, and I weren’t the most compliant daughter. After Nadi…we couldn’t see eye-to-eye after that. But ’twere never this bad afore.”

“It’s been a long time, Ruhildi,” said Saskia. “All that time, he thought he’d lost you. I think he’s been channelling his grief into this funnelling project. Vengeance against the elves, at all costs. He’s not going to let go of that easily.”

“Aye, there’ll be no talking him down now,” said Baldreg. “And the other shapers still answer to him. We just made enemies of the whole Guild.”

“I don’t think it matters,” said Saskia. When the others glared at her, she clarified, “Well obviously it sucks that Mangorn is being such a loony about all of this, but I overheard him talking to one of his underlings. He said there’s nothing he could do to halt the shapers even if he wanted to. Whatever they’re doing, it’ll happen before any messengers could possibly reach them.”

“If there’s nothing we can do, why did Calburn send you that dream?” said Ruhildi, looking defeated.

“There’s nothing we can do,” said Saskia. “But there may be someone who can do something. And I’m sorry, you’re not going to like this pointy-eared someone.”

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 16: Screaming

    
    
    
    
                High on a hilltop, beneath the fading eldergreens, he walked a silent, lonely path to the world’s end.

The song of life was still and silent. There were no birds; no bugs; no peremalkin dangling from overhead branches. All that reached his aching ears were the creak of frozen trees, the sigh of escaping air, and the wheezing gasp of his laboured breaths.

The trees parted before him, and he looked out across the ruin of Laskwood; the crater where had once stood Wengarlen and the seed of life. Blackened stumps swathed in ice, for as far as the eye could see.

First had come fire; a seething fury that had seared away the forest and boiled away the sea. Then darkness and creeping ice and slow suffocation. One by one, his people had succumbed to the slow doom. He may very well be the last alvar to walk the boughs of Ciendil.

And now his time had come.

He teetered and fell backward into a mound of hard-packed snow. Gazing up at the blackened sky, his final breath fleeing from frozen lips, he wondered if this had been Abellion’s plan all along.

“Probably,” said the dark-eyed dwarrow. “Your god’s an arse. But the shapers who did the deed were much closer to home. You could’ve stopped them. And yet here you lie, impotent keeper.”


A fist pounded against his chest. Garrain blinked and spluttered and gasped in a lungful of searing air. Nuille peered into his eyes, her brow knitted in concern.

“Deus, I thought you were dying for a moment there,” she breathed, sagging back against his chest.

An icy chill seeped into his bones, in spite of the warm body pressed against him. It had felt as though he were dying. The dreams had been getting more dire each night since their return to Wengarlen.

No, not just dreams. Warnings.

“Demon be damned, we must go back,” he murmured.

“Go back where, ardonis?” said Nuille.

“To the dwarrow den. To finish what we started.”

She let out a long-suffering sigh. “I know you want your revenge for what they did to Ollagor, but have a little patience. And stop worrying. Those dwarrows will get what’s coming to them just as soon as the Chosen returns.”

The elders had said much the same thing. They’d assemble a warband when Thiachrin returned to lead it, and not a moment sooner. It irked him that none of them—not even Jevren—had taken his warning seriously enough to sanction a more immediate response.

“You don’t understand,” said Garrain. “We’re running out of time. And Thiachrin…he’s not a good person, my light.” He stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t know what will happen when he gets back.”

Nuille sat up in their sleepsack, arms folded across her breasts. “What do you mean? He’s the Chosen now. If Abellion saw fit to bestow his blessing on the blademaster, he must be worthy of it.”

“I just don’t know any more,” he admitted. “Everything we’ve been taught—about the Chosen, about alvari and dwarrows and demons, about the Arbordeus himself—what if it’s all lies?”

She stiffened. “Why would you say such a thing? You know, you’ve been acting strangely ever since we got back. You’ve barely been sleeping. You regained your magic but not your focus. There have been whispers… Something’s not right, and I’m not talking about those devious little stoneshapers. What really happened down there, ardonis?”

“I…want to tell you,” he said. “But if I do…if anyone else should learn of this, I don’t know what she’ll—I may lose it all over again.”

She cupped her hand to the side of his face. “We’re lifemates, Garrain. Our fates are bound. Whatever it is you have to say—I can’t promise I’ll be happy about it—but I won’t betray your secret.”

He lay there silently for a long moment, gazing into her exquisite amber eyes. Then he smiled up at her. “You’re right. I should have just told you from the start. Saskia, if you’re watching this, know that you can trust Nuille. She deserves to know the truth. And if you don’t like it…you do what you have to.”

Nuille glanced about the room, before turning back to him, looking bewildered. “Who is Saskia? Why are you…?”

He placed his fingers to her lips. “Now who’s the impatient one, my light? That’s what I’m about to tell you. You see, the demon isn’t—deus!”

At that very moment, the housetree shuddered so violently that their sleepsack popped off its hooks and deposited them in a heap on the floor. They clung to one another as the floors and walls creaked and swayed around them. A rumbling sound filled the air, drowning out their hammering heartbeats. Finally, the shaking and the tumult receded, and they picked themselves up off the floor now scattered with fallen debris.

“W-what the fuck was that?” said Nuille, sounding as shaken as he felt.

“It is as I feared,” he said. “This is the dwarrows’ doing, I’m sure of it.”

Throwing on some clothes, he slid down the central pole to the ground floor and rolled open the door.

“Don’t forget this!” said Nuille.

Garrain deftly caught the staff she threw at him, eyeing the gnarled witherbark, inset with arlium at the tip. He’d taken to carrying this counterfeit focus with him wherever he went, so he could cast spells without arousing suspicion. He probably wouldn’t be able to keep up the pretence indefinitely, but for now, only Nuille knew that it was fake. As far as Jevren and the other elders knew, he’d pulled the arlium shard from his old, broken staff, and grown a new staff around it.

The ground outside was littered with sticks and leaves and fruit shaken free by the disturbance. Down the path and across the stream, a nude alvessi knelt on the grass, her face a mask of confusion and fear. A trickle of blood ran down her neck. Nuille rushed across the stream to tend to her injury, which had resulted from a falling branch that had struck her on the side of the head.

They were fortunate no-one had been seriously hurt, but a sinking feeling in his gut told him this would only get worse. Until the dwarrows were dealt with, no-one would be safe.

“Keeper Garrain?”

He spun to face the new arrivals: a trio of wardens, standing with spears and shields at the ready.

“You have been summoned, keeper. Please come with us.”

“What’s the meaning of this?” said Nuille, glaring at the newcomers.

“Perhaps in light of this morn’s disturbance, the elders have decided to take heed of my warning,” said Garrain.

In truth, he rather doubted that. The elders could have sent a messenger skrike, after all. But the last thing he wanted was for Nuille to make a scene and get herself in trouble with the wardens.

Garrain followed them into the heart of Wengarlen, to the drackenwood grove, where stood the ring of elders, all watching him with blank expressions. Even Jevren withheld his usual friendly smile.

Well, he thought, at least they aren’t laughing at me.

A large band of wardens and rangers stood to one side of the grove. He recognised many of their faces. He’d trained with them and fought with several of them against Ruhildi’s minions, but they offered him not a hint of acknowledgement.

Addressing the elders was a familiar silhouette. Familiar and yet…changed. Garrain recognised the impressive size and musculature, as well as the claymore at his back. But the hair was gone from the top of the alvar’s head, and on his face was set a rigid mask, pale as bleached bone.

Garrain stepped up to Thiachrin and the elders, his stomach a knot of dread.

“Imagine our surprise when we learned that a certain fledgling survived an unsurvivable fall,” said the Chosen, turning to face him. “Tell us, fledgling, how did you accomplish such a remarkable feat?”

Thiachrin’s appearance wasn’t all that had changed. He’d never referred to himself with the plural ‘we’ before. Garrain didn’t know the full extent of a Chosen’s abilities, but he had serious doubts about his ability to tell a convincing lie to his former mentor.

“As I told the elders, the demon…” He swallowed. “I landed atop her. She broke my fall.”

Technically, that wasn’t even a lie. The only deception in his statement was the order in which those two events had occurred. That unfathomable creature she’d briefly become had broken his fall by snatching him out of the air—smashing his leg against a wall in the process. He’d landed on top of her just as she folded in on herself, assuming, once again, the guise of a trow.

“Indeed,” said the Chosen. “And where is the demon—the caedling—now?”

Garrain stared into the pale eyes behind the mask, now looming over him, and swallowed again. There was no way to answer this without earning himself a slow death, or telling an outright lie. He chose the latter. “As far as I know, she’s but a lump of meat splattered across the rocks where we fell.”

Thiachrin was silent for a long moment before he spoke. “Really, fledgling, you may have fooled these…” He gave a derisive grunt. “…elders, but you can’t deceive us.”

“It’s the truth!” lied Garrain. “I know how implausible this must sound but—”

“Garrain, we have a serious proble—oh crap.” Saskia’s voice burst into his head, cutting through his denial like a heated blade through a putrescent squashfruit. Garrain cast his eyes to the sky, letting out a resigned groan. This was it. He was finished.

The Chosen barked out a single laugh, loud enough to hurt Garrain’s ears. His eyes blazed behind the mask. “Caedling. You have a faultless sense of timing.”

As one, the elders pointed staves toward him. Standing among them, Jevren flicked him an apologetic hand gesture, though his expression remained unchanged.

Thiachrin tore the faux staff from Garrain’s nerveless fingers, and with a casual flick of his wrists snapped it in twain. Something flicked toward him, impossibly fast. The next thing Garrain knew, he was lying on his back. His ears were ringing. He couldn’t move.

“Take him to the cage trees,” said the Chosen.

Darkness descended.

Garrain awoke to the sight of an eyeless face peering down at him. Purple leaves sprouted from the open eye sockets, rustling in a stiff breeze.

Whisperer.

Here was a greenhand who had betrayed his duty to the Circle; forced to nurture the flesh-eating plants that had slowly devoured his eyeballs, while he stood vigil over the damned.

More gaunt, disfigured forms stepped out of the shadows, gathering around him. Dry, leathery hands tore away his clothes, leaving tattered rags flapping in the wind. A booted heel smashed into his back, sending him tumbling into a stinking, mud-filled hollow beneath a twisted trunk. At the flick of the whisperers’ wands, a cage of writhing tree roots closed around him.

Garrain hauled himself into an awkward crouch—there wasn’t room to stand—peering up between the roots at the feet of his captors.

This had all gone so badly, so fast, it just didn’t seem real. But it was real. They’d thrown him—a keeper—into the cage trees! He was so stunned he didn’t even feel angry. Not yet. The anger would come later.

His days as a free citizen were over the moment Thiachrin saw the demon behind his eyes, and laid bare his lies.

As though she’d just read his thoughts—a notion that seemed as likely as it was terrifying—the demon spoke into his ears: “Dogramit, I’m so sorry. I really frocked this up.”

“Haven’t you tormented me enough?” he muttered. “Why are you still here?”

Immediately, he regretted his words. She may be a demon, and the cause of his predicament, but as long as she remained with him, he wasn’t alone. He didn’t want to be alone down here.

“I came to warn you about…well, it seems kinda pointless, unless you can break free somehow.”

“Tell me,” he said. “It appears I suddenly have a great deal of time with little to do but listen.”

“Not as much as you think,” she said with a wry chuckle. “You were right about the stoneshapers, Garrain. They are up to something. And it’s bad. Really bad…”

He sat in silence, his despair growing deeper with her every word. He’d suspected this was coming, but not so soon. In as little as a fiveday, the dwarrows’ dark design would be realised, and everyone and everything he knew would be consumed by fire.

He began to make a sound that was half-laugh, half-sob. Even to his own ears, he sounded broken. “If you’d come to me with this news just a pinch of days sooner, I might have been able to do something about it. The elders were being useless as ever, but I could have gone with Nuille and Morchi and perhaps one or two others to pay the dwarrows another visit. In all likelihood, most of us would have perished down there, but not before we crippled their ability to carry out their plan.”

“Why didn’t you? You knew they needed to be stopped this whole time, didn’t you?”

He rested his head in his hands. “Why? I’d have though that was obvious. I didn’t act because of you, demon. I didn’t want to risk having you steal away my magic when I needed it most. And I thought there’d be more time; time enough for the elders and the Chosen to assemble a proper warband.”

“Crap!” she said. “I…well maybe you still can do something about it. If you could break free…you know, do something magicy.”

“Perhaps I could break out of here,” he whispered. “They don’t know I still have my magic. But then what? I wouldn’t make it a hundred steps. And if by some miracle I did manage to escape Wengarlen, I’d be alone, with no chance of defeating the dwarrows. No-one will join me now. Probably not even Nuille. I was so close to telling her about you. So close. But now she’ll doubtless hear of it from Jevren or Thiachrin. I’ll be a traitor and apostate in her eyes. But none of that matters, because of one simple fact: I can’t get there in time to stop them. The journey from dwarrow den to Wengarlen took us nine days. Nine. Even if I ran myself ragged, it would at best save a pinch of days, and I’d be in no condition to fight when I got there.”

“Oh. Crap.”

“There might be one person who could get a warband there in time, but there’s no chance…”

“Who!” she demanded.

“The Chosen. Thiachrin. His predecessor had a form of travel magic that allowed us to go for days without food or sleep.”

“Well that’s just frocking fantabulous. The one person who might be able to save us is the bad guy. Who came up with this stupid plot?”

The sound of a raised voice interrupted their conversation. A very familiar voice. “I said let go of me, you fucking bald clod!”

Thiachrin laughed. “Such a feisty little malkin. A pity you have such poor taste in lifemates.”

“Fuck the lot of you with a splintered staff!” shrieked Nuille. “When I get my wand back, I’m going to—augh!” A loud thwack filled the air, and she fell silent.

Ice ran through Garrain’s veins. “Thiachrin!” he shouted. “I need to speak to you!”

“In good time, fledgling,” said the Chosen. “We wish to see you wither a bit first.”

“This cannot wait! It’s a matter of urgency, not for me, but for all of Laskwood, perhaps Ciendil itself. If you don’t like what I have to say, you can do as you wish with me. But please, hear me out.”

Footsteps crunched on dried leaves, signalling Thiachrin’s approach. Garrain found himself looking up at a pale mask affixed to a hairless head.

“Speak,” said the Chosen.

And speak he did. He explained what the dwarrows were up to, where they could be found, and how little time they had.

“And why should we believe a word of this?” said Thiachrin when he was done. “Coming from one who’s in league with the demon—an ally of the very dwarrows you’d have us destroy.”

“Can’t you tell if I’m lying?” said Garrain. “Everything I’ve told you is the truth, I swear it!”

“Perhaps you believe that,” said the Chosen. “But what if you’ve been deceived?”

“I saw with my own eyes—”

“And you believe everything your eyes tell you, even with a demon in them? You’re a blind fool, fledgling. And you’ve wasted enough of our time.” Thiachrin turned to a whisperer. “The cage trees aren’t punishment enough for his transgressions. Move him to the Screaming Tree.”

From his nestling days, Garrain had been subjected to harrowing stories of what occurred inside the dark recesses of the Screaming Tree. Now, it seemed, he was about to find out how much truth there was to those tales.

The roots of his cage tree lifted, and two pairs of arms hauled him out onto the dusty ground. Frantically he sought out Nuille beneath the nearby tree, but it was too dark to see beyond the gnarled roots that caged her.

The whisperers hauled him up into the crimson-stained branches of the Screaming Tree. The branches snapped shut around him, and he found himself in complete darkness.

Something stirred in the dark. Agony coiled about his leg. He gritted his teeth, determined not to give his tormentors the satisfaction of hearing him cry out.

“You can feel it now, can’t you, fledgling?” Thiachrin’s voice came to him as if speaking directly into his ear. “Just a taste of the exquisite delights that await you in the Screaming Tree. Enjoy your stay. It will be a long one.”

Garrain listened to the crunch of departing footfalls, trying to ignore the torment that crept onto his other leg and up his spine. It continued its advance, constricting and releasing, scouring away flesh as it moved. A trickle of hot blood ran down his back.

Only now, in the heart of the Screaming Tree, did Garrain begin to feel the fires of rage. Thiachrin wouldn’t see reason, and he was the one person the elders would listen to. Nuille had been imprisoned—or worse. For all his efforts, here he was, trapped in this monstrous vessel of pain and suffering. And not one of his former friends would lift a finger to help him.

He was finished with this festering pit of a city.

“Saskia,” he murmured. “I’ll need to draw a considerable amount of essence.”

“Oh good. This time, I’m right there with you. Here, this may help.”

A circle appeared in the corner of his eye, covered in splotches of green and brown and sprinkled with strange symbols and markings. Some of them were moving.

“This is a map,” said Saskia. “That dot in the centre is you. The other dots around it are those creepy plant-faced guys. The blue one under that tree is probably Nuille. And see that purple dot, moving away? I think that’s the Chosen. You might want to wait until he’s far enough away that he can’t just come back and chop you in half the moment you break free.”

Garrain watched as the purple dot made its way across this peculiar map of Wengarlen. It stopped by a cluster of red and orange dots in a grove at the Circle’s heart. Those must be the elders. One of the red dots joined the purple one as it left the grove, along with a separate group of yellow and orange ones that might be the wardens and rangers. They made their way across Wengarlen, heading straight for the main gate, moving at what must be a running pace. Once outside the Circle, they headed east, in the direction of the Frostspire Mountains.

“Well this is interesting,” said Saskia. “Are they going where I think they’re going?”

“Perhaps the Chosen isn’t as stupid as he led us to believe,” said Garrain. “In all likelihood, he feigned disbelief in an attempt to fool you, so that if you had prepared a trap for them…” He paused, as a thought suddenly occurred to him. “You haven’t prepared a trap for them, have you?”

“Please. What do you take me for? Some kinda demonic supervillain?”

Trying to ignore the unseen horrors that continued to tear at his quivering nerves, Garrain waited as the swarm of dots continued eastward, moving faster with each passing moment. They must have entered the greenway.

“Okay, escapy time,” said Saskia. “You’re not going to get a better chance than this.”

“Indeed.”

He reached out with questing tendrils of essence, seeking the song of life within the Screaming Tree. This tree was old—so very old—and it had drank more than its fill of blood across the ages, twisting it into a strange and malevolent form.

Yes, this would suit his purpose nicely.

What he was about to do might never have been done before. Undain the Eversmile had designed the spell, but the famous hero had never been able to cast it himself. The spell required more essence than any portable focus could channel. Until now.

Once again, Garrain was in a unique position to make something useful out of his greatfather’s notoriously useless inventions. This time, it would work. He could see the pattern in his mind. All he needed to give it form was essence.

Garrain drew it forth—a flood of essence the likes of which none but the driads of the Age of Legend could have summoned. Saskia let out a pained gasp. Soft wood pressed against him; no longer ripping into his flesh but encasing it nonetheless. He felt himself sinking into a hollow shaped to perfectly fit his body.

And then he could see. Not with his eyes, but with something else. Something…wider. Dizziness swept over him. What he was seeing was everything around and above and below the Screaming Tree—all sides, all at once.

The eyeless whisperers all turned to him, wands raised, spells gathering at their tips, and in that moment he wondered if perhaps this was how they saw the world.

Branches flexed, stretching, stretching, reaching out. They were his now, more so than his own arms and legs, which lay encased in solid wood. His many limbs flailed and snatched up the whisperers, hurling them high into the air and driving them down into the ground, where they lay twisted and broken.

The tree that was now his body gave a violent shake and tore its roots from the dirt. His roots flowed along the ground, flexing and contracting, dragging him forward with surprising speed.

“Oh my god, it hurts,” said Saskia. She sounded out of breath. “But it’s almost worth it to see you take a level up in badonk. Riding a tree like a mech. How cool is that!”

Garrain, having no idea what she just said, ignored her. He reached down and tore away the roots of Nuille's cage, watching in relief as his alvesse scrambled out of the dark hole, naked and covered in mud.

She stared up at him, her eyes wide. “Garrain? Is that still you in there?”

“It is I.” He spoke through tiny holes that had formed in the side of the trunk, allowing him to breathe. “I’m leaving this Circle, never to return. I’ll understand if you don’t wish to follow.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Fuck that. I’m coming with you. But I’ll need my wand. The whisperers took it from me.”

“I can help with that,” said Saskia. “Here.”

Something twinkled on the map. He reached out in the direction indicated, plucking the tiny wand from the belt of a fallen whisperer, then whirled about, holding it out to Nuille. She took it gingerly.

“Let’s go. Oh but before we do…”

He tore aside the roots holding other prisoners in their cages. Some huddled beneath their trees, staring up at him with terror in their eyes. Others dashed away. He had little sympathy for his fellow prisoners, Nuille excepted. Rapists, murderers and thieves, the lot of them. But they would serve as a distraction, perhaps diverting some of the wardens away from him and Nuille—although he was certain he’d be attracting an abundance of attention, regardless.

Enfolding his alvesse in his branches, he lifted her gently and set her inside his leafy crown.

Then he was off—not running, precisely, but flowing across the ground faster than his alvar legs could have carried him. All too soon, shouts rang out across the canopy, and a horn sounded. Arrows began to rain down on him. He swatted them aside before they could reach the fragile body of his precious cargo, crouching amidst his branches.

The ground shook violently, and not from the weight of his passage. A crack opened beneath him, and he hurriedly shifted to the side.

A large band of wardens rushed toward him, only to be swatted aside with such ease that it surprised even Garrain himself. More arrows came at him, some of which had been dipped in oil and set aflame. Though those often flew wide of their mark, one lucky shot was all it would take to end him. He took to the stream, splashing the water across his branches as he moved.

Something lit up the air before him.

“Out of the way!” shouted Saskia.

He leapt aside just in time to avoid the roiling globe of a scorching sap spell, hurled by a young greenhand lurking behind a bush on the streambank. A moment later the alvar let out an ear-curdling shriek and collapsed in a pool of his own blood.

“What the hell was that?” gasped Saskia.

Garrain didn’t answer, though he knew precisely what—and who—had just ended the greenhand’s life. Nuille crouched amidst his branches with her wand extended, the echo of her spell still shimmering on its tip.

Though it was a risk, they stopped by their housetree, and Garrain waited outside, fending off treetop archers and the occasional foolhardy warden, while Nuille ran inside. She emerged a moment later bearing Trowbane, with Morchi at her heels. Setting them both inside his shield of branches, he charged straight for the main gate—and freedom.

Almost, he felt pity for the wardens who stood in his way. They hacked at his flailing branches, and tried to set them alight with blazing torches. And all they earned for their efforts were splintered bones and shattered skulls.

Once they were safely away from Wengarlen, Saskia spoke in a wheezing voice. “Garrain, I’m sorry, but I’m gonna…have to ask you…to cancel your spell now, before I…pass out from heatstroke.”

This wasn’t the first time Saskia had mentioned heat in connection to his spellcasting. Interesting. But he’d best do as she said before she took away his magic permanently. He let his roots settle back into the soft ground. His branches sagged. Reluctantly, he willed the tree to disgorge his alvar body, feeling the flow of essence slow to a trickle, and fade away.

Blinking in the harsh light, he found himself looking into Nuille’s exquisite eyes. He reached up to cup her cheek, and she shivered against his touch. Then she flinched away, eyes widening. “Ardonis, you’re…oh deus!”

The back of his hand was streaked with red, but it wasn’t blood. Or at least not only blood. Patches of his skin had acquired a smooth woody texture, like that bestowed by a bark sheathe spell. Except he had no such spell in place right now.

Glancing down at himself, he saw what had so shocked his alvesse. He may have left the Screaming Tree, but it had not entirely left him. In places where the tree had stripped away skin and sinew, something more plant than flesh had grown in its place. Coils of red roots and plates of smooth, hard wood grew at irregular intervals across what had once been smooth flesh. Tiny leaves sprouted from odd places, where the tree’s tendrils had burrowed deep.

“Okay that’s weird,” said Saskia in his head. “No weirder than what happened to me, but still…”

He brushed aside the clump of leaves from his crotch, and breathed a deep sigh of relief. The infestation had spared a certain important part of his anatomy.

“Aaand that’s my cue to leave,” said Saskia. “Good luck!”

Nuille turned her wand to his strange new flesh. Warmth spread across his body. But when she tugged at a patch of red wood on his arm, pain flared. She frowned. “It’s resisting my mending spell. I don’t understand.”

“We can try again later,” he told her. “For now, we need to keep moving. Whatever this is, it’s not painful if you don’t pull at it.”

Morchi sniffed at him curiously, and he ran his hand across the beast’s soft fur. The grawmalkin seemed to recognise him, at least, even if he no longer recognised himself.

“Where will we go?” asked Nuille. Her voice quavered slightly. She was still in shock over the day’s events. He felt wretched to have been the one responsible for upending her life so completely.

Her question was a good one though. Where would they go?

There was no point in following Thiachrin’s warband to the dwarrow den. Either the Chosen would get there in time to save Wengarlen or he wouldn’t. The only thanks Garrain would get, should they meet again, would be death. They needed to go far from here, where the Chosen would never find them. Briefly, he considered heading south to the Illerenes, and Fellspur, until he remembered that his last journey there had resulted in the pointless slaughter of a party of rangers. He very much doubted they’d welcome him with open arms.

No, a better option would be to head northwest into mer territory. He’d had no dealings with the mer, but they at least welcomed trade with outsiders.

“Let us head to the coast,” he said, coming to a decision. “We’ll see if the mer might offer us safe harbour in exchange for our magical services.”

When the time came to make camp, Nuille once again tried to restore his flesh to its former state, and once again her magic proved ineffectual in this regard. Before long, she turned to a different kind of magic, and he discovered to his (and her) great relief that the transformation had not impeded his sense of touch.

On the fourth night, he and Nuille sat on the battered rocks of a windswept mountainside, leaning against one another, and waited. If the Chosen had failed to stop the dwarrows, tonight might very well be their last night. But if the end came, at least they would get a spectacular view of it. From here, by the dim light of Lumium, they could see out across the vast green expanse of Laskwood, from Fellspur to Wengarlen and beyond, across the Arnean Sea.

Though she remained silent, he could tell Saskia was with them, watching through his eyes. He didn’t begrudge her this moment, though he’d rather share it only with his alvesse.

The night marched slowly on, and his eyes began to droop. Perhaps it would be…

A burst of light shone through his closed lids, followed by a rumbling roar. Garrain jerked upright, eyes going wide, heart smashing against the walls of his chest. Only then did he realise that the light and fury came not from Wengarlen, but far across the sea.

“Deus,” whispered Garrain. “The northern project…”

Nuille put her hand to her mouth. “Elcianor. It’s gone!”

On a plateau far beyond the northern shore had stood the crown jewel of Ciendil; a city of a hundred thousand alvari. The city was no more.

In its place rose an immense shaft of white light, brighter than the sun. The light turned yellow, then amber as it spread across the sky, swathed in billowing black clouds—and began to rain down upon the land.
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                Light filled the deep. Light from her own flesh, and those around her. Amidst the multitudes of indistinct forms floating nearby, two had more substance than the rest. The two with whom she felt the most immediate kinship.

The younger of the two figures had evolved considerably since last she saw her. In place of a foetus was a young creature of decidedly inhuman cast, yet retaining girlish features that were recognisably her own. Light shone from beneath gleaming scales the colour of flickering flames. Two small nubs protruded from her forehead, and from behind her shoulder-blades jutted a pair of slender spines, bent back on themselves, with a hint of leathery flesh furled between them. A long sinuous tail coiled up and around the tiny body as she slept.

The other doppelgänger, the scarred woman, remained as she had ever been; a forlorn husk of her former self, hanging limply in the void, trailing a thicket of tendrils. The light emanating from within this one had dimmed to a pale glimmer.

If she didn’t do something, that light would go out. But what?

Maybe…maybe she could give this one some of her own light?

Drawing closer to the broken woman, she bit down on her wrist until her fangs broke through the hardened flesh. Light and heat spilled into the water from a wound already beginning to close. With no time to lose, she shoved her wrist to her doppelgänger’s lips. The mouth quivered, then drew in a deep draught of liquid light. She held her wrist in place until the flow ceased, then bit into her other wrist and began the process anew.

Slowly but surely, her light suffused the woman’s body, passing through arteries and blood vessels, into organs long dormant. Her chest heaved and her limbs stirred, but she did not awaken. The grey, sunken skin took on a healthy pink hue. Perhaps even her scars would heal, in time.

“Huh, so she’s not done yet, after all.”

Calburn’s voice jolted her to full awareness. She remembered where she was. Who she was. What she was.

“I don’t know why I did that, but it seems to have helped,” said Saskia.

“Yes, I see that. It’s just as well you did. If your first mouthlet were destroyed, you could never go back. Thanks to your efforts, she’ll survive. With luck, she may even recover enough to return as something other than a drooling vegetable.”

“So I didn’t die then, when I left Earth? It sure felt like I was dying. The seizures…”

“Ah yes, the seizures,” said Calburn’s disembodied voice. “That’s probably not the best word for them, you know. They weren’t so much seizures as failed translocations—an unfortunate consequence of your maturation in a world innately hostile to ones such as us.”

“Ones such as us,” she said. “You mean transdimensional vine-tentacle monsters.”

He laughed. “Such an imagination. But you know those tentacles are mostly metaphorical. Mostly. Your surface mind can’t visualise what it’s really like to exist within the six-dimensional manifold that is the between, so it comes up with this…abstraction.”

“My mind has certainly been tying itself in knots this past month—six-dimensional or otherwise.”

“Best not to think about it too hard. You’ll wake up with a headache.”


Saskia stalked down the hallway, nursing a pounding headache. It wasn’t the first time. Probably wouldn’t be the last.

Over the past month since her arrival in the Stone Bastion, she’d been communing with her wayward father almost every night. She remembered only fragments of those dreams, but what she did remember was often headache-inducing. Discussions about six-dimensional manifolds and mostly-metaphorical tentacles were only the tip of an iceberg that reached between dimensions.

And if Calburn’s ghost was to be believed, so did she.

She’d suspected as much since the day she heard Ruhildi’s account of their plunge down the waterfall. The Lovecraftian creature she’d dreamt about was, in a very real sense, as much a part of her as this body in which she now resided, or the human body she’d been born with. Only it, like everything else in the deep place—the between, as her father called it—was just a metaphor for something stranger.

Her surface mind—the one she’d always thought of as herself—could only make sense of worlds with at least some semblance to the one she’d grown up in. The between was not such a place. Technically, it wasn’t even a place. It would take a different kind of mind to make heads or tails of the between.

The part of herself that dwelt there was just such a mind. This deep mind, or undermind, as she’d taken to calling it, could no more understand her surface mind than she—this part of her—could understand it. But together, they formed a complete being, apparently.

It was no surprise that in attempting to visualise an alien part of herself that dwelt in the void between universes, her subconscious had turned to Cthulu for inspiration. So…tentacles. Why vines as well? No clue. Maybe there was something plant-like in the way it behaved or developed.

And this body? This was just an avatar. A fleshy puppet extruded into this world from the between.

Her previous avatar had been seriously damaged by her transmigration to this world. Or perhaps the damage had triggered some kind of failsafe, causing this troll avatar to emerge on a different world. Either way, her human body was now on the mend, if last night’s dream was to be believed. Someday soon, she might be able to go back.

But did she want to?

Much as she missed her mum and her friends on Earth, she couldn’t stomach the thought of leaving Ruhildi and the other dwarves, and Rover Dog—and even Garrain and Nuille—to their fates. She couldn’t abandon them now. Not while they were still in danger.

From a chamber up ahead came the sound of grunting and growling, thuds and the scritching of something sharp tearing into something unyielding. She sighed. What was he up to this time?

Peeking through a doorway, she let out another, louder sigh. There he was, a naked troll, laying into one of the golems with his claws. The golem was making a fairly respectable showing of itself, evading some of his strikes and getting a couple of jackhammer blows against his rock-hard shoulder and abs. It wasn’t fast, but it possessed an impressive economy of motion, and almost seemed to be predicting where the troll would move before he moved. Rover Dog grunted under the force of those blows, but they didn’t seem to have dented him. Meanwhile, each jab of his claws was scattering chunks of his opponent across the floor.

Saskia cleared her throat, and he looked at her without the slightest sign of remorse. “Rover Dog, do you have any idea how hard it is to repair those stone guardians?”

“Good fight,” said the troll, brushing sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “Squishies too squishy to challenge without squishing. Stone guardians can take hits.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Er, Caesitor,” said Kveld, stepping out from behind the wall, where he’d been taking shelter. His eyes shifted nervously between the two trolls and the golem. “I…asked him to do this.”

She glared at the giant dwarf. “And why would you do that?”

“Well…er, you see, we’re teaching them to fight better,” said Kveld.

She raised her eyebrows. “You’re teaching them. But they’re just magical lumps of rock.”

“Magical lumps of rock that can larn, Caesitor,” said Kveld.

“I told you to stop Caesitoring me,” she said.

“Sorry,” said Kveld, eyeing the floor. “What I mean is, the more they do something, the better they…aye. What one of them learns, they all…even if separated. So I got to thinking and…”

She waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, she prompted, “And?”

“What? Och aye. And this is what I came up with. A combat lesson. I tried giving the lesson myself and, well…” Kveld pulled up his vest. Saskia drew in a breath. His torso looked like one big bruise. “Rover Dog offered to help, and so…” He spread his arms wide, wincing slightly as the movement clearly pained him.

“You’re hurt!” she exclaimed. “Why didn’t you say something? I can fix that.”

“I…didn’t want to bother you, Caes—er, aye,” he said, looking away sheepishly.

“Bog that!” she said, reaching for her satchel of arlithite. “Next time, you tell me, okay?” She turned to Rover Dog. “I suppose you can keep going then. For science. But do try to keep the damage to a minimum. Ruhildi’s not gonna like this…”

“What am I not going to like, Sashki?”

Saskia turned to see her friend standing behind her, frowning. Kveld gave a nervous cough.

A short while later, she’d healed Kveld and calmed down Ruhildi to the point where she no longer wanted to throttle the other two.

“I’ve something to show you,” said Ruhildi, taking Saskia by the hand. Shooting the golem-wreckers a final glare, she led Saskia to the foundry.

Ruhildi’s workshop was stacked high with tools and weapons, golem parts and pieces of metal and bone. Two huge furnaces burned night and day. Even now, the dwarf’s productivity amazed and delighted her. Most of her time had been spent restoring damaged and run-down golems to working order, but she’d somehow also found the time to forge shiny new armour and equipment for her friends. Now it appeared she’d been saving her best work for last.

“It’s…stunning,” whispered Saskia, admiring the gleaming metal gauntlet that awaited her on the benchtop. Unlike the chunky things Ruhildi had made for her in the Dead Sanctum, this was the work of considerable time and painstaking attention to detail. She put it on, finding it fitted her hand like…well, a glove. A metal glove made for a monstrous hand, with tapered tips that hugged the base of her claws. Though not decorated to the same degree as high-end armour found in games, this gauntlet was a remarkably complex piece of equipment, assembled from interlocking plates that allowed her to flex her fingers freely. It was made out of a strange, pale metal that she’d only seen once before: in Garrain’s glaive, Trowbane.

When she pointed this out, Ruhildi nodded and said, “Aye ’tis a bone alloy, though not of the wivorn bone I used to forge his weapon. Instead of creating a burning edge, this gauntlet will protect your flesh against heat and cold and sword and spell. But that is not its true purpose.”

Straining, Ruhildi lifted an axe with a large, curved blade. Saskia took the weapon, perplexed. It was breathtakingly beautiful. The handle fit her hand perfectly. Clearly a lot of love had gone into its forging. But it didn’t look like a troll weapon. It was much smaller than her old hammer, Mjölnir—small enough for the average dwarf to wield.

“This is no ordinary axe,” said Ruhildi. “Your claws are more than enough to deal with most foes that get close. This weapon—”

“Jarnbjorn.”

Ruhildi smirked at her. “Naming it already, Sashki? Alright, Jarnbjorn it is. As I were saying, this weapon is not only for hacking at foes up close. I ken how bad you are with bows, and a crossbow didn’t seem like a weapon fit for a trow. So I came up with this.”

“A throwing axe? I don’t know, Ruhildi. I’ve tried throwing daggers before.”

“Och I ken. ’Twere fair amusing. But if you’ll just try tossing Jarnbjorn at that target over there, methinks you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

Saskia did so—and to her shock, the weapon landed blade-first in the target dummy’s chest.

“No, you haven’t suddenly gotten better,” said Ruhildi. At Saskia’s frown, she added, “Though you will, I’m sure. But for this axe, using some things I found lying around in here, and with a fair bit of help from Kveldi, I added a little something to make the blade fly true. And something else as well, though I amn’t sure about this one. ’Tis something that normally only a stoneshaper could do. But seeing as you can talk to the keystone, mayhap you can do this too.”

“Do what?”

“See if you can talk to the gauntlet, Sashki.”

“Okay…”

Anything you can show me? she asked her oracle interface.

Slowly, something faded into view on the bottom of her interface: a button labelled with the ghostly image of an axe. She reached out with her mind and pressed the button—

And yelped as Jarnbjorn leapt across the intervening distance, landing snugly in her hand.

“Oh wow, that’s really…” Her eyes drifted downward, and she saw that her intestines were spilling out of a deep gash the axe had carved across her abdomen on its path to her hand. “…ow.”

“Sashki!” shouted Ruhildi, rushing toward her.

“It’s…okay,” gasped Saskia. “I just took some arlithite earlier. It’ll heal in…no time. Though I’d better put my…” She giggled hysterically. “…guts back in first.”

Watching the gory wound seal shut a few minutes later, she said, “Note to self: hold out hand toward axe before calling it back.”

“I didn’t ken that would happen, Sashki, I swear!” said Ruhildi.

“Not your fault,” said Saskia. “I should have been more careful. The movies always make it look so easy. At least now we know. Better it happened to me than one of the dwarves. Still, this is a fantabulous set of gear, Ruhildi. Thank you.”

She was just standing up when the room began to sway. “Whoa, is it just me or…?” The swaying became a violent shudder. Tools fell from shelves, and Ruhildi clutched at her leg for support. “Not just me then.”

The earthquakes had been getting steadily worse in the weeks following the destruction of Elcianor. Those stupidiot stoneshapers had only managed to trigger half of an apocalypse, but that was bad enough. The fact that she could feel the effects all the way down here didn’t bode well for the rest of Ciendil.

Time to pay another visit to Garrain and Nuille, her favourite pair of elven fugitives. It was late morning, so there was a relatively low risk of catching them doing something X-rated. She never could be certain with those two though. They were like rabbits. Not that she could begrudge them seeking a little joy in what might be their final days. Or, well, a lot of joy.

The first thing she saw on her arrival in Garrain’s head was his legs and—holy crap, he really was turning into a tree. Ent? Dryad? Whatever he was, there were leaves all over the place. How odd it must be for Nuille to…well, touch wood. If anything, his transformation seemed to have turned the girl on even more, if their constant bumpity-bumping was anything to go by. The dwarves were more right than they knew when they called the elves tree-humpers.

The second thing she saw was a thick brown haze shrouding the forest. Never a good sign. Someone coughed nearby. Nuille, looking gaunt and weary.

“You guys okay?” asked Saskia. “I hope the fire hasn’t spread to your neck of the woods.”

“It hasn’t,” said Garrain. “This happens whenever there’s a southbound wind. It carries the fumes across the sea from the scorched lands.”

The volcanic wasteland stretched across much of the central portion of Ciendil, and the conflagration was still spreading. It seemed the dwarves had slightly miscalculated the devastation their artificial volcano would unleash upon the world. When Garrain glanced northward, Saskia could see the plume of white-hot arlium still spilling into the sky, dispersing into the upper atmosphere. Nearly a month had passed since fire swallowed the city of Elcianor, and it showed no sign of letting up.

“Oh, your demon’s back, is she?” said Nuille, tilting her head up toward the canopy in the elven equivalent of an eye-roll.

“She’s not my demon, my light,” said Garrain.

“My mistake,” said Nuille. “She’s not yours, but you are hers.”

Nuille didn’t like it when Saskia showed up. Not a huge fan of demons, it seemed. Or maybe the elf girl’s resentment all stemmed from that one time Garrain had hissed Saskia’s name while engaged in some of those aforementioned X-rated activities. Poor guy had suffered a black eye and a night out in the cold after that.

Garrain sighed. “You know that’s not how it is.”

“I think she may be jealous, ardonis. Perhaps your demon mistress should find a nice trow to fuck her into sweet oblivion. Perhaps then she’d stop bothering us.”

“For your information, I have found a nice trow and—” Saskia halted, realising what she was saying. In that moment, an image popped into her head: Rover Dog bending her over a rock, with his giant barbed thing sticking—nope. Nope nope nope. She struggled to banish the image, feeling warmth rush to her cheeks. The cheeks of her face, not her…

Dogramit!

…and now even my perfectly clean alternative swear words are being corrupted into filthy puns in my head. Fan-frocking-tabulous.

She coughed. “I’m not here to perv on the two of you. You know why I’m here. Sorry about this, but I need to borrow your eyes again.”

Before he could reply, she called up her minimap, looking for any clusters of markers that might represent an elven army. Last time, she’d watched them amassing by their thousands outside cities and towns and villages. Now there were none to be seen.

Her map could only see so far though, so she jumped into the head of one of the mer in a fishing village on its western edge. An intake of breath from Garrain told her that he was along for the ride, as usual.

She found herself in the body of what must be a child, judging from her height. The only other villagers she could see looked elderly or crippled. Also naked, but that was normal for the mer.

She hopped to another coastal village, then into the mer city to the west, with its white stone structures and hanging gardens and fountains everywhere. Another ghost town. Well okay, there was a little bit of activity here, and some lonely-looking guards standing about, but a good portion of its population were nowhere to be seen. And most of those she did see were very young, very old, or clearly not of sound body or mind.

She pinged back across the map to Wengarlen, and found the place likewise emptied of most of its able-bodied males, though there were plenty of females moping about. Unlike the mer, these elves didn’t want their women to fight, it seemed.

“You know where they’ve all gone,” said Garrain between retches. Whoops. Motion sickness must be a thing for elves too.

“Yeah,” she said. “Sorry about that. I just had to be sure. I guess I’ll be seeing them soon enough.”

“Indeed,” said Garrain. “I suggest you take your friends and get out of the Underneath while you still can.”

“Aw shucks, I didn’t think you cared.”

“I may have tried to kill you once or twice, but that was before…everything. Now, I’d rather you continue to live. I wouldn’t want to have to go down there and dig my focus out of your corpse.”

“Don’t even think about it, ardonis,” said Nuille.

“Save yourself, Saskia,” said Garrain. “Because there’s no surviving what’s coming for the dwarrows.”

“We’ll see,” said Saskia non-committally. “Stay safe, both of you.” She cut the link.

That afternoon, she found Ruhildi and Kveld leading one of the golems out into the crypts above.

Guess that answers the question of whether they can climb stairs, she thought. Then she did a double take. “Wait…what are you doing? I thought the stone guardians couldn’t be moved outside the Bastion’s domain of influence.”

“That were true, until…” said Kveld.

“Until?”

“Come see, Sashki,” called out Ruhildi. Around a corner, her friend pointed to a rough stone tablet on the wall, with a single rune carved into it.

Saskia frowned. “What is that?”

Ruhildi looked at the other dwarf. “Mayhap you should explain. ’Tis your invention, Kveldi.”

“Aye, I suppose,” said Kveld. “This thing is akin to the control nodes in the Bastion. Much simpler, but…”

“So you can control the stone guardians near the rune thingy,” guessed Saskia. “Does it even need to be fixed to a wall? Can you carry it anywhere?”

“Aye—no,” said Kveld. “Well we could carry one across the city, but ’twould do us no good. This node doesn’t generate a control field. Only expands the existing one.”

“So an expansion node then?” said Saskia. “It only works if placed close enough to the Bastion to extend its domain of influence. Still sounds pretty useful. Can they be chained together? Build a kind of control highway leading throughout the city?”

“Aye, she’s getting it,” said Ruhildi, exchanging a glance with Kveld.

“What’s the range on these things?” asked Saskia.

“Tis what we’re about to find out, Sashki,” said Ruhildi.

The control range, it turned out, was over a hundred metres. Beyond that, the golems slowed, and eventually refused to budge. Kveld assured her that solid rock didn’t block the control field, and it was shaped like a bubble centred on the expansion node, extending outward in all directions. That meant any nodes they placed in the crypts could also be used to control golems on the streets above.

“How many of these expansion nodes do you have?” asked Saskia.

“Just two more,” said Ruhildi. “But I can make the rune tablets fair quick, and Kveldi can inscribe the nodes even quicker.”

“Superb work, both of you,” said Saskia. “We should start churning them out as fast as we can. I’ve a feeling our golems will be needed up there in the coming days…”

Referring to her minimap, Saskia helped Kveld position the remaining expansion nodes to maximise coverage up on the surface, while Ruhildi set to work creating more tablets.

By the end of the day, the control highway was over a kilometre long, with five nodes placed. Tomorrow, it would cover the entirety of their hidden section of the crypts, with tendrils reaching out across dozens of streets and alleys on the western side of the city. Any expansion beyond that would have to be done on the surface, or in parts of the crypts that were well-travelled by other dwarves. That would be a much riskier prospect, because there was always a chance a stoneshaper might discover one of the runes, glean its purpose and follow it back to the source. Still, it was a risk they’d have to take.

Joining Rover Dog and the dwarves for dinner, Saskia listened as Myrna and Baldreg and Freygi lamented over what they’d seen that morning when they ventured out into the city.

“’Tis worse than ever up there,” said Baldreg. “The shapers have the run of the city, and they have the watch bowing to their every whim. Mangorn is now Grand Chancellor in all but name. No-one dares oppose him—not with the support he garnered after their ‘victory’ over the leaf-ears. The shapers are acting as if their grand project were a complete success. And the people believe them.”

“This is a poor showing for evening meal today,” said Myrna, dolling out bread to the dwarves, and a slightly larger helping to the trolls. “I couldn’t buy a decent longback haunch at the terrace this morn. Even flour is being rationed out. I could only get half of what I needed, and that took some doing.”

“You mean lying,” said Saskia.

“Aye,” said Myrna. “I couldn’t tell the watch I’m trying to feed a pair of hungry trows now, could I?”

“It’s going to get worse,” said Freygi. “Farmers and foragers from here to Southgate have been pulling their families back behind city walls. I can hardly blame them. Anyone foolish enough to stay out there will be first to fall when the leaf-ears break through.”

Baldreg frowned. “When? Not if?”

“Aye, when,” said Freygi.

“Methinks you’re being a wee bit pessimistic, bonnie,” said Baldreg.

“No she’s not,” said Ruhildi. “We can’t hold against the combined might of the leaf-ears clans and enclaves—and the Chosen himself—all of them, to the last alvar, burning for vengeance.”

“Ruhi kens a thing or two about vengeance,” pointed out Freygi.

“Mayhap we can’t,” said Baldreg. “If that is what we face. But we don’t ken how many there may be.”

“We can make a pretty good guess,” said Saskia. “I’ve got a set of eyes up on Ciendil, remember? Over the past few weeks, I saw them gathering in the thousands. And now they’re all gone. The nearby cities have been practically emptied of all combat-capable alvari. That can mean only one thing.”

“They’re on their way here,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia glanced at each of the tense faces around the room. “They’re coming. So the question is, what are we going to do about it?”
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                A line of grim, weary elves zigzagged down the chasm wall, bearing swords and spears and bows. Having made the same journey herself, she almost felt sorry for them. Almost. Her compassion had limits. Some of these elves may even be decent people at heart, but they were coming to kill her and her friends, and lay waste to the last refuge of the dwarves.

The view on the screen shifted to the eastern wall, where some of the more adventurous druids hung from conjured vine ropes, abseiling down the waterlogged rocks at—perhaps literally—breakneck speed. That actually looked fun.

Or it did until a sudden, violent gust of wind set the vines swaying. The elves hanging from them cursed and shouted. One lost his grip on his magic and plunged, screaming into the abyss.

The originators of this calamity descended the chasm amidst a whirling vortex of air and water. Five naked mer women floating in a circle, clutching long spears close to their bodies.

“Oh now that’s just cheating,” said Saskia.

“They aren’t your only concern,” said Calbert Bitterbee, gazing up at the screen. “Look there.”

At the flick of his hand, the image on the display shifted to a spot further up the chasm, where stream of motley figures sat astride an assortment of large creatures. Just like the beasts they rode upon, some of the riders had fur and slitted eyes. Others scales and claws.

Saskia’s eyebrows shot up. “Beastmen?”

“Not in the way you’re thinking,” said Calburn. “Beastmasters take on aspects of their bonded animal companions, but on the inside, they’re still just elves.”

“Another form of druid magic?”

“Nope. Their magic comes from the seed of the hunt, far to the north on the plains of Hraith. The eruption devastated much of their homeland, so these guys are especially pissed.”

Saskia frowned at the reminder, once again, that the elves were in some ways entirely justified in coming down here to exact revenge.

The view shifted again, and now she was looking at a different group marching near the front of the queue. At their head was an oddly-proportioned figure in a billowing grey cloak. He (or she—it was hard to be certain, but he exuded a certain male vibe, so she’d use the that pronoun for now) had a long neck, hunched over head and what might be a short tail swishing back and forth beneath his cloak as he stalked down the wet rocks, steam billowing outward in the wake of his passage. His face—or snout, or whatever it was—remained hidden beneath his hood, but she caught a glimpse of white porcelain beneath.

She let out a gasp. “That’s not…Abellion, is it?”

Calburn laughed. “Don’t expect him to show up in person. That’s just his meat puppet: one of the so-called Chosen.”

“Another Chosen? After what Garrain told me, I thought there was only one of them alive at any given time.”

“Well you’d better dispel that notion. The elves may think they’re the centre of the world, but Abellion’s reach extends far beyond Ciendil. This one came from…further afield.”

“So where’s the scary sword guy? Thiachrin. He must be around here somewhere…”

“I don’t know.”

She stared at him. “You don’t know?”

“I’m not omniscient,” said Calburn. “This would be a lot easier if I were. I don’t know his whereabouts, but I’m sure we can count on him to make an appearance too.”

She sighed. “I can hardly wait.”

“You won’t have to wait much longer. If you insist on trying to save those self-destructive flatlanders living in the city above, the time to begin is…a day or two ago, actually.”

“What? Then why are you just telling me this now?”

It was his turn to sigh. “I had hoped I might persuade you to take a different course. But it seems you’re as stubborn as I was at your age.”

“Well thanks for nothing, Dad. I’d better wake up now.”

He waved at her. “Bye. Try not to die.”


Saskia sat bolt upright. She had no time to lose.

It was so early in the morning that even Ruhildi was fast asleep. The dwarf blinked at her, and Saskia flashed her an apologetic smile. It felt strange to be waking her friend. Saskia had always been the late riser.

“Bollocks,” mumbled Ruhildi. “’Tis time, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Past time, actually. They’ll begin their attack within days—barely enough time to get there.”

They hurried to wake up the other dwarves and Rover Dog.

“Are the stone guardians ready?” she asked Kveld.

“I…think so,” he said. “There hasn’t been time to test the new control pattern.”

Saskia sighed inwardly. There hadn’t been time for a lot of things. They’d just have to make do with what they had. “Consider this our test then. Kveld, come with me. Everyone else, you’d better grab all your gear and stand outside, just in case.”

At the control chamber, Saskia pressed her hand against the black monolith, and ordered it to decouple from the facility. It shrank back down to a palm-sized cube in her hand. She handed the keystone to Kveld.

He stood with it for several minutes, eyes glazed.

“Anything?” she asked.

He blinked at her. “What? Och aye. The pattern…’tis weaker, but…seems to be holding. The stone guardians still respond to my will.”

Sparing one last glance over the halls she’d called home for over a month, Saskia stepped out into the crypts, where the others waited. Kveld followed a moment later with the first of the golems.

Waiting as the lumbering stone giants slowly gathered around them, Saskia looked over her companions approvingly. All except Myrna had a new piece of equipment or two, courtesy of Ruhildi and Kveld and the Stone Bastion foundry.

For Rover Dog, Ruhildi had fashioned some pieces of wormhide armour. There wasn’t enough wormhide to make a full set for him, but at least he had enough to cover some of his vital areas. Saskia had begged her friend to make the crotch guard first, because she was sick of seeing that barbed monstrosity flopping around. Rover Dog had also made a simple—but enormous—staff sling for himself. In the hands of a troll, the weapon was essentially a mobile trebuchet. When Saskia had tried using it, she’d somehow managed to smack herself in the face. She’d stick with her magic axe.

Freygi too had received wormhide armour, although because she was that much smaller than the troll, the form-fitting leather covered her whole body. She looked every bit the sexy assassin in that garb. Baldreg’s first comment upon seeing his wife’s new outfit was: “You look so good in that, bonnie, I can’t wait to get you out of it.”

As for Baldreg—he had a stack of exploding crossbow bolts. Ruhildi had been especially proud of those puppies. They’d had a lot of cleaning up to do after testing them.

Kveld wore a set of shiny new armour and carried a matching shield with a ward that could repel arrows. Oh how Saskia wished she could have one of those.

For herself, Ruhildi had carved a little bone spider. Little compared to the dwarf, that is. Not compared to spiders on Earth. When animated (because of course it could be animated), it was one of the creepiest things Saskia had ever seen. And she’d seen her share of creepy things. Her friend hadn’t revealed its intended purpose, but she could be certain it would be something…creepy.

“How’s the, uh, pattern now, Kveld?” she asked as the last of the golems came up the stairs.

“Unchanged.”

“Perfect! So as you predicted, the keystone remains tied to both the Bastion and the expansion nodes. We can take them up into the city, and you’ll be able to adjust their…uh, programming on the fly.” She turned to the others. “I know we’ve discussed this already, but I just want to be clear: once we reveal ourselves, there’s no going back. We might have a huge fight on our hands the moment we poke our heads up. Against your own people, no less.”

“’Tis a chance we have to take,” said Ruhildi. “I hope my Pap will see the light of reason, but if he doesn’t…saving our people is more important than his life, or mine, or anyone’s, ’cept mayhap yours Sashki.”

“My life is not more important than the entire dwarrow race!” objected Saskia. “You’re facing possible extinction here!”

Ruhildi gave a non-committal dwarven shrug. “I don’t ken how many other races you might save in your time on Arbor Mundi, should you topple the tyrant on the amber throne. Mayhap ’tis our fate to save you.”

“No,” said Saskia. “No matter what I am, I’m just one person. There will be no toppling anyone without you at my side. All of you, I hope, and the dwarrows of the Underneath, and maybe even a few alvari too. So let’s get out there, kick some butts and save your people!”

“Butt is inefficacious part to kick, princess,” said Rover Dog helpfully. “Squishy head within easy reach. Kick head instead. Or stomp whole body into ground.”

“Uh…thanks, Rover Dog,” said Saskia. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Shaking her head, she set off into the crypts after the golems. The walls shook with each of their lumbering steps.

“They’re fair slow,” said Ruhildi, drumming her fingers against the wall as she waited behind the queue of stone monstrosities.

“Yeah,” said Saskia. “And I’m afraid there isn’t time for us to place a control highway all the way to the prime passage. We can’t take the stone guardians with us.”

“We?” said Ruhildi, frowning up at her. “You ken, if I can convince my Pap to allow it, mayhap ’twould be best for you to stay back, ready to defend the city if my plan fails. I—”

“Oh no,” said Saskia. “We’ve been over this. I’m coming with you.”

“I also follow,” said Rover Dog. “Protect princess; flick rocks at tree-humping squishies.”

“Well I hope you don’t expect me to leave the city,” said Myrna. “I’m just a matron. You wouldn’t want to be hauling my fat arse where you’re going.”

Ruhildi snorted. “You’re a wee bit more than just a matron, and you ken it. But aye, your place is here. In that, we agree.” Then she turned to Kveld. “If we can’t take the stone guardians with us, you’ll have to remain behind to supervise them, Kveldi. Unless you expect us to hand them over to the shapers.”

“Hell no,” said Saskia. “I agree, he’s needed here. You okay with that, Kveld?”

Kveld looked crestfallen. “I’d rather come with you, but…if this is where I must be…”

Baldreg looked at his wife, frowning. “Bonnie, one of us should remain with the lad. I wouldn’t put it past the shapers to try something. If they do, someone should be there to put holes in them.”

“I don’t need guarding,” objected Kveld. “I can defend myself. And the stone guardians—they’ll be near.”

“Near enough to reach you in time if an assassin strikes?” said Baldreg. “And would you even see one coming? You’ll have your head in the keystone, lad, and you ken it.”

“I’ll stay with him,” said Freygi. “You go with Ruhi and the trows. Those magic arrows of yours could make all the difference out there, but they’d be fair useless in a close quarters fight. I’ll put my daggers in anyone who so much as sneezes at him.”

“Aye, you make a good point,” said Baldreg morosely. “I’m sorry, bonnie. I don’t like this, but ’tis for the best.”

“Alright,” said Ruhildi. “’Tis settled then.”

Eyeing the skeletons inside the alcoves along the walls, Saskia asked Ruhildi, “You gonna raise any of those?”

“Not yet, Sashki. The stone guardians will be enough of a shock for the city dwarrows. Let’s not make things worse.” Ruhildi snorted. “Though I do want to see the look on my pap’s face when he larns what I can do.”

Seeing the gleam in her friend’s eye, Saskia spoke hastily. “You’re right. Let’s not push it. Besides, they’d only slow us down. The crypts will still be here if we need them in the days to come.”

The golems were too wide to fit through the opening to the surface, so her friend had call on her magic to melt a wider hole in the stone ceiling. It took some doing, but they managed to get them all rocking out on the mean streets of Torpend. They made quite the sight; mountains of rock marching down the city street in perfect synchrony. It was only a matter of time until…

Oh yeah, there were the city watch, shouting and drawing their weapons. Horns blasted the still morning air, and guards came running from every direction.

“Stand down!” said Ruhildi, striding out from among the assembled golems. She wore no hood today. “We’re here to help.”

Some of the guards faltered. Several of them kept coming, but when they saw that their fellows were no longer at their sides, they too ground to a halt. Murmurs broke out among the nervous dwarves.

“Who is this dwarrow?”

“Who is she? Are you daft? Don’t you ken?”

“How can this be? Is she really here?”

“Aye, she’s here,” said one the guards, loud enough to drown out the murmurs. “You’ve all heard the rumours, and here’s the proof. Vindica stands before us. She returns to us from the Halls Beyond in our darkest days.”

“Aye, so you heard of me,” said Ruhildi. “If you ken my name, you ken I’d never take up arms against our great city. I’m here to fight the leaf-ears. And these…” She swept her arms over Saskia and Rover Dog and the golems. “These are weapons we’ll use to crush the alvari bastards!”

More mutters. Some of the dwarves eyed her with suspicion, while others looked in awe. Two of them dropped to one knee, blades pointing to the ground, as if offering their allegiance.

“On your feet, you dolts!” shouted a grizzled watchman. “We don’t ken if she’s who she says she is. It could be a trick!”

“Use your head, Borrald!” said another. “There aren’t enough of us here to make a dent in those monsters if they choose to attack.”

“The words of a craven coward,” said Borrald, lips curled in disdain. “You call yourself dwarrows of the watch? On your feet! You’ll stand your ground until we ken the truth of the matter.”

As the watchmen argued, a trio with metal wands, who pushed their way through the circle.

“By all the shapers of old, what’s going on here?” said their leader, a dwarf with an exceptionally tidy beard. Saskia had seen him before, but she couldn’t recall where. His eyes locked on Ruhildi. “You. When the Chancellor told me his daughter had returned, I could scarcely believe my ears.”

“Grindlecraw,” said Ruhildi through gritted teeth.

The dwarf’s gaze flicked to Saskia. “I’ve seen that trow afore.” His eyes narrowed as he locked eyes once more with her friend’s. “So you were the one who came to our aid back in Dwallondorn.”

Ah, so that’s who he was. Now she remembered. She was a little surprised to learn that the Chosen hadn’t killed him when he went after the stoneshapers beneath Wengarlen. Either some of them had escaped—an unlikely prospect, given what she’d seen of the Chosen—or Grindlecraw hadn’t been present at the time.

“Aye, ’twere us,” said Ruhildi.

“You can confirm this dwarrow’s identity, Honoured Rector?” said Borrald.

“Aye,” said Grindlecraw. “This is indeed the Chancellor’s daughter, returned from the slave burrows of Wengarlen. I presume that part of your story is true, Ruhildi. Or should I call you Vindica?”

The name echoed up and down the ranks of the gathered watchmen, until someone cried out, “Och give it a rest, lads! You’re acting like a pack of oddlings.”

Ruhildi snorted. Turning back to Grindlecraw, she pointed at her slave mark. “Most of what I told you were true. The leaf-ears did unspeakable things to me, though that weren’t why I hid my face from you. I’m being completely true with you now. I mean this city no harm. These stone guardians are here to help, as are we.”

“The Chancellor will judge the truth of your words, not I,” said Grindlecraw. “Come back to Spindle with me and meet with him.”

Ruhildi gave a bitter laugh. “I tried that already. No, if he wants to meet with me, he can come to us. We’ll be waiting right here.”

Grindlecraw’s eyes narrowed. “If this is a trick…”

“’Tis no trick,” said Ruhildi. “Do you think I’d hurt my own pap?”

Saskia choked down the urge to bring up all the times Ruhildi had already threatened to maim or murder her father.

“Very well,” said Grindlecraw. “Herolt, go tell the Chancellor what has transpired here. He’ll ken what to do.”

They waited in tense silence while the shaper hurried off toward Spindle. As the minutes ticked by, and with nothing better to do, Saskia called up her minimap and began to hop from person to person through the city, watching as the dwarves prepared for the inevitable siege.

“Look at the trow’s eyes…”

“That’s fair odd.”

The voices came from somewhere close to her own body, not from her remote sight. Only then did she remember that her eyes glowed when she did this. She was putting on a light show for those gathered around her. Whoops.

Trying to ignore the muttered voices, she flitted her view northward out of the city, past columns of marching dwarves, to the fortifications arrayed outside the prime passage, now bustling with activity.

Into the yawning mouth of the vast tunnel, past barricades and trenches and towers of stone, past catapults and ballistas and spiked pits, she reached the vanguard, where armoured dwarves sat around warming their hands over bonfires, eating and drinking, shouting and laughing.

This wasn’t what Saskia had expected to see on the front lines. She’d imagined perfectly formed columns of dour-faced dwarves standing shoulder-to-shoulder in silent vigil. Because that’s what they did in movies and games. But of course, now she thought about it, that was a silly idea. These dwarves had probably been here for days or weeks already, and the battle hadn’t started yet. So why not try to live a little during the long, tedious wait? These weren’t disposable movie extras or video game automatons. They were people.

People who would very likely be dead within the next few days.

From the gloom, a pair of lightly armoured dwarves came riding in on what looked like giant bulls. Saskia shifted into the head of one of the riders as he dismounted and delivered the news to his commander.

“The first of the leaf-ears have reached the base of the passage,” said the scout. “In three days, no less, the tail catches up with the head. That is when the serpent will strike.”

“Sashki,” said a voice beside her. She broke the connection, returning to her own body in time to see a large gathering of stoneshapers approaching from Spindle. At the head of the group strode none other than Mangorn, Ruhildi’s father, Chancellor of the Shaper Guild and de-facto ruler of the city of Torpend.

Taking in the sight of the golems and trolls, Mangorn heaved a loud sigh. Even from this distance, Saskia could hear him muttering. “Och bollocks. As if my day could get any worse. What has she done this time?”

Saskia couldn’t help but notice the tremor in Ruhildi’s legs as she stepped forward to meet her father. “Tell the snipers on yonder spiretop to stand down, Pap. My friends ken what to do should they put a sleeping bolt in me. You do not want to larn what that is.”

Mangorn hesitated, then turned and made a slicing gesture with one hand. On Saskia’s minimap, a pair of orange markers circled around, then stepped away from the building. Turning back to her, he grimaced. “Done. Now I trust you have an explanation for this madness.” His eyes swept over the golems. “What are these monstrosities?”

“Stone guardians,” said Ruhildi. “My friends and I unearthed them, and now we’ve set them to the task of defending this city against the invaders.”

“Or destroying it,” he said.

Ruhildi glared at him. “Think, Pap. If we wanted to destroy Torpend, we wouldn’t have waited here to parley with you.” She flicked her gaze over the golems. “With weapons like these, think of the harm I could have done, had I simply unleashed them upon you without warning. Yet here I stand, talking to you.”

“I wish I could believe you, daughter. But after what the leaf-ears did to you…”

“Aye, they did this to me. He did this to me. But I amn’t under their sway. I were trying to tell you last time, but you wouldn’t listen. I’m still me, Pap. I killed the one who did this to me, and many others besides when I made my escape. I’ll kill many more in the coming days. Just ask the Rector.” She nodded toward Grindlecraw. “He saw mer die by my magic.”

“’Tis true, Honoured Chancellor,” said Grindlecraw. “She and that trow of hers killed many of the fish-ears. Though I wouldn’t presume to guess her motive for doing so.”

“The alvari aren’t always friendly with each other, much less the mer,” said Mangorn. “Who can say she isn’t an agent of a specific enclave? She may not even be aware that her mind has been poisoned.”

“The only one whose mind has been poisoned is yours, Pap,” said Ruhildi. “Poisoned by grief and loss. Look what your actions have wrought. Ciendil bleeds into the skies above. The leaf-ears are at our door, united like never afore. You may very well have doomed us all. And for what? There’s no reason to grieve. I’m right here. Your daughter.”

“If what you say is true…but how can I be sure of it?” Mangorn’s voice cracked. “This world is but a waking nightmare. The fates would never return my daughter to me unharmed. ’Tis too much to hope for.”

Ruhildi drew in a shuddering breath. “I ken how you feel, Pap. I felt it myself after Nadi passed. The fates chose not to return her to me, but they’re not always so cruel. There are good things in this world. Good people.” Glistening eyes flicked between Saskia and her dwarven friends. “They make life worth living. I wish you could see that too.”

Mangorn was silent for a long moment. Uncertainty flicked across his face. He looked from the golems to Rover Dog and Saskia. “And what of these monsters? You think they’re your allies? You can’t ally with a trow. It’ll turn on you the moment you let down your guard.”

Ruhildi’s expression shifted back to a glare. “That’s a load of shite, Pap. These trows are far more than beasts. Sashki is my dearest friend, and our best hope for—well that’s not for you to ken. But ken this. I trust her and this other trow far more than I’ll ever trust you.”

Grindlecraw frowned. “You told me the trow is just your pet. For the daughter of the Chancellor to be consorting with such creatures…’tis unbecoming.”

“Och aye?” said Ruhildi. “Well ’tis unbecoming of you to be such an arse.”

“Watch your tongue, daughter.” Mangorn’s gaze shifted to Baldreg and Freygi and Kveld. “And as for you, I’ve no doubt you’re to blame for the recent unpleasantness within Spindle walls. You’ve some nerve to show your faces after what you did.”

“After what we did?” said Freygi, her voice dripping with scorn. “You kidnapped your own daughter! All we did was free her.”

Mangorn frowned at her. “You murdered two shield-bearers.”

Freygi gave a dwarven shrug. “They should’ve picked a better contract.”

Borrald, the leader of the city watch, stepped toward her, weapon raised. “Vile mistress of the shadows, you’ll pay dearly for what you…”

In a single leap, Saskia landed between them. The ground cracked beneath her feet. Borrald flinched away. Wands and weapons pointed at her. But the Chancellor waved them down. “No-one is to act without my order, understand?”

Saskia turned her head from side to side, addressing everyone. “While you squabble like stupidiots, the alvari are gathering in the prime passage. In less than three days, they’ll begin their attack. Oh, and there’s at least one Chosen with them. So yeah, unless you want to die horribly, stop wasting time.”

The dwarves all stared at her.

“It speaks,” said one of the shapers.

She scowled at him. “Of course I speak. I’m a trow, not a turnip.”

“How could anyone—much less a trow—ken what is transpiring in the prime passage?” said Mangorn.

“It’s quite simple,” said Saskia. “I’m an oracle, and I saw it.”

“A trow oracle?” said the Chancellor incredulously.

“’Tis true, Pap,” said Ruhildi.

At that moment, a distant horn blasted three times. All around her, dwarven faces drained of colour.

“That’s the signal,” said Mangorn. “The beacons have been lit. It seems there may be some truth to your words, trow.” He turned to Ruhildi. “If you truly mean to defend the Underneath, what do you intend to do with these…” He surveyed the golems. “…weapons of yours?”

“The stone guardians will stand with you in defence of the city,” said Ruhildi. “Kveldi here will be in charge of them, so you just let him ken where best to position them. The trows and Baldi and I will be going to the front.”

A ripple of emotions played across Mangorn’s face before he finally spoke. “So ’tis then. I won’t stand in your way. This isn’t over, but we can’t afford to be fighting amongst ourselves at a time like this.” The Chancellor pulled a small jewel from his belt satchel and handed it to Ruhildi.

Her eyes widened as she saw what it was. “A guildstone! But I amn’t of the Shaper Guild, as you well ken.”

“Just take it, afore I change my mind, lass!” said Mangorn. “Most any dwarrows who see it will stay their hands.”

With trembling fingers, Ruhildi took the proffered object.

Mangorn turned to the guards. “See Vindica and her trows safely to the gates, dwarrows of the watch.”

Ruhildi threw her arms around Freygi. “Take care of Kveldi.”

“Don’t you dare die out there,” murmured Freygi, her eyes growing misty. “We’ve been through that one too many times already. And you…” She reeled Baldreg in. “There’ll be more of this waiting for you when you come back. Don’t forget to brush your teeth.”

A silly grin crept across Baldreg’s face. “Aye mam.”

She jabbed him in the belly. “I amn’t your mam!” Releasing him, she muttered, “Addle-brained fool! Why would you even…”

Mangorn offered Ruhildi a slow nod. “Be safe, daughter of mine. I wish…well, just come back in one piece. And then we’ll talk.”

She returned the nod. “I will, Pap.” Releasing her friends, she turned Saskia. “Let’s move out.”

An escort of ten watchmen accompanied them all the way to the north gate. Once outside the gates, Ruhildi hopped up onto the harness on Saskia’s back. Baldreg, after more than a little hesitation, did likewise with Rover Dog.

“Giddy-up,” muttered Saskia as she dropped onto all fours and bounded away from the startled guards, heading northward. Rover Dog fell into step beside her.

“I don’t ken…” said Ruhildi.

“It’s something people back on Earth say to make their horses—their mounts—move faster.”

“Och I’ll remember that one,” said Ruhildi.

“Actually, on second thought, forget I said anything.”

“Giddy-up, Sashki. Giddy-up!”

Saskia groaned. This was going to be a long journey.

In the far distance, the signal fires burned.
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                The rocky outcropping shuddered beneath her feet. Lightning arced between unnatural black clouds gathering along the high ceiling. Booms and distant shouts echoed on the air. All in all, it was shaping up to be a spectacular show, but one she’d have much preferred to watch from a safer distance.

Not that they were going to be right in the thick of it. Not yet, at least. Saskia and Ruhildi and Rover Dog and Baldreg stood on a lookout high on the walls of the prime passage; a spot from which Ruhildi could work her dark magic without immediate danger of being overrun. And without having to explain her actions to the other dwarves gathered below.

“You know, if I were an elf—”

“Don’t even suggest such a terrible thing, Sashki!” said Ruhildi.

“If I were an elf,” she repeated, undeterred, “I’d just build a giant dam upstream, and use it to flood the passage. Wash away all the defences—and defenders—in one go.”

“They already tried that greatspans ago,” said Baldreg.

“Oh. Did it work?”

Baldreg snorted. “’Course not. You think we didn’t have to deal with natural floods afore that? We built shunts all along the passage that drain the river if too much water flows down it. The passage aren’t so easily breached by mere water.”

Not water, perhaps, but there was a definite liquid quality to the sight of the elves beginning their charge; a tide of green and gold and silver, pouring across the barren rocks with inhuman grace.

Oh, this was no Helm’s Deep or Pelennor Fields. Not yet. The incoming elves numbered in the low hundreds, not the thousands. But this was only the first wave. The bulk of the elven army stood silently behind them, waiting. Saskia didn’t know much about military strategy, but she could only assume they were testing dwarven defences; waiting for them to reveal any nasty tricks they had up their sleeves before they fully committed to the battle.

If that were the case, they didn’t have to wait long.

Along the tunnel walls came a series of shouts. Great chains rattled and then swung free. Borne on the ends of those chains, immense balls of spiked steel swung down across the invaders. A grinding roar assaulted her ears as the giant flails carved huge furrows into the ground—and the elves—sending mangled bodies and chunks of stone and billowing clouds of dirt and dust flying outward.

Those who made it past the wrecking balls were by no means safe. Huge boulders flung by catapults and stoneshapers descended upon them, smashing down in their midst. Ballistas fired giant spears that tore through armour and flesh with equal measure. The ground fell away underfoot, and elves plunged screaming onto sharpened spikes. Then came a rain of crossbow bolts, and exploding shrapnel, and quagmires of quicksand.

Baldreg’s crossbow triple-twanged, and a trio of explosions ripped through a line of elves. With a flick of his staff-sling, Rover Dog sent a rock the size of an elf’s head on a collision course with an elf’s head.

Saskia took aim and flung Jarnbjorn. She quickly lost track of her target amidst the chaos, so she didn’t even see it strike home. But when the axe returned to her hand, its blade was covered in blood. She hurled it again, and tried very hard not to hurl up her breakfast at the same time.

Crouched beside her, Ruhildi surveyed the carnage with an eerily calm expression. Saskia could feel the gathering of essence around her friend. It kept building and building, until the air buzzed with unreleased potential.

The elven vanguard slammed into the line of waiting dwarves. Spears and swords, glaives and axes, hammers and flails slammed against shields and armour and flesh.

Another wave of elves swept forward, larger than before. A third, bearing wands and staffs and bows, followed close at their heels, firing arrows and spells at the dwarven backline. Siege engines exploded into billowing clouds of toxic fumes. Dwarves fell from guard towers and ran screaming from buzzing swarms.

An arrow came flying up at her. And then another. One went wide. The other, which would have hit Ruhildi, she snatched out of the air. A flick of her wrist sent Jarnbjorn hurtling down at the one who had fired them. It returned to her hand covered in purple gore. The arrows ceased.

As the druids and archers advanced across the rubble-strewn craters and scattered corpses, Ruhildi finally unshackled her command dead spell. The dead quietly rose to their feet.

A frenzy of hacking and stabbing and biting and screaming ensued. Caught between the dwarves and a growing undead horde, the elves began to drop like flies—and rise again like zombie cockroaches.

Saskia watched the scene unfold with a mixture of awe and revulsion and…hope. For though there were plenty more elves where these guys came from, the carnage had been pretty one-sided so far. Maybe the dwarves stood a chance, after all.

That hope was short-lived. As were the dwarves.

A wall of fire erupted across the lines of dwarves and elves and undead. The fire swept back across barricades and siege engines and towers of stone, which glowed red and began to sag before her eyes.

“What the hell just happened?” whispered Saskia, exchanging a horrified glance with Ruhildi.

She needn’t have asked. The violet marker on her minimap told her all she needed to know. Her eyes picked him out among the advancing column of elves: a towering form in a grey cloak, holding aloft a blazing torch.

This Chosen was some kind of fire mage. Fantabulous. Just what they needed.

He turned and looked straight at her. She caught the gleam of a pale mask beneath his hood.

“Guys, we need to leave,” said Saskia. “Right now.”

She all but shoved Ruhildi back down the tunnel ahead of her. Baldreg and Rover Dog followed close at their heels. The tunnel ran down the wall of the prime passage, eventually linking up with the one she and Ruhildi had taken on their way to the Underneath. They followed that same path today, emerging out onto the snow-covered slope, shivering with more than just cold.

A small garrison stood outside, guarding the hidden entrance. They’d come close to shooting Saskia and Rover Dog on their way in, but Ruhildi’s guildstone had convinced them to stand down. Then one of them had recognised her and…

“Vindica, ’tis you!” cried one of the guards, his face lighting up at the sight of her. “What’s happening in there? A moment ago, they lit the fallback signal.”

“Chosen,” said Ruhildi simply. “Fair powerful one.”

“Och,” said the guard. His face sagged.

The ground shuddered again. To the north, dwarves were streaming out of the mouth of the prime passage. Giant slabs of stone fell in their wake. The ceiling buckled, then sagged, then came crashing down. As the dust began to clear, Saskia found herself looking upon a wall of jagged rock.

“Won’t hold them back for long,” said Ruhildi. “I suggest you take heed of the signal and fall back to Torpend.” She turned to Saskia and Baldreg. “We must decide what to do next. Mayhap we should join them. But methinks we may be more useful outside the city walls. For a time, leastwise.”

“We can’t face the entire army by ourselves,” said Saskia.

“I weren’t suggesting that,” said Ruhildi. “A frontal assault were never the Vindical way, even afore I met you, Sashki. And now that we have you, it gives us…flexibility.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it, Sashki. You and your trow friend can run faster than most any alvar or dwarrow. You can sense their approach afore they can see you. We can use that to our advantage. Find where they are weakest. Strike them where they least expect us. Set their dead against them. Then we away afore their kin even kenned we were there.”

“Guerrilla warfare,” said Saskia. At their blank stares she added, “Hit-and-run tactics. It could work. As long as we don’t get ourselves boxed in.”

“Aye. So what say you? Stay out here and harry their back lines and supply chains? Or try to defend the walls?”

“You saw what that Chosen did,” said Saskia. “I don’t think walls are going to hold him back for long. But if we can destroy enough of the army behind his back—or better yet, turn them into zombies… Yeah, let’s see what we can do out here.”

“It may be our best chance,” agreed Baldreg. “Though I want nothing more than to be by my bonnie’s side, I ken as well as you do that out here is the best place for us.”

“I just want to stomp tree-humping squishies,” said Rover Dog. “Inside, outside, make no difference.”

“’Tis settled then,” said Ruhildi. “Let’s—”

A loud boom cut off her next words. They all stared at the chunks of red-hot stone tumbling away from the mouth of the prime passage. A pile of half-melted rubble now lay where the wall of collapsed stone had been. Steam jetted from the newly-cleared opening as the river water flowed out onto super-heated rocks. It would be a little while before they cooled enough for anyone to walk over them, but the dwarves weren’t waiting around for that eventuality. Swarms of tiny figures fled southward, leaving only a few stubborn defenders to man the fortifications.

Saskia and Rover Dog and their dwarven passengers headed east, moving well clear of the path the elves would no-doubt take to the city. They spent a cold first dark in the hills, taking turns sleeping and watching the elves, who made short work of the last remaining defenders and set up camp outside.

Maybe a third of the invaders had been wiped out inside the prime passage. What remained seemed more than enough to overrun the city. Or maybe the golems would utterly crush the elves. She could only hope…

Come morning, the bulk of the elven army began to push south, while various smaller groups fanned out into the countryside.

Picking out one such group that had halted atop a nearby hill, they bounded toward the target on all fours, as fast as their long troll limbs would carry them. When they got close, Ruhildi and Baldreg dismounted and they all dropped low to the ground and crept slowly forward. Elven eyes were sharp. They couldn’t risk being spotted.

Through the trees, she counted at least ten elves. Most of them carried bows or spears at the ready, but one held a wooden wand with the telltale glow of arlium at its tip. The druid stood before a tall tree, and as she watched, the trunk of the tree began to straighten and grow taller, reshaping before her eyes. Several wide, flat platforms emerged near the top of the trunk—which was now much taller than the surrounding trees.

He was growing a watchtower. One with a good view of the surrounding countryside.

Exchanging a glance with Rover Dog, Saskia nodded at him, and they each swallowed a pinch of arlithite. Today, they were leaving nothing to chance. Taking it pre-emptively was the best way to ensure their blood would be ready to heal themselves or either of the dwarves at a moment’s notice.

Crawling up the hillside on elbows and knees, they spread out as best they could. Baldreg took careful aim at the druid in the centre of the group. Lying in the snow a short distance in front of him, Saskia raised her fingers, counting down. Three. Two. One.

Zero.

She sprang into motion, and as she did, she heard the twang of a loosed crossbow bolt.

A concussive thump filled the air. Broken bodies tumbled like ragdolls away from the point of impact.

Shouts rang out, and bows twanged. A single arrow came at her, easily dodged as she bounded forward.

Reaching throwing distance, she hurled Jarnbjorn at the nearest archer. The blade sunk deep into his chest, sending him flying. Before he’d even hit the ground, the axe was back in her hand, answering her silent summons, and she was in the midst of the elven party, tearing and stomping, with Rover Dog at her side, doing likewise.

It was almost too easy. Saskia was left surveying the gory aftermath, trying to dispel the nausea that swept over her.

After some debate, Ruhildi decided to raise the dead and bring them along as cannon fodder. All but two of them had wounds that wouldn’t diminish their ability to fight, gruesome though they were. Saskia and Rover Dog wouldn’t be able to move as fast with the undead entourage running alongside them, but they could always abandon the zombies if and when they had to skedaddle. Until that happened, these minions and any others they might acquire would allow them to stand toe-to-toe against a larger force.

The next band of elves they encountered were setting up camp on a riverbank in a secluded valley when they were ambushed. And not by Saskia’s party.

She saw it play out on her minimap. A small group of orange markers crept toward—and slowly encircled—a larger clump of yellow and orange markers. As she watched, the noose closed, and the separate groups merged into a chaotic jumble. One-by-one, the dots began to wink out.

By the time she got close enough to witness the battle in person, it was half over. Half of the combatants were dwarves, which led her to wonder why they too were showing on her map as orange dots. Dwarves as a whole hadn’t exactly been kind to her, but it’d sure be nice to have a way to distinguish them from the elves at a distance.

Though they hadn’t come through unscathed, these dwarves seemed to be gaining the upper hand. Exchanging wordless looks with her companions, Saskia gave a shrug, and leapt into the fray.

Only after all of the elves lay bleeding across the snow did she take a good look at the ragged band of dwarves and realise that she’d seen them before. A growl escaped her lips. The dwarves took a step back, levelling crossbows and swords and spears at her.

“These are the donkholes who sold me to the fighting pit!” she growled.

“What are you waiting for, you shites?” bellowed their leader, the woman who had snatched Thorric. “Shoot—”

Rover Dog stepped on her.

“Who’d you think she wanted us to shoot?” said one of the mercenaries, backing hurriedly away from Rover Dog, who was absently scraping the dwarf woman from his foot.

“Don’t matter now,” said another one, eyeing the broken body. He lowering his crossbow. “Never liked her anyway. Save your bolts for the leaf-ears, lads.”

“Wise choice,” said Ruhildi, stepping among the corpses, surrounded by her zombie retinue. There was a whisper on the wind. Her long tangles flailed across her face.

The newly dead twitched and rose up off the ground, turning as one to face the now-leaderless mercenaries.

Backing away so fast he almost tripped over his own feet, one of the dwarves stammered, “I…er…I t-think I speak for all of us when I say, er, thank you for the assistance, best of luck and, er…run!”

The rest of the mercenaries didn’t need any further prompting. They hightailed it faster than Saskia could say, “Seriously, Ruhildi, you look like you just stepped out of a Japanese horror film.”

“Sometimes I wonder whose side we’re on,” muttered Baldreg.

“Squishies cage princess,” said Rover Dog. “Deserve thorough squishing.”

“Thank you for defending me, Rover Dog, but I think we’ve done enough dwarf squishing,” said Saskia.

Several more elven parties had fallen by the time they called it quits for the day. Ruhildi now had more than fifty minions at her beck and call; a small army in its own right. It was hard to manoeuvre such a large force about without being seen though. Maybe they should stash the bodies in a hidden nook for later use, and travel lighter.

Well whatever. They could decide in the morning once they’d gotten some sleep.

Ruhildi prodded her awake barely an hour after she’d closed her eyes. Her friend pointed at the sky, where a small, dark cloud was drifting toward them. That was no ordinary cloud.

“Tempests,” she said.

“Like as not,” said Ruhildi.

Sure enough, a large swarm of dots moved swiftly down the stream below their campsite.

“Maybe a hundred mer,” said Saskia. “What’s a force that large doing all the way out here?”

“Looking for us, mayhap,” said Ruhildi. “Or mayhap they just want to keep clear of the other alvari. They aren’t exactly the best of friends.”

“So what are we gonna do?” said Saskia. “Fight or run?”

“Fight,” said Rover Dog.

“Fight,” said Baldreg.

“Fight,” agreed Ruhildi.

Saskia sighed. “Why did I even bother asking? Okay, let’s do this.”

Ruhildi hid her zombie archers on either side of the stream. The rest of them ducked behind a high rock further up the slope. Several minutes later, the mer came into view, splashing through the shallow stream, completely naked despite the cool night air. At the head of the pack, a circle of five mer women seemed to be gliding across the rippling surface of the water, held aloft by a swirling sphere of air.

Baldreg took aim at the tempests.

“Not them,” she whispered. “They have an air shield that’ll repel your crossbow bolts. Aim for the middle of the main group.”

He adjusted his aim—and on her signal, fired three times in rapid succession. At the same moment, over a dozen zombies loosed their arrows, and Rover Dog and Saskia each made use of their respective missile weapons, before leaping into the fray.

Explosions ripped through the centre of the mer formation. Many more fell to the hail of arrows. Rover Dog’s boulder turned a head into red mist. Saskia’s axe sliced through three arms and one chest before returning to her hand. Then she was in their midst, hacking and tearing and stomping. The screams of the wounded and dying tore her more deeply than any sword or spear or arrow. But her friends would die if she stopped now. She had to fight on. Had to…

An orange glow appeared beneath Rover Dog’s feet, rapidly turning red.

“Rover Dog, try to leap over the tempests!” she screamed.

The troll’s bushy brows creasing in puzzlement as he crushed another spearman beneath his great clawed feet.

Too late. For an instant, Saskia saw nothing but white. Her eardrums called it quits, and she staggered and almost fell. Clutching her head, she willed herself to action. Her minimap was still there, albeit flickering slightly, so the lightning probably hadn’t hit her directly. Rover Dog groaned and hauled himself to his feet. There were scorch marks across his body.

“Are you okay?” she shouted. Her ears were still ringing.

He shook himself, and a toothy grin spread across his face. “Good fight!”

Then he turned and leapt into the midst of another group of mer, ripping into them with his claws and sending them flying.

Saskia looked at the tempests, steeling herself for the next lightning bolt that would—

Huh. Okay, maybe not. One of the tempests wailed and clawed at her ears. She twitched and shivered and went still and silent. Blood dripped from her nose and mouth.

Then in a single motion, she turned and shoved her spear up through her companion’s chin and out the top of her head. A bone spider skittered out of her ear and leapt at another tempest’s face, while the two dead mer proceeded to skewer the others.

Retching, Saskia turned to Ruhildi, who surveyed her handiwork with an unreadable expression. That was just…she didn’t have words.

Moments later, the vortex of air stilled, and the crackling cloud above their heads dissipated.

With the tempests out of the picture, the remaining mer were quick to fall. The army of the dead had become an unstoppable tide, chopping and stabbing, biting and tearing at the terrified warriors.

It was over within minutes. Ruhildi raised the last of the slaughtered mer, and Saskia sighed inwardly. Zombies were bad enough, but naked zombies? She’d never get used to this. Controlling this many minions was also beginning to take its toll on the dwarf. Her eyes were bloodshot, her breathing laboured.

“You might want to go easy on the zombie-raising,” Saskia told her. “There’s no need to keep all of them as pets. This is a marathon, not a sprint, and we can’t have you dying on us halfway through.”

Ruhildi just looked at her and said, “I’ll be alright. We’ll need every sword arm we can get in Torpend.”

Sighing, Saskia looked at the tempests, now reduced to garden variety zombie spearwomen. The undead didn’t retain any magic they’d wielded in life. Those spears though…

Saskia took one of the spears from the unresisting hands of its owner. The arlium inset below the spearhead seemed to be calling to her. She reached for the glowing amber-coloured shard…

It slithered into her hand like liquid fire, vanishing into the skin of her palm. Heat surged through her. She fell into the water, gasping, as steam roiled around her.

The next thing she knew, she was blinking up at the worried faces of Ruhildi and Baldreg.

“What happened, Sashki?” asked Ruhildi.

“The arlium—I just absorbed it,” said Saskia.

“Mayhap you shouldn’t go near another focus,” said Ruhildi.

“Actually, I think my body needs this,” said Saskia, rising to her feet. She felt…not stronger, exactly, but fuller, as if she’d just eaten a really satisfying meal. And yet…she wanted more.

“Another fight coming our way, princess,” said Rover Dog, pointing up at the hill overlooking the river.

A chill swept over Saskia as she saw the cluster of markers gathering on her minimap. Silhouetted by the first light of the morning, a swarm of giant spindly bugs with oversized forelimbs came clattering over a nearby ridgetop. Sitting astride a striped bear in the midst of the swarm was an elf-shaped figure with the same pattern of fur as his mount. He held a longbow, already nocked and pointed at her. Arlium shone from the arch of the bow.

“Beastmaster!” she shouted.

A bright line appeared in the air, intersecting with her body. She stepped aside. The arrow streaked past, splashing into the water behind her, sending a spray of steam billowing skyward.

Baldreg quickly loaded his crossbow and fired three shots at the beastmaster. They fell short of their mark, carving chunks out of the hillside below him. Dirt and dust billowed into the air, obscuring him from sight. This didn’t seem to deter the beastmaster, who fired another arrow at Saskia through the haze. Again, she just barely managed to evade it.

Together with Ruhildi, Baldreg and Rover Dog, Saskia ran behind the cover of a rocky outcropping and crawled up the slope as best she could while staying out of the archer’s line of sight. While they were doing this, Ruhildi sent her zombies swarming up the hillside to meet the bugs head-on.

The beastmaster turned his attention to the corpses rushing toward the elves, firing arrow after arrow into them. What the arrows struck, they ignited, turning zombies into undead torches that set adjacent bodies afire. It only took a few seconds for the flames to revert a charging corpse to a still one. And those arrows fell upon them like rain.

Ruhildi’s minions reacted quickly, spreading out and weaving from side to side as they ran. This seemed to slow the attrition, but they were still falling at an alarming rate. There were less than fifty zombies left by the time they collided with the charging bugs.

By this time, the rest of them had made their way halfway up the hillside, and were now close enough to have a go at the beastmaster with their own ranged weapons. His bear mount leapt out of the path of Baldreg’s explosive crossbow bolts and Rover Dog’s flicked boulder. As for Saskia’s axe, he disdainfully snatched Jarnbjorn out of the air and flung it back.

As it curved through the air toward her gauntlet, she saw with dreadful certainty that its trajectory was going to take it through Baldreg’s body. She dove forward, arms outstretched. And in that moment, another line of light appeared in the air, intersecting with the spot where her head would be just as…

The axe landed in her gauntleted hand. She sprawled into the snow. For a moment, she had no idea what had just happened. Surprisingly, she still had a head.

Then she saw him, crouched before her, his hand afire. Rover Dog had caught the arrow. Just as she might have done. Except unlike her, he had no oracle interface to tell him where the arrow would go.

“How did you…?” she whispered.

“Squishy strong but predictable,” he said through gritted teeth.

Saskia leapt to her feet. “I’m so sorry,” she said. She brought her axe down on his wrist. Once. Twice. The burning hand flopped onto the snow. Unnatural flames continued to pour from the blackened flesh, sending jets of steam into the air.

The troll eyed his spurting wrist with an expression that turned from surprise to what might just be fury.

With a growl that set her heart hammering in her chest, Rover Dog turned and clawed his way across the snow toward the archer. Saskia raced to catch up, and together they closed the remaining distance to their foe.

The beastmaster had momentarily turned his attention to the undead charging up the slope from the other direction. His army of bugs had fallen and risen again and now ran alongside the ones they’d been fighting. Now facing both the trolls and the undead, the guy seemed to have lost his will to fight. His mount spun about, carrying him off down the other side of the ridge.

Until the ground gave way beneath them.

Ruhildi crouched atop the ridge, palms to the earth. Her face strained with the effort of casting another spell while maintaining her hold on this many minions.

Rover Dog lunged forward, reaching for the beastmaster, who had fallen from his mount, and was struggling to extricate himself from the quagmire to no avail. The troll’s claws plunged into his chest, jerked, and emerged holding a large blob of glistening, pulsating flesh. With a sigh, the beastmaster slumped forward. His bear, still trapped in the sinkhole, let out a groaning whimper, then collapsed, stone dead.

A moment later, the beastmaster and the bear had joined the rest of Ruhildi’s minions.

“Let’s get out of here, before more of them show up,” said Saskia.

Rover Dog’s hand would take a while to grow back, even with a steady supply of arlithite. On the other hand, they’d taken out some seriously tough foes, and Ruhildi’s growing horde had become a force to be reckoned with. If Torpend could hold out for just a while longer, maybe they could win this thing after all.

Once they were clear of the site of battle, Saskia took the time to absorb the arlium from the beastmaster’s bow, and the remaining tempest spears, as well as a couple of druid staffs. She didn’t know how it might help her, but she was ninety percent sure it wouldn’t do her any permanent harm.

That night, Saskia sent her consciousness leaping south to the city walls, where the defenders stood watch over the army of elves and beasts gathering below. A dozen horns sounded across the enemy lines. Globes of shimmering fire smashed against the walls, hurled by catapults grown from living trees.

Voicing a warcry that shook the earth, the elves surged forward.
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                The city burned. Behind the battered walls rose great plumes of smoke, lit by flickering flames.

“If we’re too late…” said Baldreg.

“My minions…going as fast…as I can make them,” said Ruhildi.

The dwarf’s head rested against Saskia’s shoulder as she spoke. Her breathing was laboured. She seemed barely able to keep her eyes open, much less walk on her own two feet. The strain of controlling this army of zombies was almost too much for her body to handle.

But what an army it was. Hundreds of dead elves and mer—and the occasional dwarf—riding a motley assortment of undead mounts into battle.

“Aye, I ken you’re pushing them as hard as you’re able,” said Baldreg. “I just hope my bonnie and the lad can hold out until we get there.”

“I’m sure they’ll be okay,” lied Saskia. “They can handle themselves, and they have the stone guardians.”

Yeah, you keep telling yourself that, she thought, looking at a section of wall that had melted into slag. Enemy soldiers poured up and over the breach and down into the burning streets beyond.

On this side of the walls, the gathered elves still waiting their turn to enter the city had just taken note of the charging zombies, and were hastily forming a defensive line. Armoured elves thrust long spears toward the oncoming horde, while archers atop tree towers sent volleys of arrows raining down on them.

Too little, too late.

The dead weren’t about to be slowed by spears or arrows. But the same was not true of their enemies. Undead archers fired back from astride their mounts, sending their foes plummeting out of treetops, into the midst of the elves on the ground. There, the corpses arose, and began to bite and pummel and hack at their former friends, throwing the front line into disarray. This happened just as the undead riders struck, crushing the terrified elves beneath hooves and paws and armoured carapaces. The newly-risen swarmed up the tree towers, hurling the remaining archers down onto waiting spears.

A few short and gruesome minutes later, the way into the city was clear.

Ruhildi’s breath was coming in wheezing gasps. Saskia glanced back at her, and drew in a sharp breath. “You’re bleeding!”

Ruhildi dabbed at her face, and her hand came back crimson. She swayed in the harness. Blood leaked from her ears and nose and…eyes.

Crap crap crap, this is really bad.

Tearing open her wrist with her teeth, Saskia shoved it against her friend’s mouth. “Drink,” she commanded.

In the few seconds before the wound closed, Ruhildi gulped down a huge draught of her blood. Maybe it would help, even if the strain on her friend’s body wasn’t entirely physical.

“Good,” said Saskia. “Now release some of your minions.”

“Can’t,” whispered the dwarf.

“You can and you will,” said Saskia. “Don’t you see it’s killing you? You’ll be no use to anyone if your brain explodes. Besides, we can move faster if we bring only riders into the city. Please, Ruhildi.”

“I…alright, Sashki.”

As if their strings had been cut, the walking corpses clattered to the cold earth.

Bounding across the melted stone of the breach, Saskia drew in a choking, smoke-filled breath. Through the haze loomed the hulking form of a golem. One arm was missing, there was a hole in its chest, and its heartstone lay shattered in the rubble at its feet.

Her minimap and a quick visual scout-ahead revealed a massive enemy force slicing its way through the heart of the city and amassing around Spindle. Smaller (but by no means small) warbands were splitting off the main force to take key strategic locations around the city. At least, she assumed they were strategic. Her only exposure to military strategy was in games.

She found Kveld and Freygi stationed at one of these locations: a market square (actually, more of a trapezoid), on the side of a hill whose slope had been chopped into a series of high terraces. Here was one spot where the dwarves seemed to be holding their own. Though greatly outnumbered, they held the high ground. Dwarves were raining crossbow bolts and spell-boosted rocks down on the elves swarming the level below the market. A pair of golems guarded the tops of the stairs, stomping and pummelling any enemies who got too close, and firing shoulder-mounted ballistae into the tightly-packed elves, to devastating effect.

Kveld stood by one of the golems in blood-splattered armour, with his arrow-repellent shield held before him. He looked like he’d taken a beating, but his stance was steady, and his jaw set in a determined grimace. Seeing him like this, she’d never have guessed he was the same quiet, nerdy guy who stammered and started and couldn’t get her name right.

Freygi, meanwhile, was sneaking around behind the gathered elves, looking ready to pounce. If it weren’t for her map marker, Saskia would never have spotted her. Still…was she out of her damn mind? There were nearly a hundred elves there, and only one Freygi!

Moving as swiftly as they could through the burning streets, Saskia and Rover Dog and their retinue of zombies sped eastward toward the market; their journey punctuated by frequent brief and violent skirmishes with elven soldiers they encountered along the way.

Saskia’s thoughts became increasingly grim as she ran past twisted corpses sprawled across the streets. Among the ruins lay child-sized bodies—some of them still wrapped in their mothers’ arms. An image of Thorric’s mangled body popped into her head, and she shuddered.

Just your imagination, she tried to reassure herself. He doesn’t live in this part of town. But Myrna does…

A quick stop at Myrna’s house nearly ended with Saskia losing her head. The door was smashed off its hinges. Bloody bodies were strewn across the floor. Fearing the worst, she peeked inside. Something flicked toward her, almost too fast for her to react.

Saskia found herself blinking down at a slender blade, poised just millimetres shy of her throat. The blade was held by an elderly and rather overweight dwarf woman.

“Holy crap, Myrna!” said Saskia, glancing between the dwarf and the elven corpses on the floor.

“Och it’s you,” said Myrna. In a single fluid movement, she sheathed her blade.

Baldreg and Freygi and Kveld aren’t the only ninjas, thought Saskia. That sword wasn’t quite a katana—its edge was too straight—but close enough.

“I see you’ve been busy,” she said. “I had no idea you could do…this.”

Myrna scowled. “What’d you expect me to do to a bunch of leaf-ears invading my home?”

“Uh, I dunno, invite them in for tea and crumpets?” This earned her an even deeper scowl. “Look, if you can fight, do you want to come with us? We could use an extra blade.”

“And let the leaf-ears ransack my home?” said Myrna. “I think not. Besides, I have someone under my protection.”

Saskia followed her gaze to a pair of little eyes peeking out from an upstairs doorway. Wait, she knew those eyes.

“Thorric? What are you doing here? What happened to your new family?”

Next thing she knew, little legs were pattering down the stairs toward her.

“Och no,” said Myrna, intercepting the little boy before he could glomp onto Saskia’s leg. “Back to your room, lad. ’Tisn’t safe down here. You can see her once this is over.”

Thorric squirmed in her grip. “But—”

“Get your wee bottom out of sight, afore I spank it, lad!” cried Myrna.

“But the floofies!” said Thorric. “They want to help too!”

No sooner had he spoken the words than a line of tiny white fuzzballs scuttled down the stairs, leaving a trail of icicles in their wake.

“The adorribles!” said Saskia incredulously. “They were with you this entire time?”

“Not with me,” said Thorric. “They come see me sometimes. You helped them. And now they help you.”

She stared at him. What was the deal with this kid and those creatures? Maybe they could help out in the coming battle though…

Before she could come to a decision, the adorribles ran between her legs and out the door

“I guess that settles that,” she murmured.

Ruhildi stirred on her back. “We have to go, Sashki. I don’t ken how much longer I can…”

“Right,” said Saskia. She turned back to Myrna. “You keep him safe, okay?”

“I’ll do my best. You keep them safe.” Myrna frowned at Ruhildi, who could have passed as one of her own zombies right now. Baldreg waved at her from Rover Dog’s back.

“I’ll…likewise.” She turned and bounded down the street after Rover Dog and the undead.

They were only minutes from the market square if they hurried. She hoped their friends could hold out that long. Icy dread filled the pit of her stomach and—

Oh wait, that wasn’t dread.

She looked over at the fuzzy white creatures hugging the carapace of a very chilly zombie mantis.

Saskia felt like a right heel bringing these creatures into an apocalyptic battle not of their making. But there was a chance they might be of help against the fire mage. Because ice.

How they might get close enough to ice the frocker, she had no idea. He could probably incinerate them with a casual glance.

First things first though: reaching their friends.

They raced up the steps of the lower terraces behind the unsuspecting elven warband. Seizing the opportunity, Ruhildi sent her undead charging ahead of them.

Rover Dog set his passenger down on the rooftop of a nearby pavilion, then leapt down into the fray. His hand may not have finished growing back, but he was no less lethal with that staff of his. Broken bodies tumbled as he swept it out in front of him in a wide arc.

Saskia, not wanting to risk her own precious cargo, stayed back and resorted to throwing Jarnbjorn over and over.

Amidst the chaos, she caught a glimpse of tiny white furballs leaping from frigid mounts, launching themselves at the faces of unsuspecting elves, clawing at eyes, and turning heads into iceblocks.

The golems, now out of ammunition for their ballistae, descended the upper steps, along with Kveld and the other melee fighters, crushing and hacking at the elves from the other side. In the corner of her eye, Saskia caught sight of Freygi darting in and around the edges of the battlefield, slitting throats and stabbing backs.

It was a slaughter. The elves had nowhere to run. Some tried to leap down to the level below, breaking legs and ankles in the process—only to be riddled with arrows as they tried to crawl away. The rest met their end in a futile stand-off against mounted foes who could shrug off a sword to the face—or a severed head, for that matter.

At Saskia’s approach, the dwarves backed away from the edge of the stairs. Their eyes darted between her and Rover Dog, and the orderly rows of undead standing motionless below. Whispers of “necrourgist” rippled through their ranks. But when Ruhildi shakily stepped down off Saskia’s back, the look of fear on some of their faces was replaced by something altogether different.

“Is that…?”

“Aye, ’tis Vindica alright. I seen her with that trow afore.”

More murmurs. A chant broke out among the nearby soldiers. “Vindica! Vindica! Vindica!”

Ruhildi groaned. “I don’t have time for this.”

“Ruhi!” cried Freygi, rushing out of the shadows to embrace her friend.

“You got a hug for me too, bonnie?” said Baldreg, coming up behind her.

“That and more.” Freygi proceeded to demonstrate. With tongue. Releasing Baldreg, she looked up at Saskia. “Thank you for keeping Ruhi safe. But is she alright? She looks…” She glanced back at her friend worriedly.

“Yeah, I know, right?” said Saskia. “You should have seen her earlier. I thought she was going to pop.”

“I’m standing right here, you ken,” said Ruhildi. Teetering, she grabbed Saskia’s leg for support.

“Barely,” said Saskia. Drawing her body low to the ground, she pointed the harness on her back. “Up you get. We’re not done yet, and you need to save your strength. You look like crap.”

“Aye, mam,” Ruhildi hopped up on Saskia’s back, and nodded down at Kveld and Freygi. “Good to see you both in one piece, but Sashki’s right about one thing. We’re not done yet.”

“Most of the elves are gathering around Spindle,” said Saskia. “We’re needed there. All of us are. We can trade stories on the way.”

It was slow going now that they had the golems with them. But those things were too valuable to leave behind. According to Kveld, the golems were the main reason their previous position hadn’t been overrun.

While waiting for the lumbering hunks of rock to catch up, Saskia spun her remote sight out across the city. What she saw was as sickening as it was predictable. Roving bands of elves were going from house to house, butchering entire families. There didn’t seem to be any kind of organised resistance left in many parts of the city. As far as the elves were concerned, it was open season.

Right now, other than sending out small teams to take out some of the nearby marauders, there wasn’t much they could do. They were needed at Spindle. The rest of the city would have to wait.

An ear-splitting boom echoed from somewhere high in the air, followed by a series of smaller pops. That didn’t sound like thunder. She couldn’t see through the thick haze of smoke, but it sounded like it had come from somewhere high up on Spindle.

“What the hell is going on up there?” she asked.

“Word is the leaf-ears have invaded the High Halls,” said Freygi. “They’re hitting both ends of Spindle at the same time.”

“Thondberg’s hairy armpit!” said Baldreg. “How’d they get up there?”

“No-one kens,” said Freygi. “But ’tisn’t the first time an alvar has gotten somewhere they shouldn’t have.” She glanced at Ruhildi.

“Squishies climb,” said Rover Dog.

“What?” said Baldreg.

“Climb around branch,” said the troll.

“Around the…?” Baldreg let out a single laugh. “Aye right. And they grew wings too.”

“Not need wings to climb,” said Rover Dog.

“I meant what you were saying is impossible,” said Baldreg.

“Not impossible,” insisted the troll. “How you think I got here? Not down stone column, but similar idea.”

They boggled at him. Rover Dog—and then these elves—had climbed around the outside of Ciendil? Saskia hadn’t even considered the possibility. Was there even air out there? The climb down the side of the branch sounded bonkers enough, but they’d also have to navigate many kilometres of overhang just to get to the point where Spindle met the underside of the main branch.

As if answering her thoughts, Rover Dog added, “Tunnel mouth on side of branch. Not need to climb under.”

“Then why the drackens didn’t you tell us!?” said Baldreg.

“Thought you knew,” said Rover Dog.

“Doesn’t matter how they got here,” said Freygi. “They’re here, and their goal is clear.”

“The seed of stone,” said Ruhildi. “If they seize our one and only worldseed…”

“Well I guess we’re heading to the right place then,” said Saskia, glancing at her map. A vast swarm of enemies had gathered around Spindle. “If only we could get there faster.”

The closer Ruhildi’s army got to Spindle, the more intense the fighting became. Elves fell before them by the hundreds. Scattered dwarven platoons flocked to their side. By now, the living among their growing force almost outnumbered the dead, and they had three golems marching with them. The numbers of zombies were swelling too, and Saskia could see that Ruhildi was once again pushing beyond the limits of her endurance. If her friend wasn’t going to listen to her, there wasn’t much she could do to stop her, short of clobbering her over the head. Maybe it would come to that, but for now, all she could do was try to talk her down.

Ruhildi gritted her teeth and didn’t say a word. Her face looked gaunt. Her eyes were as red as Saskia’s own.

Coughing and spluttering, they stepped out into the grounds beneath Spindle. Flames licked high into the air around them. Some of the nearby spires had melted into blobs of red-hot stone. Hundreds of elves were spread out across the expanse of broken rocks and burnt hedges, firing spells and arrows at the looming stone column. Creatures skittered up the walls. Stoneshapers and crossbowmen—far fewer than the elves and their pets—stood at the windows, firing back, and flinging a steady rain of rocks and boulders down on their enemies. Some of these rocks smashed onto elven skulls, but most fell into tangles of thick branches that snaked through the air. Silver-haired druids raised their staffs and commanded the strange tree-things to hurl the rocks back at the shapers.

The shattered ruins of a golem lay outside the tower doors. Beside the fallen golem stood Grindlecraw in metal form, shouting at a wall of shield-toting dwarves to hold the line at all costs.

In the midst of it all stood a tall figure in a white cloak and white mask, holding a burning torch. A slender jet of flame shot from his splayed, clawed fingers, passing through an open window and obliterating the dwarves within. The stone around the window blazed red and began to sag.

“That’s our main target,” said Saskia, pointing out the Chosen to the crossbowmen. “We need to take him out before he incinerates us all.”

The undead horde rushed forward to meet the elves, who were belatedly turning spears and shields to face them.

A cloaked head swivelled around on a slender neck. Even with his face hidden behind his pale mask, Saskia could feel the Chosen’s eyes boring into her.

Ruhildi jerked against her shoulderblades. “Och bollocks,” she murmured. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she went limp.

As one, the dead clattered to the ground, piling up in front of the line of elves.

“Ruhildi!” shouted Saskia. Tearing her friend from her harness, she shook her gently, then with increasing desperation.

It was no use. Ruhildi’s breaths were shallow. Eyes rolled back and forth behind closed eyelids. There was nothing Saskia could do for her now. Her blood was already in the dwarf’s system. Any more would just make her sick.

“Get her away from here,” she said, handing Ruhildi to Kveld. She could have carried her away herself, but she could see that the elves’ attention was focussed on her and Rover Dog and the golems. She couldn’t risk them going after her friend.

Nodding, Kveld began to haul the limp form down the street.

Behind her, the elves and beasts charged. Saskia pushed her way through the dwarven ranks to meet them, stopping beside the golems and Rover Dog. Baldreg teetered atop the troll’s back, crossbow nocked and held at the ready. Freygi stepped up beside them, longsword in one hand, dagger in the other.

With a roar that surprised even herself with its ferocity, Saskia leapt into the midst of the oncoming elves. Her world became a maelstrom of claws and teeth and spears and blades. And arrows. Always the arrows.

There were so many shots being aimed at her that she couldn’t hope to dodge or catch them all, so she focussed on the ones fired by beastmasters—those infused with magic that could turn her into a troll barbecue. As for the others, the best she could do was keep her movements unpredictable, and her body low to the ground. Pain blossomed across her face and back. She tore a feathered shaft from her cheek and kept on clawing and biting, ripping and tearing and crushing underfoot.

Jarnbjorn, she reserved for the beastmasters and druids beyond the reach of her claws and teeth. Standard arrows were always a concern, but a well-placed scorching sap spell or magic-infused arrow would ruin her day. Sadly, the Chosen was too far away to hit from here.

Each time she hurled the axe, it hewed through steel and flesh on its way back to her gauntleted hand. This was the most effective way to use the weapon, she realised. Throw it as far as she could, and it would slice through almost anything on its way back. After that, she kept the weapon in the air as often as she could, even when there was no ideal target in sight.

Distantly, she registered the presence of Rover Dog tearing a crimson path at her side, while Freygi’s blade whirled, Baldreg’s projectiles exploded, and the golems stomped and pummelled, dodging blows and spells with remarkable adroitness, given their size and weight.

Kveld, having stowed Ruhildi out of harm’s way, came running back to join a line of dwarves who had met the faltering elven charge with a wall of shields.

Behind them, crossbowmen fired into the middle of the pack of elves, where the Chosen stood. The shapers were winding up for some big spell. She could feel the essence gathering around them.

And then it all went to hell.

Fire erupted across the dwarven backline. Shapers and crossbowmen alike vanished behind an inferno hot enough to melt stone. The screams were mercifully brief, but no less stomach-curdling.

A line of red light appeared in the air, extending from the Chosen’s outstretched hand, aimed directly at Saskia. She dove to the side, crushing an elf as she sprawled on top of him. An explosion of heat and light erupted behind her, engulfing dozens of elves and dwarves who stood in the path of the jet of fire.

One of the golems slowly toppled, with half of its body reduced to oozing magma.

Standing in the path of the blast, behind the melted golem, was Kveld. The line of fire had undoubtedly reached him, yet he remained miraculously untouched. He crouched low behind his shield, which was blackened but otherwise intact.

That shield of his does more than just repel arrows, she thought. He’s got a whole Captain America thing going on there!

Suddenly, the Chosen gave a shudder and stared downward. Tiny furballs raced up his legs, leaving trails of ice in their wake.

What the actual flock? she thought. The adorribles! How did they get to him so fast?

Ice spread across the surface of his cloak as the creatures swarmed over him. One of the tiny creatures ran across his flailing arm, reaching for his torch. He planted his feet, and looked to the sky.

Fireballs erupted across his body, engulfing each of the critters in turn. Screeching, they fell from his back, their tiny bodies reduced to blackened cinders in an instant.

Saskia turned and vomited all over an unfortunate elf. Then she stepped on him for good measure.

I let them join this fight, she thought bitterly. Their deaths are on me.

A tremendous boom sounded overhead. Light pierced the veil of smoke. Through the haze plunged two figures, spinning and flailing as they plummeted toward certain death from some impossible height.

They bounced off the steeply sloping walls near the base of Spindle. Suddenly the larger of the two shot sideways, driven by some unseen force, taking the light with him. He landed with a dull crash behind some distant buildings. The other new arrival smashed down onto the battlefield with an earth-shattering crack, sending elves tumbling away from the final point of impact.

An obsidian dwarf rose from the newly-formed crater and surveyed the combatants, who stood there gawping, clearly unsure what to make of this unexpected challenger. Even with flesh turned to gleaming black stone, there was no mistaking this dwarf’s identity: Mangorn the Chancellor, by all accounts the most powerful stoneshaper alive today.

Without warning, the ground shuddered and split beneath the Chancellor’s feet. Spurs of rock rose and fell around him in waves, undulating higher and higher with every step. Struggling to stay upright, the closest elves backed away.

All except one. Letting out a loud warcry, a single warrior leapt forward, spear darting for Mangorn’s throat.

Mangorn flicked his wand, and a column of rock thrust up from the ground, snapped shut around the elf, then plunged back down. The spear clattered to the ground. Its wielder was simply…gone.

Another flick of his wand, and the shaking magnified tenfold, a wave of motion and sound that swept out across the battlefield. Saskia’s feet buckled beneath her, and she fell on her butt. She wasn’t the only one.

Among all the participants of this battle, only Mangorn and the Chosen remained standing. They regarded each other silently for a long moment.

Then the Chosen extended his hand, and sent a jet of flame at the Chancellor.

A wall of rock rose up to block the fire. A moment later, the wall was reduced to a molten puddle. But in the meantime, another had risen behind it. And then another. The torrent of flame ceased.

A third flick of Mangorn’s wand, and the magma left behind from the Chosen’s attack was spraying out across the nearby elves. Screams filled the air. Hair and clothing ignited. Hands clawed at blackened eye sockets.

One more twitch of his wand, and a column of stone rose up around the Chosen, just as it had with the unfortunate elf. But before it swallowed him completely, the stone exploded in another burst of magma, singeing yet more hapless elves. The Chosen’s grey cloak had burned away, revealing an unmistakeably reptilian form beneath, with leathery grey skin unmarred by fire.

A lizard wizard, thought Saskia, and she had to fight off the sudden and completely inappropriate urge to burst out laughing.

Hissing, the Chosen raised his torch high above his head.

A column of blue fire engulfed the Chancellor and dozens of shrieking elves, licking high into the air. Saskia drew in a sharp breath. Had he just…?

The shaking intensified. Elves fell screaming into fissures that opened and closed like hungry maws.

The Chosen’s face swivelled downward. An obsidian fist clamped around his ankles. An instant later, he was gone, vanishing into shuddering stone.

A series of muffled booms sounded deep beneath her feet. The ground gave one last mighty heave, and went still.

Saskia blinked. It was over so quickly, she struggled to comprehend what had just happened.

All around her, the last of the elves and dwarves jumped to their feet, eager to get back to the important task of killing each other. But as for Saskia, she just sat there, blinking like an idiot.

What the frocking frock is happening? What am I doing here? This is just…too much.

She watched as Grindlecraw stepped over his fallen guards (she hadn’t even seen them go down), wand gripped tightly in metal hands. Spears of stone rose up from the ground, skewering a trio of archers whose arrows had pinged off his bronze shell.

“Not time for rest, princess,” said Rover Dog, stepping on an elf who had been ineffectually attempting to jab her with his sword. “Fight, or die.”

She took hold of the proffered hand, rising on shaky legs to face the circle of elves that had closed around them. Reluctantly, she hurled Jarnbjorn at one of the last surviving druids. The axe took his head clean off, and returned to her hand dripping with the blood of half a dozen of his fellow elves.

This was as close to hell as she’d ever imagined. Maybe she was already dead, and this was her punishment. Her mind settled into a dull fugue as she ripped and tore and sliced.

An explosion turned five elven warriors into a heap of twisted limbs and torn flesh and staring, sightless eyes. Two more concussive blasts followed in rapid succession, ending the lives of another dozen of their companions. Dazedly, she glanced up to see Baldreg standing at her side with his crossbow raised. Beside him, a whirlwind of spinning blades and thrown daggers tore apart a pair of axe-wielding elves.

“Are you alright?” said Freygi, between pirouettes.

“Everyone…dead,” said Saskia. “Dead dead dead.”

“Battle haze,” said Baldreg.

“Aye, I can see that,” said Freygi, pulling her daggers from her opponent's eyes. “Be strong, Sashki. ’Tis almost over.” She thrust her rapier into a spleen. Or whatever elven organ happened to sit in place of a spleen.

The ground split open in a sudden shower of stones. Out of the hole crawled an obsidian dwarf. One of his hands was missing, but it seemed he’d fared better than the other guy.

A cheer broke out among the handful of dwarven fighters who still lived. “Mangorn! Mangorn! Mangorn!”

“Tough bastard, aren’t he?” said Baldreg.

The last of the elves turned and fled—and ran straight into a wall of spears that erupted from the earth.

Mangorn regarded the cheering dwarves with a stony expression. He raised his hand to silence them, and turned—

A line of light, brighter than the sun, swept down through the Chancellor’s body. With a tinkling clatter, he came apart, shattering across the broken earth.

The cheering faltered and died as a tall, muscular figure in a pale mask stepped across the obsidian shards, grinding them into the dirt. Hefting his shining claymore in one hand, he tilted his head at the horrified dwarves.

Thiachrin.

Here was the other figure who had fallen from the upper reaches of Spindle. The light she’d seen shining up there had been his sword. Before he fell, he must have been leading the second invading force attacking the column from the top.

Cursing, Baldreg levelled his crossbow at the Chosen, and loosed a volley of explosive bolts.

Thiachrin’s blade sliced the air. And then…nothing happened. No explosions. Not even a puff of smoke The Chosen had simply wiped the bolts from existence.

His gaze met Saskia’s, and somehow she just knew he was grinning behind that mask. Then he turned and ran up the wall. A short way up the steep slope at the base of the column, he vaulted through an open window. A gurgling scream sounded from within, then abruptly cut off.

“The seed of stone!” cried Grindlecraw, dashing back toward Spindle. “That’s where he’s headed. We must protect our worldseed at all costs. Follow me, everyone! This isn’t over!”

“You heard him,” said Saskia, addressing her friends. “We have a date with the…uh, humping chamber.” She frowned, glancing through the open doors. “Although I don’t know if I can fit through those narrow tunnels. And I can’t ride the lifts.”

“A tight squeeze, to be true,” said Baldreg. “But if you can get to the hollow core, you can climb it.”

“Okay.” Saskia drew in a breath. “Let’s get—”

“Er…Saskia?” said Kveld, running up behind her. “I think you need to see this.”

He held out the keystone. It flew from his hand, hovering in front of her face. When she plucked it out of the air, a message awaited her.

Keystone: Bring the dwarrow designated Ruhildi to the nexus of the Stone Bastion. Sleep there by her side, mouthlet of the master.

Wait, what? The keystone wanted her to sleep with Ruhildi? Well not with her, but…

The realisation struck like a hammer blow. Ruhildi hadn’t simply collapsed from exhaustion or magical overload. Someone or something had attacked her, just as it had attacked Saskia back in the Dead Sanctum.

Abellion. He was assaulting Ruhildi’s mind; invading her dreams.

The keystone was relaying a message from her father, she was sure of it. He was telling her what she needed to do to save her friend.

Saskia stood there for an agonising moment, feeling the world crashing down around her. Then she turned to the dwarves and Rover Dog. “I have to go. Ruhildi’s in danger. No time to explain. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

“You what?” said Freygi. “You can’t leave now. We need—”

“Sorry!” She bounded off, trying to ignore their baffled, disappointed expressions. Maybe they thought she was bailing on them out of fear. But there was no way she was going to let that fucker of a deity mind-rape her friend.

She dashed over broken rocks and broken bodies, down the burning street and around the bend to the spot where Kveld had dragged Ruhildi. Her friend was still breathing, thank dogs, but remained unconscious, and there was a trickle of blood still oozing from her nose.

Lifting her as gently as she could, Saskia took off across the city. Only a few scattered bands of elves got in her way, and she smashed them aside without slowing down.

Inside the Bastion, she dashed to the control chamber, laid Ruhildi down on the floor, and inserted the keystone in its socket. Letting out a shuddering sigh, she curled up next to the tiny dwarf, and waited for sleep to claim her.
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                Eyes darting behind her, she ran through the twisting corridor, past the kitchen and dining hall, the larder and the library, down the stairs and around the bend, toward the safety of her secret place, where the big’uns could never find her.

Someone stepped in front of her, tall and slender, like the alvessi her mam always warned her about. She smacked into the skinny lady with a squeak and fell backward, eyes going big and round.

The alvesse weren’t dressed like the pictures in the stories; all leather and leaves and flowing dresses. Her legs were covered in a tight blue cloth, rough to the touch. A softer garment hugged her upper body, leaving the lower parts of her arms exposed. There were a funny symbol on it: a cute animal face, grinning broadly. The lady’s ears were rounded, not pointy, and her skin didn’t have the green and gold speckles of the forest folk, nor the blue streaks of the mer. Mayhap not an alvesse then?

“Don’t be scared, child,” said the strange lady, smiling down at her.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I’m…” The lady frowned. “Who are you?”

“Nadi,” she said.

“Ruhildi’s daughter? But you’re…” The lady swallowed hard.

Nadi shivered. Something told her she wouldn’t like what the lady were about to say. Best not think about that.

“Where are we, exactly?” asked the lady.

“Home,” said Nadi.

“And where is home?”

Nadi pouted. “Spindle, silly.”

“You live in Spindle?”

“Where else would I live?” Nadi raised her little copper wand. There were no arlium at its tip, but she liked to pretend there were. One day, she’d get a real wand. “When I grow up, I’m going to be a shaper, just like Mam and Grandpap.”

’Twere then that the armoured big’un who had been chasing her came rattling down the corridor, breathing hard. Choosing the lesser of two scaries, Nadi darted behind the lady’s legs.

“Don’t tell him I’m here!” she pleaded.

“You seen a little’un come by, lass?” wheezed the big’un as he drew close.

“Why?” asked the lady, raising her eyebrows. “What’d…he or she do?”

“That little scamp Nadi snuck into the humping chamb—I mean the Solemnity of Stone. Scratched the words ’Nadi were made here’ on the highest pillar.”

A smirk crossed the lady’s lips. “Could’ve been a different Nadi.”

“There’s only one Nadi, thank the forefathers,” said the big’un. “So did you see her?”

“Oh! Yeah, she went that-a-way.” The lady pointed to a side corridor.

Tipping his helmet at her, the shield-bearer ran off in the direction she pointed.

Nadi threw her arms around the lady’s legs, hugging her tight. “You saved me, pretty lady!”

“Oh, I’ve graduated to pretty now, have I?” The lady beamed at her, and in that moment, she were indeed the prettiest lady Nadi had ever looked upon.

“You can come to my secret place,” said Nadi, taking the lady by the hand. ’Twere a generous offer. She’d never showed anyone her secret place afore.

She led the lady into a large storage chamber, stacked high with tools and supplies. They squeezed behind a shelf and into the hidden crevice, where water always drip-drip-dripped down the whistling hole. Dashing inside, Nadi drew up short with a startled gasp.

Standing afore her, with hands on hips, were her mam. Ruhi’s face were creased in a scowl. “Nadelone! You’ve some explaining to do, young lassie!”

Frantically, she looked to the pretty lady for help, but the lady were nowhere to be found. Swallowing, she turned to face her mam’s baleful glare.

One tearful apology later, her mam snatched the wand from her fingers and hauled her out into the corridor. There, she laid down her punishment: “No minor magic for thirty bells.”

“Aw Maaam, you’re such a meanie!” wailed Nadi.

“Forty bells, and not a moment sooner.”

“What?” screeched Nadi. “You said thirty!”

“Fifty bells.”

“Maaaam…”

A chill passed over her. She glanced fearfully at the mist roiling at the end of the corridor. Her mam saw it too. Drawing in a sharp breath, she took Nadi by the hand and ran the other way. Out of the mist floated a pale figure with a face like smooth, white marble.

They kept running, until they were both gasping for breath, and a river of tears were streaking down Nadi’s cheeks. Her mam’s hand slipped free from her wrist, and she fell on her face.

When she lifted her head, she were in a different place, at a different time. She sat on the floor with a bunch of fidgeting little’uns, listening to Bulgort the Scribe prattle on about dusty old dwarrows from a time long gone. A history lesson. Boooring.

There came a scratching at the wall, then a thump, and a horrible gurgling scream. Bulgort stopped prattling and rose to his feet. He went to the door, opened it—and fell back in a spray of crimson.

Into the room stepped a big’un in a dark cloak, holding a long, thick blade that drip-drip-dripped onto the standing stones. He were tall—taller than most any dwarrow—but heavy too, with arms like tree trunks. The skin of his hands were green with gold flecks. If he were to lift his hood, she kenned she’d see a pair of leaf-shaped ears.

Little’uns shrieked and scattered, while Nadi stood on trembling legs. She raised her toy wand in shaking fingers.

In the corner of the room, the lady stood, meeting her gaze with glistening eyes.

The blade came down, hard and cold. So very cold.


Crimson smeared the walls and furniture. Strewn across the broken stone they lay, scattered and broken; one larger, bearded form by the door, the others much smaller. She had eyes for only for the smallest. In the centre of the chamber, a crumpled dress; a toy wand resting near bloody fingertips.

A thin, keening wail echoed inside her head.

Her daughter’s face, pale and still. Tiny arms limp. Legs buckled behind her. Sweet, mischievous little Nadi. Her light extinguished.

Her world ended.

She were on the cold stone, cupping the torn body in her arms. Her body shook, but she couldn’t even find the will to cry.

Soft arms slid around her. Warm, familiar arms.

The one who held her were weeping enough for the both of them. Great wracking, shuddering sobs. Tears drenched her bloody tunic as a face buried itself in her shoulder. Why were she crying? ’Tweren’t Frey’s daughter who had…

It didn’t matter. Her friend were here for her. She gripped the arms tightly in her own, and they lay that way until they both stopped trembling.

“Ruhi,” murmured Freygi, resting her head against her shoulder. “My sweet Ruhi. ’Tisn’t fair that you suffered so, for so, so long. I wish I could be there to ease your pain.”

“What are you talking about, Frey?” said Ruhildi. “You’re here right now.”

“No, Ruhi, I amn’t,” said Freygi. “I were never there when you needed me. Some friend I turned out to be. But you have new friends now. You’ll be alright. Tell my lunkhead of a spanmate that I…no. He already kens. Tell him…when the time comes, I’ll be cheering for you both.”

Ruhildi rolled over to face her friend. “Tell him yourself, Frey. I…”

’Tweren’t Freygi lying beside her. ’Twere another familiar face. Familiar and yet…fair odd. She were small—so much smaller than she should be. Her skin were smooth and soft. No claws. Where were her claws?

“Sashki,” said Ruhildi, looking over her friend as they both rose up off the floor. “You’re…not much taller than me now.”

Sashki sniffed and wiped her eyes. Her eyes, so different from what she kenned. Her face were different too, yet still undeniably Sashki. “This is what I looked like back home,” she said. “Minus the scars.”

Ruhildi blinked at her, still struggling to reconcile this slender almost-dwarrow with the towering trow she kenned so well. “By the forefathers, Sashki, you’ve a fair pretty face. I mean, not that you didn’t afore…” She trailed off, looking at the ground.

Her friend laughed, then blinked as new tears began to form. “She called me pretty too…”

“Who?”

Sashki looked away. “Never mind.” She tugged at Ruhildi’s arm. “We have to get out of here, before he shows up again.”

“What’s going on, Sashki?” Ruhildi stared down at the scattered bodies. Her lip quivered. “This happened a long time ago.”

Mist gathered at the doorway. The icy pit in her stomach hardened.

Cupping Ruhildi's face between her hands, Sashki spoke in urgent tones. “Listen to me carefully. We’re in your dream. Abellion’s attacking your mind, just as he did to me back in the Dead Sanctum. We have to leave, right now. You need to find your place of power—the place where he can’t touch you.”

Ruhildi looked down. A bloody knife rested in her hand. A shadow loomed over her own; splayed fingers reaching for her head.

“Hurry, Ruhildi!” shouted Saskia. “You’re in control of this dream, not him. Get us out of here!”

Her place of power? What might that be? Willing herself to calm, she closed her eyes and tried to think of a moment when she’d felt true power.

When she opened her eyes again, they were stalking through the woods with her old crew. Beloved faces, all of them. All long dead, save Baldreg.

“The Vindicals?” said Saskia.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “After Nadi…they were my strength. Nothing could stop us. Nothing…”

At the edge of a coastal town whose name Ruhildi had never larned, they lured a pair of wardens away from the docks and shot them full of arrows. Calling upon a sliver of essence, she sent the corpses beneath the ground. They dashed aboard a bulbous tree-ship, cutting down another leaf-ears as they made their way into the hold. Inside, they found fistfuls of dishevelled dwarrow slaves, pressed together like spinefish in a barrel.

The leaf-ears spotted them on the way out. Two enemies became four, then ten, as the alarm sounded and wardens came running from all sides.

By the time ’twere over, the slaves were free, and singing their praises. The town were burning. Leaf-ears stained the forest floor with their life’s blood. Among the bodies lay a young lad with an axe in his back.

“We did this,” whispered Ruhildi. She stared down at the blood-slicked blade in her hand.

A shadow passed overhead. Sashki's eyes jerked skyward, and Ruhildi followed her gaze. Through a hole in the canopy, she saw him. And he saw her; a pale figure, tall as a spur, reaching down through the white mist.

Prising the knife from her fingers, Sashki flicked it away. “Snap out of it, Ruhildi! This clearly isn’t your place of power.”

Another day. Another liberation. This one weren’t going so well. They were running through a small gully with a pinch of slaves they’d freed; a horde of angry leaf-ears on their heels. Ruhildi were limping badly with a bone-deep gash across her thigh. Her thoughts became as morning mist as the passion of the moment took hold of her.

“Go,” she said to the last of her beloved Vindicals. “Take the freed folk, and go. I’ll hold them off as best I can.”

“I can’t just abandon you here!” protested Baldreg.

Ruhildi took his hand as they ran. “Go. ’Tis an order. I ken how bad you are at following orders, but this one time…”

She pressed her forehead against his, and in that moment, though it would have been the death of them both right then and there, she longed to kiss him—to flick her tongue between his lips, the way he’d once tried to do to her. All she’d given him in return that day were a swift punch in the belly. Why had she turned him away back then? Baldreg were nothing like Luchom, the bollocking arse whom she’d first taken for spanmate—who had stayed by her side just long enough to sire Nadi, then slunk off with the tunnel raiders and gotten himself killed. Baldreg were thoughtful and sweet and funny when he had mind to be, and…bollocks! She couldn’t let herself be distracted right now.

“Live,” she insisted. “For me. Lead these people home. And bring word to my pap. He’ll see to it that we’re avenged.”

“I can’t leave you,” he whispered.

“You can,” she said, shoving him forward with gentle firmness. “It’ll be alright. I get to see her again in the Halls Beyond.”

Tears ran down Baldreg’s face as he turned from her and led the freed folk through the gully.

Ruhildi spun about, raising her wand. She took a deep, steadying breath, planted her feet wide, and brought the hillside down upon the charging leaf-ears—and herself.

The moments that followed were a maelstrom of falling rocks and snapping bones and dull, crushing pain. Then she were looking down over the buried gully from atop the hillside. She noted with some satisfaction that not a single pursuing alvar had escaped the landslide.

“Am I dead?” she wondered aloud.

“Clearly not,” said the lady standing by her side.

“Sashki!” Ruhildi starting in surprise. Then she remembered. This weren’t happening to her now. ’Twere but a memory. A dream.

“I never did larn how I survived the landslide,” she said.

“Well maybe you will now,” said Sashki.

“How? If this is a but a dream…”

Sashki smiled at her. “Oracle, remember?”

Ruhildi frowned. “But this is my dream, not yours.”

“Look, I don’t actually know how this works, okay? Just go with it.”

They watched as another group of leaf-ears arrived and began to pick through the fallen rocks, finding several battered corpses. Someone ran off, and returned with a pair of wand-toting alvessi.

Sashki squinted, then her eyes grew wide. She pointed at the younger of the two: a dark-haired lass, fair gorgeous by the standards of her people. “That’s Nuille! Garrain’s lifemate. Her hair is different, but I’m sure it’s her.”

The two healers—tenders, they called them—stalked across the rocks, eyes downcast. Then Nuille cried out, pulling a limp, bloody body free from the debris.

Ruhildi’s body.

The second alvesse came up beside Nuille. “A dwarrow?” she muttered, casting her gaze skyward. “Why’d she have to be the one to live?”

Nuille pressed her wand to Ruhildi’s forehead. The wand shone brighter.

“What are you doing?” shouted her partner.

“What the fuck’s it look like I’m doing?” snapped Nuille, not taking her eyes from the dwarrow. “Healing her, obviously.”

“Watch your tongue, fledgling!” hissed the older alvessi. “And stop that at once! She may be the one who killed them all!”

“Fuck that,” said Nuille. “We’re tenders. It’s not our place to withhold healing from one who needs it. You taught me that, Mistress Tienne.”

“She won’t thank you,” said Tienne. “A life of slavery and hardship awaits her.”

“That’s also not for us to decide,” said Nuille.

Mist seeped in from the corners of the forest, and the air grew chill. Pale fingers reached down toward Ruhildi’s body, which were just beginning to stir under the alvesse’s ministrations.

“Time for us to skedaddle,” said Sashki.

Ruhildi were still reeling at her discovery that this alvesse, Nuille, had taken it upon herself to heal her. There were many years when Tienne would have been right. Ruhildi wouldn’t have thanked her. But now…

Spindly fingers closed around the prostrate dwarrow’s head.

Pain erupted in her forehead. Her nose began to drip. She dabbed at it, and her hand came back dotted in crimson.

“Ruhildi!” shouted Saskia, reaching for her.

She closed her eyes, willed herself to calmness and…

They were in an underground chamber, filled with ragged, dirty dwarrows pounding on anvils and stoking furnaces. Each of them had a tattoo on his face; the same symbol that marked Ruhildi's own cheek. She kenned these dwarrows well—not as well as the Vindicals—but she counted them as friends. They too had perished for her.

A slender figure loomed, and for a moment she mistook him for the ethereal visage of the tyrant. But no. It were a robed leaf-ears with a wand in his hand and a sneer on his face. A hated sneer she kenned all too well.

Ifilwen grabbed Ruhildi by the arm and yanked her away.

Snarling, Sashki sprang forward, smashing her fist into the forge master’s face, afore planting a knee in his crotch. He doubled over on the floor, clutching his groin.

“If only I could have been here to do this in the real world,” said Sashki. “What the hell, Ruhildi? Why are we here?”

“I had a kind of power here.” Ruhildi looked at Ifilwen, groaning on the floor. “Power over him. I…weren’t completely honest with you when I told you about the forge master. ’Twere him that did this to me.” She patted her chest. “But I were the one who implanted the idea. I were the one who showed him how. Made him want to do it. Such a pathetic, broken creature he were, by the end. The only thing I didn’t anticipate were my friends; my fellow slaves. If they’d just waited just a wee bit longer…”

Bodies littered the floor; mangled, barely recognisable heaps of flesh and broken bone. Ruhildi’s gaze flicked between the corpses of her friends and the knife in her hand. It would be so easy…

Pale fingers probed at the sides of her head. Blood began to ooze from her eyes and ears and nose.

“This isn’t working!” cried Sashki, taking her by the hand and dragging her away. They ran up a winding ramp and out into the light. She found herself staring into her friend’s eyes. “Ruhildi, please keep fighting. Do it for me, and for yourself. You can beat this frocker! I know it can be done, because I did it. You just have to believe that. Truly believe it. And take us to a place where he has no power over you.”

Ruhildi stared back at her for a long moment as an idea formed in her mind. She nodded. “I ken my true place of power.”

They sat in the mouth of a cave, looking out over a snow-covered mountain valley. Glancing up at her friend, she saw that she were once again a trow, though no less beautiful to Ruhildi’s eyes, even if the trow herself didn’t ken it.

“Ruhildi, you can’t be serious,” said Sashki. “Here is where you were at your most vulnerable. You almost died.”

“Not the place. The person.” Ruhildi met her gaze. “You, Sashki. My place of power is by your side.”

Saskia made a ridiculous face. “If you try to tell me we’re gonna use the power of friendship to defeat a god, I might just have to throw up.”

“Oh this is getting good,” said a voice behind them.

They both jumped to their feet and whirled to face the speaker. A dark-eyed dwarrow sat on a rock, munching on a striped paper box of white, crunchy kernels. He grinned at them.

Sashki let out an exasperated sigh and rolled her eyes at him. “Took you long enough to show up.”

“Who is this, Sashki?”

“This…” Her friend gestured. “This is my father. His annoying ghost, at least. Though apparently the real Calburn is still alive somewhere out there, in another world. It’s complicated.”

Ruhildi’s eyes went as wide as a nightscreecher’s. “Calburn…the demon king.” Her knees threatened to buckle beneath her. After meeting Sashki, she’d ceased to think of him as an object of worship. But to actually meet this creature of legend…

Old beliefs were not so easily dispelled.

“Oh yeah, quail before me, flatlander,” said Calburn. “I love it when they do that.”

“If you’re just going to be a donkhole, you can just bog right off,” said Sashki.

Abruptly, his expression turned serious. “The dwarrow has the right of it. You are her source of power. At least you could be.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” said Sashki.

He grinned. “If she were to become your vassal…”

Sashki frowned. “My what?”

“Your vassal,” said Calburn. “It’s like the bond you share with the greenhand, only this one would be stronger, because it would be forged with her consent. Assuming she gives her consent, of course. Also, two foci are better than one, right?”

“Wait, Garrain is my vassal?” Sashki looked horrified, as well she should.

“Yeah,” said the demon king. “By some definitions.”

“So what does that even mean, in practical terms?” asked Sashki.

Calburn sighed. “There isn’t time for the full lecture, but the gist of it is: the natives of this world get their power from the world tree. Your vassals get their power from you.”

“What, really?” Sashki’s eyebrows rose. “Where do I get my power from then? This oracle thingie has to come from the world tree, right?”

“In the beginning, yeah,” said the demon king. “Now? Not so much. From the moment you absorbed arlium into your body, you’ve been forming your own parallel system, inspired by the world tree, but…unique. It’s a power unto itself. One that will only get stronger over time.”

“I want to be your vassal, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. She needed no time to consider it. ’Tweren’t like her friend were ever going to make her do something against her will.

“Are you sure?” Sashki looked at her with doubt-clouded eyes. “We don’t even know—”

“The alternative is Abellion slowly devours her brain,” said Calburn.

Sashki stared at him. “Nope. Nope nope nope. Okay, so how do we do this?”

“It’s not so much a matter of how as it is where,” said the demon king. He waggled his eyebrows.

Ruhildi stood on a mountainside, gazing up at the beating wings of a great dracken. The beast gazed down at her with eyes like twin suns, searing into her core. Those eyes weren’t the eyes of her friend, but at the same time, she kenned Sashki were in there somewhere.

The focus in her chest grew hot and bright, lighting her flesh from within.

The dracken landed atop the swaying peak, lowering its neck in clear invitation. Grabbing hold of vine-covered spurs, she hoisted herself up, just as the great beast leapt skyward.

Far below, the tyrant let out a roar of impotent rage, and collapsed into a spreading pool of white mist.


She soared lazily around the deep place, wings undulating in the warm currents. A tiny dwarf sat astride her back, eyes bulging as she looked wildly from side to side.

“I thought you said this place is metaphorical,” said Saskia.

“It is,” said Calburn. “Your friend is seeing something quite different from what you’re seeing.”

“Oh. Right. The dragon.”

“It’s not important,” said Calburn. “She probably won’t even remember this part.”

“So how do I—”

“It’s already happening. Look.”

Sure enough, one of the tentacle-vines was worming its way toward her friend. She watched in fascinated horror as the tip of the vine plunged into the back of Ruhildi’s neck, waggling from side to side, plunging deeper and deeper into her flesh. The two began to fuse, until it was hard to tell where the dwarf ended and the tentacle began. The dwarf’s eyes rolled back in her head, and she drifted free, floating on the end of the bizarre tether. Her flesh began to glow steadily brighter, until it almost matched the intensity of Saskia’s doppelgängers, still bobbing at the ends of their own vines.

“Very good,” said Calburn. “Now it’s time for you to wake up. There’s a Chosen out there who’s in dire need of some death therapy. To that end, tell your little friend I sent her a gift. She can thank me later.”


Blinking, she took in the sight of Ruhildi’s face, smiling back at her.

“You’re awake!” Saskia tried to hug her friend, before hastily pulling back. Oh yeah. Troll. Wouldn’t want to crush the poor dwarf. “So did it work? Are you my…vassal?”

“You tell me, Sashki. I feel…fair odd.” Ruhildi rubbed at her temple.

“Yeah, tell me about it.”

That had been one of the weirdest dreams she’d ever had. On some level, she’d been Nadi and Ruhildi and herself, all at the same time. And now she felt like she knew her friend in ways she’d never known her before. Knew her thoughts, her secrets, her desires, her pain—so much pain. It would take some getting used to.

She’d been asleep less than half a day, according to her oracle clock. Just a little snooze compared to her three-day dream battle with Abellion back in the Dead Sanctum. It could have been much worse, but she shuddered to think what might have happened in the hours since she abandoned everyone at Spindle.

“We have to go,” she told Ruhildi. “I’ll explain what happened on the way, but our friends need us. This city needs us.”

Something skittered forth from Ruhildi’s satchel and stood waggling its tiny white legs in the air.

Saskia scrambled away from the bone spider. “Ruhildi, now isn’t the time for games! I’m sorry, but we have to move!”

“I didn’t do that, Sashki!” said Ruhildi, her eyes wide. “’Tis no spell of mine making it move about like that.”

As Saskia stared at the dancing spider, a thought occurred to her. “Calburn said he sent you a gift. Maybe that’s what he meant?”

“Mayhap,” said Ruhildi, frowning. “I don’t ken its purpose though.”

“Well don’t look at me,” said Saskia. “He’s probably just messing with you. Anyhow, get that thing under control, however you can, or we’ll have to leave it behind.”

The dwarf’s eyes closed in concentration. A tiny surge of heat flowed through Saskia’s body. The bone spider lifted off the ground, legs flailing wildly.

“I don’t think it likes that very much,” said Saskia.

Ruhildi lowered the spider into her satchel and held it shut.

Saskia let out a breath, feeling the trickle of essence subside. “Fantabulous. I am now officially…your mana battery. Now up you get.” She crouched low so her friend could climb aboard.

“By the forefathers, Sashki!” said Ruhildi. “You’ve a forest of arrows in your back!”

“Oh yeah,” said Saskia, wincing as her friend began to pluck them out. “Forgot about those.”

As they made their way through the crypts, Saskia found a second little mirror on her interface and used it to leap into Ruhildi’s head for a moment—just long enough to bring up her minimap.

Ruhildi flinched in the harness. “Dracken’s breath! What the shite was that?”

Saskia chuckled. “Don’t worry. You’re not going crazy. You just saw what I can see. Oracle stuff. That one was a map of the area around us.”

After a long moment, her friend said, “Bring it back. I want to see.”

“Okay,” said Saskia. “But you need to keep your eyes fixed on where we’re going, or I might run into a wall.”

No sooner had she enabled the minimap than blue dots sprang into being all across the crypts. At the same time, she watched through Ruhildi’s eyes as skeletons began to crawl from the nearby alcoves, flexing bony limbs.

“I thought you could only raise corpses you can see,” said Saskia.

“Not any more,” said Ruhildi. “With this map to guide me, and with the expansion nodes extending my reach, I can command the dead from afar. We can take back this city quick as a sneeze.”

Wow, it took her, what, ten seconds to work out how to do that?

“Uh, let’s not be too hasty,” said Saskia. “There’s still a limit to how many you can control at once. Probably. And I have an…overheating problem.”

Actually, it might not be as big of a problem as she thought. An army this large took an awful lot of essence, which should be generating a lot of heat inside her. But she was barely breaking a sweat right now. The heat was far less intense than she’d come to expect after watching Garrain’s spellcasting. Maybe controlling the undead was more efficient than druiding. Maybe Ruhildi’s separate focus made it easier. Or maybe the additional arlium she’d absorbed over the past few days had given her a bigger reservoir. Whatever the case, she wasn’t going to catch on fire just yet.

Next, there came the difficult task of telling her friend what had happened outside Spindle. And about her father.

“Och,” said Ruhildi in a low voice. “Well at least ’twere quick. And he died a hero.” Blinking rapidly, she looked at the floor and snorted. “Now he’ll get his own statue.”

“If there’s anyone left to build it,” said Saskia with a sigh.

They emerged into smoke-shrouded streets, lit by the morning sun. Fires still raged across the city. A series of loud cracks punctuated the silence, followed by distant shouting.

Somewhere high up in the column of Spindle, a battle raged. She could only hope they wouldn’t get there too late.
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                The dead poured from the crypts by the hundreds, sweeping out into the streets, cutting down elves and beasts—and trees. Yeah, a little overzealous, those skellies. Across the western reaches of the city, corpses began to stir, and rise, and set upon the living.

“How much control do you actually have over this army?” asked Saskia as they tore through the streets of Torpend ahead of the swarm of clattering skeletons.

“With this many minions, I don’t command each one separately, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “My brain would melt if I tried to do that. I give them general orders—kill all leaf-ears—and some simple movement patterns and battle strategies, and they follow them. I only have to step in if something surprising happens.”

In the minutes that followed, Saskia witnessed one such intervention. Pockets of resistance had endured throughout the city, but most of the surviving dwarves had fallen back to the southwestern quadrant, which remained largely elf-free. After the dwarves in that location started to attack her minions, Ruhildi pulled them back.

“You could make them raise a white flag,” suggested Saskia.

Her friend gave her that look. “Sashki, in all the old tales, the white flag is a symbol of the Chosen. Mayhap ’twouldn’t be best to go waving that around, unless you want to join the leaf-ears.”

“Oh,” said Saskia. “Okay, noted. White flags bad.”

Something skittered up onto Saskia’s shoulder and waggled its spindly legs at her. She just about levitated, before she realised it was just her friend’s bone spider. “Dogramit, Ruhildi, would you put that thing away!”

“I already told you, Sashki, it no longer answers to me.”

“Ugh, I bet this was just one of my father’s pranks,” muttered Saskia.

Well it wasn’t doing any harm up there. Maybe they should just leave it alone for now. A few minutes later, it returned to the safety of her friend’s satchel.

The good news was that Ruhildi was showing no signs of strain. Before she became Saskia’s vassal, her friend would have bled from every orifice if she tried to raise an undead horde a quarter the size of this one.

Watching the swarms of blue dots move about on her map, an idea began to form. Her minimap was a dogsend to Ruhildi, but right now her friend could only see the map when Saskia looked out of her eyes. And if she jumped from Ruhildi’s eyes to someone else’s, she inadvertently brought her friend along for the ride. But did it have to be that way? What if she could share her interface elements while remaining in her own head, or visiting another?

C’mon, oracle interface, don’t let me down now, she thought. Gimme a screen share option or something.

After a few minutes of concentration, something did change. The mirrors on her interface—one for Ruhildi and one for Garrain—each became dual mirrors; little ovals of polished glass, joined in the middle. She reached out with mental fingers and touched Ruhildi’s mirror…

And almost fell over. Holy crap, she was seeing double!

Not the kind of double vision she’d gotten that one time after drinking a quarter of a bottle of Baileys (an incident that had sealed her reputation as a total lightweight). No, she was seeing with two different pairs of eyes at the same time—her own, and Ruhildi’s. The two views weren’t overlaid on top of each other, but nor were they next to each other. There was no spatial relationship at all. They were just…there. Somewhere.

Okay, wow, this is going to take some getting used to. Not quite what I was expecting.

Ruhildi wasn’t having a fit right now, so presumably she still had plain old single vision. When Saskia began pulling up calendars and clocks and highlights and labels in her friend’s visual field, Ruhildi snapped, “Stop that!”

So far so good.

Just as there were separate visual fields, there were separate sound channels as well. In fact, there always had been. She just hadn’t realised it. So there’d be no confusing where a sound was coming from. She soon figured out how to access a mental ‘push to talk’ button as well, so her friend didn’t have to hear creepy breathing sounds or anything else going on at her end that she wanted to mute.

“That was fun,” said Saskia after they were done experimenting with the new connection. “But now it’s time to get serious. We’re coming up on Spindle soon.”

Aside from a few undead beasts, Ruhildi’s minons couldn’t keep pace with Saskia. Her friend had started raising corpses in front of them as they moved, and discarding some of the ones they’d left behind. Now, as they approached the outer walls of Spindle, there were an awful lot of corpses to choose from.

But it wasn’t just corpses that awaited them. On a nearby street corner, a small column of armoured dwarves advanced toward a larger band of elven archers and pikemen. Saskia charged past the startled dwarves, already hurling Jarnbjorn at their enemies, while zombies swarmed in from all sides.

The elves lasted less than a minute against the onslaught. Several tried to flee across the spiretops, only to be mercilessly shot down.

Addressing the dwarves, Ruhildi gestured at her troll mount and the corpses swarming around her. “They’re on our side, shield-bearers. How goes the fighting inside Spindle?”

“Not well, Honoured Vindica,” said one of the dwarves, while his companions picked their jaws up off the floor. “The leaf-ears hold at least two thirds of the column, and the halls above.”

“What of the seed of stone?” asked Ruhildi.

He gave a dwarven shrug. “We haven’t heard from the crew who went to retake it, which can only mean they have failed. This has turned into a right shitestorm—apologies for the language, mistress. The Chosen is still up there, doing who kens what to our worldseed, and we can’t do a cursed thing to stop him.”

“Then we’ve no time to lose, Sashki. Giddy-up!”

Saskia set off toward the looming column, muttering, “Why’d I have to teach you that word?”

“I hope you like climbing,” the dwarf shouted after them. “The lifts were all destroyed.”

“It’s not like I could fit inside those rickety cages anyhow,” said Saskia.

The same could be said of many of the tunnels in Spindle. They weren’t built for trolls. Fortunately, the main tunnel on the ground floor was wider than most. There were only a few bottlenecks where she had to get down on hands and knees.

Soon, they found themselves gazing up at the vast central shaft that would take them halfway up the column’s length, ending just short of the level housing the seed of stone.

Saskia swallowed. “I do like climbing, but this is ridiculous.”

This shaft was taller than the highest towers on Earth. It would be a white-knuckled climb, made worse by the fact that they might be attacked on the way up.

Once she was up on the wall, it wasn’t so bad. The stone was soft enough for her to dig her claws in, but not so soft that it couldn’t support her considerable weight. It was times like these when she was glad to be a troll. She shimmied upward at a speed that would have left her old climbing buddies stupefied.

Meanwhile, Ruhildi sent her undead army surging up ladders and stairs too small and flimsy for Saskia to dare stepping on, while some of the dead beasts climbed straight up the walls at her side. The humanoid deaders were falling further and further behind, but her friend urged her on regardless.

“Methinks Kveldi placed more expansion nodes on his way up,” said Ruhildi. “I can command the dead from afar, even here.”

“That was thoughtful of him,” said Saskia. “It’s not like the stone guardians can take the stairs any more than I can, and I doubt they can climb the walls. So he must have anticipated we’d want to do this.”

“He’s a clever one, that Kveldi,” said Ruhildi. “Fair odd, but fair clever.”

Every now and then, a tremor shook the walls, and they had to pause their ascent until it passed. These were no mere wind buffets, and they came more often than the ground tremors they’d experienced over the past weeks. The higher they went, the worse it got.

Three quarters of the way up, she spotted a line of orange dots on her minimap, coming down the stairs several floors above them.

“Sashki…” murmured Ruhildi.

“I see them,” said Saskia.

Pressing herself flat against the wall, she slithered upward. Peeking up over the lip, she hurled Jarnbjorn at the rearmost elf, then vaulted up. The claws of her left hand latched onto the wall, while her feet teetered on the ledge.

Her axe embedded itself in the elf’s forehead with a sickening crunch, and before he began to fall, she summoned it back. Holding her right, gauntleted hand low to the ground, she directed the path of the axe so that it smashed and tore its way through the line of elves, who were just now beginning to aim bows and spears at her.

They went down like a row of skittles; several tumbling over the edge, while others slumped onto the narrow stairs. Groans and curses sounded from the scattered elves. Saskia caught the axe, and threw it again.

As the last of them fell silent, a wave of nausea swept over her. This was nothing new, but the tiny thrill that had preceded it was. She was getting entirely too used to killing.

I can’t keep doing this, she thought. What comes next? A necklace of skulls and a death metal theme tune?

A shout rang out across the shaft, and Saskia winced, seeing the air suddenly fill with glowing trajectories. She sprang sideways in the nick of time as arrows peppered the spot on the wall she’d been clinging to. Glaring over at her new foes, she shot up the wall, leaving them behind as a swarm of undead beasts slithered and skittered toward them. Their screams echoed up the vast hollow, then fell silent.

From that point on, the ascent became a long series of scuffles and escapes. The only dwarves they found were corpses, and Saskia’s gut became a knot of worry. Where were their friends? She’d have seen them on her minimap if they were on any of the floors she’d passed through.

It was only as they neared the top of the shaft that the familiar blue map markers materialised amidst a swarm of grey and orange and red ones. There was a loud crack, accompanied by distant shouts and the clashing of steel on steel.

A dwarf tumbled off the balcony above, arms flailing, staring at her through wide, terror-stricken eyes. There was an arrow in his chest, and a deep gash across his head. Saskia threw out her arm in a vain attempt to catch him, but he was too far away. And then he was gone.

She scrambled up onto the balcony and found it littered with corpses, and a desperate band of dwarves fending off a tide of elven fighters. She spotted Baldreg and Kveld and Grindlecraw among them. Further down the tunnel, a snarling Rover Dog batted drunkenly at dozens of elves that had him pinned against a wall, his body riddled with arrows.

Saskia pushed past the startled dwarves, struggling to get to the stricken troll’s side. All around her, the dead rose up and flung themselves at the elves.

Something tickled her shoulder. She glanced down, and let out an embarrassing squeak. The bone spider was back. It leapt onto the face of an approaching elf, who screamed and snatched at it, even as it tore into his eyes.

“Oh my dog!” she cried out, feeling queasy again.

“I not your Dog,” said Rover Dog, blinking at Saskia through his one good eye. He crushed a pair of elves as they scrambled to meet the new threat. “You princess, but you not own me.”

“Yeah, that joke never gets old.” Saskia put herself between him and the elves. The troll had seen better days. It was her turn to protect him.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the bone spider leaping at another victim.

Even with the dead on their side, this was no easy battle. These elves were highly organised, and quickly formed a protective shield wall, holding back the dead that swarmed them from the dwarven side, while hacking apart their fallen comrades who rose up in their midst.

Still, it was only a matter of time until the tides turned. Predictably, it was Ruhildi who ended the stalemate. She hopped off Saskia’s back and pressed her hands against the floor. Shouts of alarm arose from the elves as their front line sank into the stone at their feet, and the dead fell upon them.

Minutes later, the last of the elves fled down the corridor, and Saskia surveyed the small band of dwarven survivors. An icy pit began to form in Saskia’s stomach. Someone was notably absent from the group. She looked at Baldreg, whose face had taken on a haunted, distant quality.

It was Ruhildi who spoke the question on Saskia’s lips. “Where is Freygi?”

“My bonnie…” Baldreg’s voice cracked. He visibly wilted, and Ruhildi reached out to steady him.

“The Chosen, he moved so fast,” said Kveld. “Freygi tried to sneak up on him, and…” He swallowed. “She fell.”

Another violent tremor passed through the column. Ruhildi clutched the heaving wall for support. “I were just talking to her. She can’t be…”

“The dream,” said Saskia, blinking back tears. “I saw her too. She was saying goodbye.”

“Aye, the assassin is dead,” said Grindlecraw as the shaking subsided. “As are countless other dwarrow-kin. We’ve all lost someone. Some of us have lost our entire families. Grieve later, if you survive. Today, we fight!”

“Mistress Vindica, have you come to lead us?” said one of the stoneshapers. Though covered in grime and dust, his face seemed familiar to Saskia. It took her a moment to place it. She glared at him, a growl rising in her throat. He was one of those donkhole novices who’d attacked her and Rover Dog, all those weeks ago.

Ruhildi stared at the novice for a long moment before answering. “I’ve come to finish this. Every last one of those bastards will die today.”

“A fine sentiment,” said Grindlecraw. “But our first priority must be to retake the seed of stone.”

“And just how are we supposed to do that?” asked one of the survivors, looking defeated. “You saw what happened last time we tried. The Chosen is too strong, and the leaf-ears too many.”

“Too many, you say.” Ruhildi offered him a cold smile.

And then they heard it: a sound like a distant waterfall, growing louder with each passing moment, until it resolved into a multitude of clattering, shuffling noises. Dwarves leaned over the edge of the balcony, staring into the shadowy depths of Spindle’s central shaft.

Something moved down there. A lot of somethings. A metric frocktonne of somethings, skittering and slithering and scrambling up the walls.

“By all the shapers of old,” breathed Grindlecraw. He turned to Ruhildi, eyes bulging.

Ruhildi met his gaze. “The dead fight for me today. You have a problem with that?”

Grindlecraw gave a wry chuckle. “Not today, I don’t. If only the Chancellor could see you now.”

“He’d have a fit,” said Ruhildi.

“That he would,” agreed Grindlecraw. “But he’d still be proud of you.”

Screams sounded from below, as more elves fell under the rising tide of zombies. It wasn’t long before the first of them surged up over the balcony, joining the ones she’d raised up here. Ruhildi sent them swarming through the tunnels around them, and Saskia watched on her map as enemy markers winked out.

“Let’s get to it,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia looked at Rover Dog, who was still plucking arrows out of his back. She moved to help him. “You okay there?”

“I…sore,” he admitted. “Good fight, but long. Princess late.”

She swallowed. Freygi and all the other dwarves who had died up here might still be alive if she hadn’t abandoned them to save Ruhildi.

That decision would haunt her in the days to come—if she had any more days. There would be no more days for her or anyone else on this world she cared about if she let her emotions get the better of her. And so she closed her eyes, and let out a breath, and set her attention on the task at hand.

Looking at the narrow tunnel that led to the next floor, she told Ruhildi, “Rover Dog and I will take the rear. Wouldn’t want to block the passage for everyone else.”

Ruhildi sent her a sad smile. “’Tis alright, Sashki. You trows can guard our backs.”

“Go,” said Saskia, returning her smile. “I’ll be right behind you every step of the way.”

She sat down next to Rover Dog, waiting as the dwarves assembled and began to march, heading for the seed of stone—and Thiachrin.

The boss fight, thought Saskia. She had to quell the urge to giggle hysterically.

On a whim, she touched Garrain’s mirror. A third view entered her mind; one of snow and trees, and a naked elf, smiling up at her—at him. This time, Saskia didn’t even feel embarrassed.

“We’re about to go up against Thiachrin,” she told him. “Got any tips?”

“Run,” said Garrain.

She sighed. “And if that’s not gonna happen?”

Garrain was silent for a while. Then he said, “Find a way to disarm him. He was blademaster before he was Chosen. Without his blade, you might stand a chance.”

Saskia relayed that information to Ruhildi through her oracle link, although she had no idea what her friend might do with it.

They ascended the last few floors to their destination, passing through narrow halls and shattered rooms with blood-splattered walls, all the way to the hallway encircling the massive chamber containing the seed of stone. Through Ruhildi’s eyes, she watched as the dead assembled in the hallway, awaiting the command to enter.

Saskia and Rover Dog were coming up the stairs behind them when another tremor struck, far more violent than the ones that had come before. The walls rippled. There was ominous cracking sound from above, and suddenly the stairs around them were bathed in red light.

Already red. No time…

She leapt on top of Rover Dog just as the ceiling came down.

Her ears were ringing. An immense weight pressed down on her from above. Saskia’s arms and legs were wrapped tightly around Rover Dog. Between her legs she felt a prickly bulge. It seemed to be growing.

“Really?” she hissed. “You’re thinking about that? Now?”

“Might not get another chance, princess,” said Rover Dog.

“Sashki!” Ruhildi’s frantic voice came through the oracle link. Through her friend’s eyes, she saw a wall of fallen blocks where the stairwell had been. The sound of fighting broke out behind her.

“I’m…okay.” She struggled to shift the weight above her, but it wouldn’t budge. It was getting difficult to breathe.

Ruhildi pressed her hand against the floor as the sound of battle intensified around her. Heat surged through Saskia, as her friend drew from her voluminous supply of essence. Huge slabs of stone subsided into sand, flowing outward.

Saskia strained against the weight pressing down on her. And with a sinking feeling, she realised there were still metres of solid rock between her and freedom.

“Not even you…can dig us out of this in a hurry, Ruhildi,” she gasped. “We’ll be with you as soon as we can.” Possibly never. “In the meantime, you’re gonna have to do the final boss fight without us. Kick some butts for Freygi, yeah?”

Her friend hesitated for a moment, then nodded and turned back to the doorway, where the dead were pressing up against a wall of heavily armoured elves blocking the way.

Baldreg shot an explosive bolt into their midst. Zombies and elves alike flew away from the point of impact. In the ringing silence that followed, the dead poured through the opening, followed by Kveld and the other shield-toting dwarves, then Baldreg and the crossbowmen, Grindlecraw and the stoneshapers, and finally Ruhildi herself.

Dozens of elven archers and fighters and druids stood on and around the stone columns jutting from the pool at the centre of the room, facing the gathering army. Thiachrin stood upon the highest column, sword raised above his head, pointing up at a giant shining crystal that hung from the ceiling. The seed of stone. A beam of blinding light closed the gap between sword and stone, searing into the core of the crystalline structure.

The air seemed to vibrate, and the floor shook. These tremors were showing no sign of abating any time soon. Saskia could feel them in the weight of stone pressing down on her own body. This must be their source.

What the hell was he doing to the worldseed? Was he trying to claim it for the elves?

No, that wasn’t it. All the elves had to do to make use of the seed of stone was…well, bang. Right here, in this chamber. The result would be elven stoneshapers.

That would be bad for the dwarves, but it wasn’t a short-term problem. By the time the first enemy stoneshaper grew up, the dwarves would already be finished. The Chosen wasn’t going to risk having the dwarves retake the worldseed. He was here to end the threat once and for all. And that meant…

Before she could finish that thought, Saskia’s interface lit up with the trajectories of arrows and spells being aimed into the pack of zombies and dwarves.

“Ruhildi, those lights in the air show where they’re aiming!” said Saskia.

No sooner had the words left her mouth than the zombies scattered out of the path of a scorching sap spell that splattered in their midst. Projectiles aimed at the living thudded into a wall of the dead. Others clattered harmlessly onto the floor.

Wow, her friend was really quick on the uptake.

Arrows and bolts and spears and rocks flew back toward the elves, sent by the living and the dead. Some hit flesh, but most were swept aside by a curtain of flailing vines that exploded out of the floor.

Seeking the druid who had cast that monster of a spell, Saskia found him perched on a pillar near the Chosen. She recognised his face. He was one of Garrain’s former companions who had attacked her in the Dead Sanctum.

When she pointed him out to Ruhildi through their shared link, the dwarf nodded her head and said, “He’s as good as dead.”

A pack of armoured zombies leapt upon the vines, which tore through steel and flesh with equal ease. But not before they’d opened up a hole in the barrier. A hail of crossbow bolts found its way through the gap. Most bounced off his magically hardened flesh, but one found its way into an eye socket.

It was enough. The druid toppled backward off the pillar, and the vines subsided.

As the dead slammed into the elves in the water, only then did the Chosen seem to take notice. The masked head tilted down to face his attackers.

“Where is she?” said Thiachrin. “Where is the caedling?” His gaze settled on Ruhildi. “Ah, there you are. Couldn’t slither here in person? No matter. You’re too late in any case.”

A swarm of projectiles flew through the air toward the Chosen. He gave a disdainful grunt, and leapt into the air, higher than a character from a platform game.

Then he was hanging upside down from the ceiling, raising—or lowering, from Ruhildi’s perspective—his shining sword to strike the crystalline form of the seed of stone. For a moment, it seemed to waver, and she caught sight of something glistening beneath the facade.

An amber glow suffused the entire chamber, turning redder with each passing moment.

“Ruhildi, get everyone out of there!” screamed Saskia. Or tried to. It came out as more of a wheeze.

No time. The door was too far away. Despair drew her down into its oily depths. No no no! This couldn’t be happening. They were all gonna die, and she couldn’t do anything to stop it. She needed to…needed to…

She looked down at Rover Dog, still pressed tightly beneath her. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I have to…go now.”

The world shattered into a scintillating maelstrom of fractal shards. Saskia felt herself expanding, then contracting, then moving in that indescribable, yet strangely familiar direction.

She plunged into a warm void, filled with light and formless energy. And others like herself, and yet…different. Linking them all, her undermind. A creature that could reach between dimensions—and across space.

Take me where I need to be, she told the thing that was her deepest self. Help me save them.

The undermind flexed its wings, enfolding her in their translucent glow. There was a pushing sensation, and a feeling of gathering speed. The rippling light of the surface rushed down to meet her.

Then she was in a chamber of water and stone and swarming corpses and awe-struck dwarves. Above her, a pale figure sank a shining sword deep into a crystal shard.

In the moment of emergence, there was more of her than could be contained in the body of a troll. So much more. Saskia could see herself through Ruhildi’s widening eyes: an assemblage of twisting flesh that distended and contorted and flexed into seemingly impossible patterns, reaching across the breadth of the chamber.

Mostly metaphorical my butt, she thought, watching fleshy, viny tendrils reach out from the space between space. Her light blotted out the ceiling above the stunned dwarves, shielding them from what was about to happen next.

The seed of stone looked almost the same for her as it did for Ruhildi, at least at first. Cracks played across the surface of the crystal, and for an instant, another form was revealed to her: a glistening, living thing, part-starfish, part-snail, clinging to the rocky ceiling. The creature shuddered and went still.

The Chosen dropped from the ceiling, carving a searing path between her writhing tendrils.

There was a sound like a thousand nails scraping across a thousand blackboards. Then pain; mind-shattering pain.

Dimly, she felt herself growing smaller, receding into a now-familiar form. Her body was afire with torment. She collapsed face first into the water. An icy wind played across her ruined flesh.

She was seeing out of Ruhildi’s eyes right now. Her own eyes had been seared from her skull. The dwarf rushed toward the blackened thing in the water, a cry of horror issuing from her lips. Her friend knelt beside her, tears blurring her vision. She reached out her hand, then drew it back. Only then did she look around her, blinking in obvious bewilderment.

They were on a plateau, surrounded by open sky. A long splinter of stone hung from the overhead branch: all that remained of the upper half of Spindle.

Out of the corner of Ruhildi’s eyes, she saw Grindlecraw holding up his wand. An expression of utter horror crossed his face. The arlium tip of the wand was dull; lifeless.

“We weren’t expecting the blademaster to survive that,” said the pale figure drawing near, shining sword held high over his bald head. His mask was gone, revealing gleaming white eyes beneath. “Convenient that you appeared when you did, caedling. As a token of appreciation, we’ll end your torment quickly.”

Letting out an incoherent cry of rage, Ruhildi rounded on the Chosen. Something leapt from her satchel and skittered across the ground toward him.

Thiachrin glanced down just as the bone spider began to race up his leg. He swatted at it, but it nimbly dodged aside, continuing its ascent up his body. Reaching his eye, it plunged straight in. Blood sprayed across his face and dribbled down his chin.

The Chosen’s fist closed around the tiny creature, tearing it out of his mangled eye socket. He threw it to the ground, and in a flash, his sword flicked downward. The blade struck the spider point-first, pinning it to the stone. He let out a disgusted grunt.

The blade shattered.

Thiachrin’s remaining eye blinked down at the ruin of his sword.

Something coalesced in the air behind him. The shimmering form of a tiny dwarf girl—a child—with her wand held at arm’s length; her face triumphant. A moment later, she was gone.

“Nadi,” whispered Ruhildi. “Thank you.”

The Chosen eyed the dwarves and the dead, converging on him from all sides. Baldreg and Kveld walked side by side, their faces grim; weapons held at the ready.

“You think we need a sword to end you all?” said Thiachrin. “Think again.” He reached for the dagger at his belt.

Saskia’s hand closed around his ankle. She jerked, and he fell beside her. Watching through Ruhildi’s eyes, she bit into the wrist that held his dagger, even as the blade sank into her skull. At the same moment, she plunged a claw into his remaining eye. He drew in a sharp breath—and began to laugh.

“Well done, caedling,” said Thiachrin between chuckles. “Well—”

With her other hand—a shrivelled husk of meat and bone and blackened claws—she tore out his throat.
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                A bitter wind howled across the cliff face, driving snow into her face, threatening to tear her away from the slippery rocks. She slithered down a crack just wide enough to squeeze her numb fingers and toes, then stepped down onto an icy ledge, gasping for oxygen in air too thin to be truly breathable.

The ledge gave way beneath her.

She hung there for a heart-stopping moment, legs flailing over empty air. Her fingers slipped free.

Falling again. Again! Well crap. What a surprise.

This time there was no deep place or tentacle-vines or winged leviathan coming to her rescue. This time it was just her and the wailing wind and a wall of rock, whooshing past at a sickening speed.

And a soft landing on a mound of fluffy white snow, formed by a recent avalanche.

She clawed her way out of the indent her body had made when it landed. A dull pain tore at her shoulder. Her arm was dislocated, and not for the first time. She popped it back into place. Shaking snow from her hair, she resumed her journey.

The cold pressed in from all sides; inexorable, inescapable. She may have walked away from the fall, but if something didn’t change, she’d be no less dead. She needed warmth. She needed light.

Maybe there was something she could do. She’d done it before, though not on her own. Her body held a ready source of heat. It just needed to be…activated. Having her vassals draw essence out of her was one way. But maybe there was another.

She could let it leak out.

Not a lot. Just a trickle. Just enough to stave off the chill of death. Where would it go? She didn’t know, and right now, she didn’t care.

Turning her thoughts inward, she focussed on the network of filaments threading their way through her body. She gave a gentle push. A tiny glimmer of warmth stirred from within.

She pushed a little harder. Slowly, the numbness subsided. And as the night descended, a faint glow played across the ice at her feet.


Saskia snapped awake with a gasp and a shiver. Another day, another weird dream. She wondered what it signified. Maybe nothing at all. Maybe it had just been a dream—the kind that normal people had. She still had those occasionally.

Reaching for the pouch beside her bed, she took another generous pinch of arlithite. That familiar burning, crawling sensation returned; as if fire ants were nesting in her body. With it came a violent surge of hunger. Her belly groaned and burbled. Regrowing a third of her body weight in a matter of days was never going to be pleasant, but this was just…ugh.

At first, there hadn’t been much left of Saskia but sinew and bones and claws and teeth, and the bare minimum of internal organs. Now, though skinnier than before, she once again had outsides over her insides. Her new skin was a bit rougher than it had been—though not as rough as Rover Dog’s—but also thicker, stronger, harder, and chock full of arlium, courtesy of Ruhildi’s efforts rounding up elven foci and feeding them to her.

Another loud gurgle emerged from her stomach.

Yeah yeah, I get it, tummy. You need food.

Stumbling bleary-eyed from her room, she felt a warm pressure around her lower leg. She smiled down at Thorric, whose arms and legs were clamped tightly around her ankle.

“What an oddly shaped—yet surprisingly stylish—fashion accessory,” she croaked. “I think I’ll keep it.” The tinkling laughter of a child echoed through the house as she tromped down the hallway with him still firmly fastened to her leg. Seeing him like this almost brought a tear to her eye. In the space of a month and a half, he’d lost first his father, then his entire adoptive family. Keeping him entertained was the least she could do.

A delicious smell wafted from the dining hall. She homed in on its source, trying not to drool too much, and found a large cauldron of stew bubbling over the cookfire. Myrna had been working tirelessly to keep her fed throughout her recovery, while also helping with the cleanup and looking after several new orphans—Thorric included.

Baldreg sat on the floor, gazing intently into the fire. When she sat down beside him—child still attached—he looked between her and the boy and said, “Thondberg’s beard, Thorric, how many times do I have to tell you…point your feet the other way!” His voice dropped into a low grumble. “Lads these days don’t even ken how to take a proper footsie ride.”

Saskia lifted her leg high into the air. Whooping, Thorric dangled upside down from her ankle. “He seems to have the hang of it,” she said.

Baldreg looked at her blankly.

“Just a pun,” she explained. “A craptacularly bad one.”

More staring.

“I’ll…show myself out.” Her belly gave another rumble. “After I’ve eaten.”

It was going to be a while. She scooped bowlful after bowlful of meaty goodness down her throat, until her stomach was sloshing with the stuff. It gave one last contented burble, then fell silent.

Finally looking up from her meal, she saw that Baldreg had resumed his close inspection of the cookfire. His lower lip trembled.

Sighing, she rose to her feet. He looked up at her, and suddenly his expression crumpled.

Crap, she thought, blinking away her own tears as she fled the room. I must have set him off.

Baldreg was taking Freygi’s death about as well as could be expected. That is to say he seemed to oscillate between levity and complete meltdown on a minute-by-minute basis.

For Saskia, the dwarf woman’s death was only just beginning to sink in. She’d known Freygi for barely over a month, but even in that short time, she’d come to think of her as family. Now there was a huge gaping void where once there had been light and laughter.

On Earth, though she’d had her share of troubles, her only experience of grief was the loss of pets. The death of her dog, Cerberus, had hit her especially hard. But that hadn’t been like this. She wondered if this was what her friends and family were feeling about her, since presumably they all thought she was dead. A sudden pang of homesickness swept over her. Maybe she should…

No. No, she couldn’t abandon her new friends. They needed her more than the ones back on Earth.

“Why have you stopped?” asked Thorric.

She glanced down at him, still clinging to her ankle. “Oh, nothing. Want to take a look outside?”

At his enthusiastic agreement, she stepped out the newly-refastened front door of Myrna’s house. They’d been staying here rather than the Stone Bastion because a lot of eyes were on them right now, and they didn’t want people following them to their super-secret lair. She suspected it wouldn’t remain a secret for much longer in any case, following the not-so-stealthy emergence of the golems from a certain building on the west side of town.

One of those golems was hard at work helping Kveld clear debris off the street outside. Only two of the hulking automatons had made it out of the battle intact. Ruhildi might be able to restore a few more to working order if she got some time in the Stone Bastion foundry. The rest were write-offs.

“They still obey your orders?” she asked the giant dwarf.

“Aye,” said Kveld. “This fellow obeys only me. I can no longer assign him to anyone else. Not after…”

Kveld, like all the stoneshapers except Ruhildi, had lost his ability to access the keystone and adjust the golems’ programming. He may not have been a full-fledged stoneshaper, but his magic, like that of all the others, had come from the seed of stone. And the seed of stone was no more. Thiachrin’s last act may very well have crippled the dwarves. Her only consolation was that the elves were in no position to take advantage of their enemy’s weakness, having lost almost all of their own spellcasters—and most of their warriors—in the catastrophic invasion.

Of course, there was one blindingly obvious thing Saskia could do to help the former stoneshapers. As Saskia’s vassal, Ruhildi hadn’t lost access to her magic, so it seemed likely any other stoneshaper who became her vassal would have their own magic restored. Saskia just wasn’t in a hurry to take that step. It’d be weird making vassals out of people she didn’t know—or worse, actively disliked. One frenemy vassal was quite enough already, thank you. On top of that, she could imagine what would happen if a bunch of vassals all decided to furiously cast spells at the same time. Flambé de Troll, anyone?

As for Kveld, she could do worse than make a vassal out of him—if he were willing to be tied to her in some mysterious, slightly terrifying way. She didn’t know how it would work with Kveld, though. He had no focus for her to absorb, and now the seed of stone was gone, it was unlikely he could bind himself to one. Maybe they could link up in their sleep, as she and Ruhildi had done?

Anyhow, there was no need to rush things. She’d test the waters with Ruhildi and Garrain for a while, before she even considered bringing Kveld or anyone else into the fold.

“I see you’ve picked up a wee passenger,” said a familiar voice behind her. She turned to see Ruhildi standing in the doorway with a smile on her face. Her friend seemed to have weathered this ordeal better than any of them. Despite the loss of her father and one of her closest friends, it was as if a huge burden had lifted off the dwarf’s shoulders. Whatever had happened to lighten her spirits, Saskia was happy for her.

“Passenger? What passenger?” Saskia frowned in mock puzzlement. “In completely unrelated news, I acquired this delightful piece of elegant anklewear. Do you like it?” She lifted her leg with Thorric still attached. He gave another whoop.

“You going to wear that to the ceremony?” said Ruhildi, her smile widening. “I think it might be frowned upon.”

The smile froze on Saskia’s face. Ah. The victory ceremony. She’d been quietly dreading today’s big event.

“She can wear whatever she likes—or naught but her skin,” said Myrna coming up behind her. “She’s a trow. You on the other hand…” She directed her gaze at Ruhildi. “You’re the venerated Vindica, saviour of Torpend. You have standards to uphold.”

Ruhildi scowled at the woman. “Don’t remind me.”

The dwarves held the so-called victory ceremony that afternoon outside the city hall on the west side of Torpend. It sure didn’t feel like a victory, and indeed the ceremony was less a celebration than it was a mass funeral. Nearly half of the population of Torpend and the surrounding villages had lost their lives. It was a sombre occasion, where they honoured the sacrifice of those who had died defending the Underneath. Grindlecraw gave a stirring eulogy for Mangorn, while Ruhildi stumbled through a speech honouring both her father and her friend, Freygi.

Saskia stood quietly at the back with the rest of their little fellowship, trying to ignore all the stares being sent her way. Afterward, she placed a cairn of white rocks for the adorribles. Thorric seemed to get the reference, because he started bawling, and clutched at her.

She arrived back at Myrna’s house to find Rover Dog reclining in the sun room. Buck naked. Because of course he was.

When she’d first awoken after her ordeal, Saskia had feared the troll might have been crushed or suffocated when she teleported away from him. But it turned out the expansion that had occurred prior to her shift into the between had dislodged enough of the debris that he’d soon managed to pull himself clear. Aside from puncture wounds and the earlier loss of his hand (already regrown), he’d come out of the battle unscathed.

Still weak from her own injuries, it was only with his help that she’d managed to climb down what remained of Spindle. That had been two days ago. Since then, he’d been out hunting down some of the elves who had fled into the northern wilds.

“So how’d it go?” asked Saskia, struggling to keep her eyes from wandering to…that. Heat went to her cheeks.

Seeing her obvious discomfort, Rover Dog laughed. “Not be ashamed, princess. Only natural. If princess want more than look, I ready any time.”

“Answer my question!”

He put his hands behind his head. “Squishies squished.”

“All of them?” said Saskia, raising her eyebrows.

“All I find,” said Rover Dog. “Many hiding in hills. Not find every one.”

No surprise there. Only a tiny percentage of the elven invaders had escaped the city, but there were enough of them to cause problems for years to come. The dwarves had been quick to cut off their escape route out of the prime passage, which meant they had nowhere to run. They’d resort to banditry, for sure.

Sighing, she slumped down beside him. “This is never going to end, is it?”

“Not be troubled over morrow,” said Rover Dog. “Now is what matters.”

Saskia turned to him, and once again found her eyes wandering to places they shouldn’t. Her breath quickened, and her face grew hotter still.

“You know what?” She unbuckled her armour. “You’re absolutely right. I need to stop worrying and enjoy the journey for once.” Wriggling out of her pants, she let her eyes go where they willed, feeling a sharp thrill of anticipation—and terror. “You said…you said there’d only be a little pain?”

Rover Dog’s smile spread from ear to ear. “Good kind of pain. You will see.”

And he was right. It was the good kind. Oh so good.

Days and weeks marched onward while the cleanup continued and the rebuild begun. The dwarves settled into a new equilibrium; one without Spindle, and without stoneshapers, but also without imminent threat of invasion. A feeling of hope permeated the air, amidst the grief.

But Saskia, for all her contentment, remained uneasy. Earthquakes continued to wrack the land. Nothing severe enough to cause lasting harm, but troubling, given that Arbor Mundi didn’t have tectonic plates. Worse, an unseasonable cold spell was sweeping across the Underneath, in the midst of what should be high summer.

And it wasn’t just happening down here. When she visited Garrain’s head, she found him splashing through an ice-rimmed swamp, with a teeth-chattering Nuille held close, and a bedraggled Morchi stalking ahead of them.

“You too?” she said, suppressing a sympathetic shiver.

“A dire wind sweeps across Ciendil, Saskia,” said Garrain. “I fear the end may be coming for us all.”

Bringing up her minimap, Saskia saw that they had moved south, into the swamp surrounding Fellspur, the place she’d first entered this world.

“What are you doing all the way down there?” she asked.

“It is worse further north,” said Garrain. “We hope to find shelter with the swampfolk for a time.”

“Do you know any way we might fix this?”

“No, Saskia. Fire, then ice. It is how our world ends.”

“Well aren’t you just a bundle of laughs,” she said. “I refuse to believe there’s nothing we can do. In the meantime, hang tight, okay?”

That night as she ate with her friends, she told them, “It’s going to get worse. The quakes; the cold—its all connected to what’s happening up on Ciendil. This may very well be a prelude to the doom my father talked about.”

“The invading leaf-ears weren’t doom enough?” said Baldreg.

“Obviously not,” said Saskia. “We’re still here. Abellion sent his Chosen, but he didn’t show up in person to wipe us out. Maybe this is how he’ll get his revenge—by freezing us to death. Or maybe it’s something else entirely. Any ideas?”

“Have you asked…him?” said Kveld.

“My father?” said Saskia. “Haven’t heard a peep out of him. He wouldn’t leave me alone for a month, and now…nothing.”

“I have theory,” said Rover Dog. They all turned to him as if he’d just grown antlers. Undeterred, he continued. “Branch above bleed into sky; bleed branch dry. Blood carries air. Less blood: less air. Less air: less heat. Slow death for all.” He tilted his hand in the troll equivalent of a shrug, before adding, “Just theory.”

“My dog—I mean, holy crap, I think he’s right!” Saskia turned to Ruhildi. “Remember when you told me why the inner parts of the branch aren’t flooded? You said arlium—the blood of the world tree—draws in the air. Maybe it does, or maybe it generates it. Either way, the air is thicker around molten arlium. But if you take the arlium away—bleed the branch dry…”

“The air goes away,” said Ruhildi, looking thoughtful. Turning to Rover Dog, she asked, “How do you ken this?”

“I…” Rover Dog frowned. “I not remember.”

“So can we plug the hole?” said Saskia. “Stop the bleeding?”

“No,” said Ruhildi. “Mayhap the rift beneath Elcianor will close on its own, in time. But there is naught we could do to hasten the closing. Not even if the stoneshapers still had their magic. The shapers who opened the rift all burned in the fire they unleashed. Now that it has been opened, no-one could get near enough to shift the argnum around it, even if they were willing to die in the attempt. The arlium burns too hot.”

Saskia frowned. “Maybe there’s some kind of armour or magic that could withstand that heat.”

“There’s naught can withstand the fires of molten arlium, save the beings who dwell in the Inner Hollows,” said Ruhildi. “Those creatures burn with the same heat. They’re of no use to us.”

“There must be something we can do,” said Saskia, looking pleadingly at the dwarves and Rover Dog.

“I don’t ken how to undo what’s…” said Kveld. “But there is something we—the dwarrows, I mean—could do to survive. We could leave.”

“Leave the branch?”

“Aye—no,” said Kveld. “Well…mayhap, but I don’t ken how we might do that. But I do ken we could leave the ’Neath. Venture into the depths of Ciendil, closer to the arlium, where the air will last a long while longer.”

“Dwallondorn,” breathed Saskia. “Or, dogs forbid, Wilbergond.”

“Aye,” said Kveld.

“He may be right,” said Ruhildi. “In the Outer Hollows we might survive until Ciendil renews itself. Or if its fate is to become another Deadlands, we may last long enough to find a solution—to stop the bleeding, or get everyone away to a new branch.”

“Abandon our home?” said Baldreg. “The home we fought so hard to protect? The home my bonnie died—” He choked off his words.

“Frey died to protect us, Baldi.” Ruhildi spoke in a soft, calming voice. “Our people.”

“Aye,” said Baldreg, gazing once more into the flames of the cookfire. “Aye, she did.”

“We won’t be able to convince everyone to leave,” said Ruhildi. “But we can make a start. Let us found a colony in Dwallondorn. The worse it gets down here in the ’Neath, the more will join us. We can prepare the way for them.”

“I have a further proposal,” said Saskia. “But I’m afraid you’ll find this idea…controversial.”

A few minutes later, after she laid out her plan, they all stared at her, open mouthed.

“You want to invite the leaf-ears to join our colony?” said Baldreg, his eyes bulging in outrage. “The ones who just about wiped us out? Who tortured and enslaved our people?”

“To be fair, your people just about wiped them out as well,” said Saskia. “Everyone’s been doing an awful lot of wiping, and look where it’s gotten us. And no, the ones we’d be inviting to join our colony wouldn’t be the ones who just tried to kill us, or who kept dwarrows as slaves. Though…some of them did try to kill me.”

“Sashki, surely you ken there’s just no way we’re going to be able to convince our people to live side-by-side with the alvari,” said Ruhildi.

“You may have to,” said Saskia. “Unless you plan to wipe every last alvar off the face of Ciendil. In which case, good luck with that, but I’ll have no part of it. You want to commit total genocide, you’re on your own.”

The dwarves glared at her, and she returned their glares tenfold. Finally she sighed. “Look, if what we think is gonna happen, happens, the surface—both down here and up on Ciendil—will soon become uninhabitable. The Outer Hollows and the tunnels around them will be the only places anyone can survive. Do you think the alvari won’t figure that out as well? Won’t come knocking at your door? If we don’t come to some sort of arrangement, that will mean only one thing. Another war. A war neither side will survive. A war over the last dwindling scraps left over from the last war. Don’t you see what it has cost you?”

“Princess convinced me,” said Rover Dog. “Short-sighted, obstinate squishies. Should listen to princess.”

Baldreg scowled. “You would say that, trow, lest you find yourself without a bedmate.”

Ruhildi patted the dwarf on the arm, and he turned to her with a slightly guilty expression. “I’ll…talk to some people,” she said. “See if I can warm them to the idea. It won’t be easy, but Sashki is right. We must try to find another way.”

Over the weeks that followed, they quietly passed the word around that Vindica was going to found a new colony in Dwallondorn; that anyone could join them; that it might be their only hope for survival; and finally, that they must be prepared for the possibility that their former hated enemies might become their neighbours.

Saskia, meanwhile, contacted Garrain and told him of her plan. He agreed, grudgingly, that it might be their only option. Fellspur was the only major enclave to have refused to take part in the invasion of the Underneath. When she asked him why, he replied, cryptically, that they had their reasons. Regardless, this made them ideal candidates to join the new colony.

In the end, just over a thousand dwarves signed up to join the colony. A small fraction of the total surviving population, but they were being asked to leave their homes and everything they knew, with no proof that things would ever be any better up in Dwallondorn than they were down here. It was a start. A modest one, but they had to start somewhere.

The colonists would arrive in waves, beginning with the hundred fittest and strongest, who would establish defences and start building homes for those who would follow. Saskia and her friends joined the first wave—all except Myrna and Thorric, who would be among the third wave, set to leave in a month’s time.

Also joining them were a gaggle of adorribles from the cave Thorric had showed her on the day they met; likely relatives of the ones who had died fighting the fire mage. If there was one species that might be able to survive the brutal winters to come, it was the adorribles, but she wasn’t about to turn them away. She owed their kind a debt she could never repay.

The journey up the chasm of the prime passage took two and a half hair-raising weeks. Ruhildi had been right. It was worse going up than down. Doubly so because of the size of the expedition, the gear they had to haul with them, and the fact that ice covered the path near the base of the chasm. As they climbed higher, the air became warmer, and the ice gave way to the mud and water-slicked rocks she remembered so well.

Getting children and elderly up the chasm was going to be a nightmare. And the longer they waited, the worse the journey would become. But they would do it, somehow, because it was the only way they could survive.

They settled on the rise overlooking the waterlogged ruins of Inglomar. The ruins would give them plenty of building materials with which to jump-start the colony. To Saskia, it seemed almost sacrilegious to dismantle the relics of a lost civilisation, but the dwarves didn’t see it that way.

For now though, the early buildings would be made from wood rather than stone. They’d provide some basic shelter and that was it.

Construction of these simple lodges proceeded at a slow but steady pace, and by the time the second wave of a hundred settlers showed up, there were just enough houses waiting for them.

It was near the end of the first month when a motley assortment of weary elves came splashing across the shallow lake—the same route Saskia and Ruhildi had taken when they first entered Dwallondorn. Garrain and Nuille walked at the head of the pack, eyes flicking nervously at the circle of crossbows aimed in their direction.

“Would you look at that,” said Baldreg, watching Garrain with raised eyebrows. “We could make a house out of him.”

Saskia laughed. It was true, the druid now resembled some kind of dryad or ent more than an elf. Then her eyes drifted to the other elves gathering behind him, and her own eyebrows shot up. Most carried bows and spears and wore standard fare for elves—flowing cloaks and boiled leather armour and embroidered dresses. But there were a few…oddities.

Something very much like a cowboy hat adorned the head of a certain gangly young elf. Another wore glasses. And was that a nyan cat stitched into that girl’s tunic!?

The wannabe cowboy stepped forward, and spoke in strangely accented English. “We do be coming in peace.” He tipped his hat.

Squinting at his face, Saskia drew in a sharp breath, and exhaled it as a delighted laugh.

“Hello Dallim,” she said. “Welcome to New Inglomar.”

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 24: Yona

    
    
    
    
                Her eyes fluttered open. Limbs jerked spasmodically. Gasping and flailing, she sucked in a lungful of warm, briny void from the light-filled depths.

Why was she still here? She needed to be up there. Needed to…

Needed to do what, exactly?

She couldn’t remember. It was important, though; that much she knew. They were important to her. Every fibre of her being ached to go to them. Whoever they were.

Far below, the light of the great winged leviathan circled in the dark like an orbiting star. She could feel its eyes on her. What it was thinking—its distant goals and abstract dreams and nameless feelings—she couldn’t fathom. All she knew was that it was holding her back.

She kicked and thrashed, straining against the thick tangle of fleshy vines that trailed from all of her extremities. Slowly, they began to slacken, and she drifted upward. Not fast enough for her liking, but it was a start.

An eternity came and went, and she drew near the rippling surface. She reached for the light—and pulled back her hand, feeling a sudden jolt of unease. This wasn’t right. This wasn’t where she was meant to be. Not there! Not yet! No no nononono—


This time, she was fully conscious for her emergence. Saskia felt herself exploding outward, her flesh twisting and expanding even as the world tilted and began to spin, and the air screamed and tore at her with icy fingers. She was tumbling down a steep slope, her nascent limbs carving out deep furrows in hard-packed snow as she desperately tried to arrest her fall.

Then there was stillness. Oh splendiferous stillness. She could feel her body now. There were two legs and two arms, a head, a mouth and a pair of eyes, squeezed shut. So far, so good. Although something felt…different. She opened an eye experimentally.

Wait, what was that roaring sound? Oh…crap.

The avalanche swept over her.

When next she came to her senses, ice was pressing in on her from all sides. Her body was bent in ways a body should not bend. She couldn’t breathe. When she tried to flex her arms, agony shot through her left shoulder.

Okay, this is pretty bad, she thought to herself. But you’ve been through worse. You’ve been eaten by a giant worm! Being trapped in an avalanche is a Sunday stroll compared to that.

Saskia kicked with her legs, and surprisingly, one of them moved. She continued to kick and wriggle until her entire lower body came free. Must be upside down. A cold wind swept across her naked backside, which was sticking up in the air for the whole world to see. But never mind that. Modesty was the least of her concerns right now. Her lungs were screaming at her to breathe, her ears were ringing, and an aching numbness was spreading through her extremities.

More wriggling, and some agonising arm contortions, and she managed to slither up out of the hole. She lay back on the snow, gasping for breath amidst a howling gale.

Cold. So c-cold. Clammy eyelids slid open with great reluctance, blinking in the harsh light. Groaning, Saskia lifted her aching head, and surveyed her surroundings.

She couldn’t see crap.

A full-blown blizzard shrieked into her face, obscuring everything beyond the small plateau she was on, and the slope above it. A mountain? Sure seemed like it, and a really bloody steep one at that. Not the kind of place she wanted to be while naked.

She threw up a trembling arm to shield her eyes, wincing as the movement sent a jolt of agony through her other shoulder. A gasp escaped her lips, but not one of pain. In that moment, she saw not the polished granite arms and razor-sharp claws of a troll, but soft, supple skin, covered in goosebumps and a slowly-forming layer of ice crystals.

A quick self-inspection confirmed her suspicions. This body was human. She couldn’t see any of her old scars, and the skin was paler than she remembered, but other than that, she looked like…Saskia. Her original self.

Was this her original body? Was this…Earth?

It was impossible to tell. What she could tell with near-absolute certainty was that she was no longer on Arbor Mundi. Humans didn’t exist on that world, so a human avatar had been off the cards as long as she remained there. This wasn’t just speculation. In one of her dreams, her father had confirmed that she could only take forms native to that world. Calburn had also told her she’d only get one avatar per world. If her troll body died, that was it. She couldn’t go back.

Was that what had happened? Had she died?

Saskia remembered racing through the city streets with Ruhildi, heading for Spindle and a probable showdown with Thiachrin. And then…what? Her thoughts were fuzzy, and her brain felt like it was trying to crawl out of her skull. Even panting as she was, she couldn’t seem to get enough air.

If she had died, it would explain the missing memories. It would explain a lot of things. And if that were so, she’d never see Ruhildi or Rover Dog or any of her dwarven friends again. The realisation hit her like a punch in the gut, and she doubled over, feeling suddenly nauseous.

She couldn’t deal with this. Right now, she had to focus on surviving here, in this frail human body. And her prospects weren’t looking good.

She must be at a really high altitude for the air to be this thin. Between hypothermia, frostbite and altitude sickness, she wouldn’t last long up here. Not without clothing, boots and climbing gear. She was, not to put too fine a point on it, completely boned.

Oh, and her shoulder was probably dislocated. Fan-frocking-tabulous. Maybe she should deal with that first.

Saskia grabbed hold of her wrist with her other hand, and pulled the arm out, whimpering as the agony stepped up a notch into ‘let me die’ territory. Her bones rubbed together in ways bones weren’t meant to.

Letting loose an unrestrained yell, she wrenched the arm forward as hard as she could. The joint went back in its socket with an audible pop, and she sagged forward, trembling. Without some kind of sling for her arm, it would probably pop back out if she sneezed. Still, it felt a bit better now.

Maybe she could build a snow cave; hunker down until the weather passed. The avalanche had dumped a thick layer of softer snow on the icy slope; more than enough for the task. But she had no gear; nothing she could use to light a fire, and nothing to dig with except these soft human hands. So small; so vulnerable. Her inner mountaineer knew all too well that she wouldn’t survive a night up here, with or without such meagre shelter. Her only hope—though it barely qualified as such—was to get down off the mountain before it killed her.

Time to blow this popsicle stand—or become a standing popsicle. Saskia gave a half-hearted giggle at the cringeworthy pun as she took her first wobbly step. Her foot sank up to her ankles into the displaced snow.

She took another.

And another.

Step.

Step.

Step.

She could do this. If she made it out of here, her toes would probably turn black and fall off, but right now, she didn’t care. She was walking. And she wasn’t dead yet.

Without thinking, she tried to call up her minimap. Nothing happened. Her entire oracle interface was gone. Of course it was. This wasn’t Arbor Mundi. She wasn’t an oracle here.

So distracted was she by this revelation that she almost stepped off a cliff. Pulling back with a cry of alarm, she skirted the precipitous drop until she found a more gradual—but still scarily steep slope. Here, the churned-up powder gave way to some more hard-packed stuff—not quite ice, but quite slippery nonetheless—beneath a softer dusting of newly-fallen snow. She slithered down the slope on her butt—her bare butt. Best not to think about how that too would probably fall off.

A rumble sounded from above. She cast a frantic gaze upward just as another avalanche came tumbling down the slope beside her. A few metres to the left, and she’d have been swept away with it.

Continuing her steep descent over rocks and snow, the pain and chill and wailing wind became background noise. Time passed. Her brain refused to tell her how much time, exactly; how slow her progress really was. Head in the sand. Sand in the head. Thoughts like sand, slipping away…

At some point she found herself working her way across a knife-edged ridge. The gale was even worse here, driving snow into her eyes, almost sending her tumbling over the precipice. She crawled across slippery ice and jagged rocks, tearing gashes in her feet and hands and knees. Later, with no other viable route in sight, she slithered down a near-vertical cliff slick with ice; a climb that no-one in their right mind would make without ropes and harnesses (or at least troll claws). But here she was with her bare butt hanging over the edge of a gut-wrenching drop.

The next thing she knew, she was walking down a snow-filled gully, with no memory of how she got there. It was getting dark, though thankfully the wind had died down to a whistle. From somewhere off in the distance came the rumble of another avalanche.

How am I still alive? she marvelled. By all rights, she should have died within minutes of her arrival on this world. And yet, not only was she not dead, she was actually beginning to feel…better? Not good, exactly, but no longer on the brink of death.

Her shoulder had stopped aching. The cold might have numbed her nerves, but she suspected something else was happening here as well. She could move that arm freely, without more than a slight twinge of pain, and it didn’t feel as if it was about to pop back out of its socket any time soon. More telling was the fact that she couldn’t see more than faint scars where earlier there had been angry red gashes and scrapes.

Huh, okay then. So perhaps she wasn’t entirely human after all. Some of her trollish resilience and regeneration seemed to have carried over to this body; this world.

That makes no sense, she thought to herself. But who am I to complain when reality bends a little in my favour?

Water trickled down her clammy flesh; not sweat, but melted snow. Beneath her skin, faint lines of light traced out the paths of her veins and arteries. Was that…arlium? By day, it probably wouldn’t be visible, but right now, she looked like a ghostly apparition. The arlium must be generating heat as well as light—not a lot, but enough. So that was how she hadn’t frozen to death. It was the same source of heat that had fended off the adorribles in the fighting pit. Thinking of those little murderfloofs, she felt a pang of regret. They’d love this place.

With fresh hope spurring her forward, Saskia kept going through the night, with only the faint glow of her own flesh lighting the way. By morning, it was getting noticeably easier to breathe. Thick clouds had settled over the mountain, and a light dusting of snow drifted down from the sky.

All in all, things were looking up. She still had all of her extremities, and the cold was hardly bothering her any more.

Toward the end of the second day, Saskia was about ready to collapse from hunger and exhaustion. Where the hell was she going to find food around here? There was nothing but bare rocks and ice and snow in every direction. Finding shelter was also a problem, without her oracle abilities to guide her. Fat chance she was just going to stumble upon a cave.

In the end, she settled on a little hollow beneath a large rock at the base of a cliff. Probably not the safest place to be, but at this point she didn’t care any more. She piled up a low wall of snow in front of the rock, blocking out some of the wind. Then she curled up into a ball, utterly spent.

Daylight stabbed at her eyelids. Her stomach let out a complaining rumble. She felt like a block of ice, but as she’d hoped, the arlium flowing through her veins had kept her from dying.

Wearily, Saskia stumbled out of her makeshift shelter and resumed her gruelling march down the mountainside. This was a true monster of a peak. She’d climbed some pretty impressive mountains on Earth, and more on Arbor Mundi, but none as inhospitable as this.

As the day progressed, she finally—finally came upon signs of life. Small tussocky plants at first, then as darkness fell, a forest of mountain pines. There, on the edge of the treeline, she saw something that almost made her weep with joy.

A clay brick house with a thatched roof, heaped high with snow. Smoke billowed from a wide chimney.

Those final steps to the house stretched out for an eternity. She staggered and stumbled. Her knees threatened to buckle beneath her. When she drew near, a mouth-watering smell set her stomach growling anew.

She stood at the door, and gave a hesitant knock. There was a shuffling from within, then the door opened, revealing a woman in a colourful garment with a headscarf, silver leaf-shaped earrings and a bindi on her forehead. The woman’s eyes slowly widened.

“Yona!” she whispered, dropping into a deep bow.

Saskia looked down at herself; naked, emaciated, and glowing faintly in the dark. Yeah, she was quite the sight.

A little girl, perhaps five or six years old, stepped out from behind the woman, her eyes adorably wide. She spoke in a language Saskia didn’t understand.

The woman pushed the girl back through the door. She hesitated for a moment, then beckoned for Saskia to enter. Letting out a relieved sigh, Saskia followed them inside. Her stomach gave another growl, and she flushed as the woman sent her a sharp look.

Minutes later, she was seated at the table with a family of four, clad in one of the woman’s most fanciful dresses, with a silver disc adorning her forehead. Why the woman had insisted she wear the ornament, she had no idea, but now wouldn’t be the best time to refuse it. All that mattered was the food being heaped in front of her. One of the dishes looked like lichen. The other was a bowl of stew or soup with lots of beans in it.

Saskia devoured the meal like a ravenous troll. It was quite possibly the best thing she’d ever tasted, although right now, the same could be said for anything even remotely edible. Only when she was done did she look up and see everyone staring at her. Heat rose to her cheeks as she realised she’d probably just violated some sacred dining custom by diving right into her meal.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I haven’t eaten in days. Thank you so much for the food. I don’t have any money, but if there’s any way I can repay you…”

Smiling, the woman refilled Saskia’s bowl.

While Saskia ate—more sedately now that the edge had been taken off her hunger—the woman pointed at herself and said, “Amlya.”

Was that her name? Her theory was confirmed when Amlya pointed at each of her family members in turn and spoke their names. The man (her husband, presumably) was Mig. The older daughter, Khenshing. The youngest, a tiny tot, was Numya.

Nodding, Saskia repeated their names, then gestured at herself and said, “Saskia.”

Amlya tilted her head and said, “Yona?” There was an edge of doubt in her voice.

Saskia shook her head. “Not Yona. Saskia.”

The woman pointed up at the window in the direction of the cloud-covered peak and spoke in a hushed tone. Most of what she said was gibberish, but the word Sesayung stood out. The back of Saskia’s neck prickled, and she had this strange sense that she knew what the word meant. It was the name of the mountain. Or at least one of its names.

“I came down from Sesayung,” said Saskia. Probably best not to mention how she’d gotten up there in the first place.

The family began to speak excitedly among themselves. Occasionally they’d look to her expectantly, as if she were supposed to say or do something, but all she could do was look on in bafflement.

All too soon, her eyes began to droop. Before she knew what was happening, Amlya was ushering her into a small bedroom. Gratefully, she burrowed under the thick quilt, and was out before her host had even left the room.

She awoke to the sound of chittering at her window. Pulling aside the blinds, she let out a surprised squeak. A white monkey was perched on the windowsill, peering back at her with inquisitive eyes.

At that moment Amlya came bustling into the room. She looked between Saskia and the monkey, frowned, and shooed the monkey away with a flap of her hands.

Saskia glanced down at the expensive-looking dress she’d been sleeping in, and looked to her host with what she hoped was a suitably remorseful expression. Last night she’d been too tired to care about such things. The woman spoke in a soft voice, and her expression made it clear there were no ill feelings. She led Saskia to an outhouse with a long-drop toilet. Oh yeah, she needed that. Afterward, she found herself being ushered into a room with a steaming tub.

Is this heaven? thought Saskia as she sank into the hot water. It sure feels like heaven.

After she’d bathed and donned another sumptuous dress, and eaten a large breakfast, Amlya herded her out the door.

“I can’t thank you enough for all of this,” said Saskia, throwing her arms around the startled woman. “You’re literally a lifesaver.”

Amlya eyed her quizzically as Mig came around the bend, leading a large, hairy bovine. A yak?

Then they were leading her down the hillside and along a well-trod dirt path through the forest. The whole family came with them. The little girl, Khenshing, trotted at their feet, while the toddler, Numya, sat on Mig’s broad shoulder. They walked for hours though the woods, and Saskia marvelled at Khenshing’s endurance. Their pace was not slow, and the girl’s tiny legs worked furiously to keep up.

It was late afternoon by the time they reached their destination: a colourful multi-tiered structure perched on a ridge overlooking the verdant snow-covered forest. Painted statues stood on either side of the main doors; one male, one female.

A middle-aged woman came out to meet them. She was garbed in even more fanciful adornments than Saskia and Amlya: a silver nose-ring, huge moon-shaped earrings, and a circular ornament on her forehead, like the one Saskia still wore, but larger, decorated with gemstones and exquisitely-carved figureheads.

Amlya pointed at her and murmured, “Minganha.”

The two women talked at length. Their frequent glances in Saskia’s direction made it abundantly clear who was the subject of their conversation. The words Yona and Sesayung came up repeatedly. Minganha’s expression remained sceptical, but eventually they seemed to come to an agreement. She offered Saskia a curt bow, and beckoned for her to follow her inside.

The building’s interior was even more sumptuously decorated than the grounds outside, with a line of statues down the middle of a long hall, and all sorts of mosaics and ornaments hanging on the walls. Several colourfully dressed men and women stood inside, cleaning statues and speaking softly amongst themselves.

This is a temple, she thought, looking at the scenes of worship depicted on the mosaics. A temple in the middle of nowhere.

Minganha, who must be some kind of priestess, led Saskia into a side room, and pointed at a chair. Saskia sat and waited while the woman stepped out. She returned with a wooden box, which she unlocked and set on a table in front of Saskia. The expectant look from the priestess made it clear she was supposed to open the box. So she did.

Sitting on a bed of satin inside the box was a strange yet eerily familiar object. It was a dodecahedron—a twelve-sided shape—perfectly smooth, and so dark a shade of black that there were no visible shadows across its facets.

Saskia’s breath caught in her throat. She reached for the object, and it began to vibrate on its perch. Minganha stared between Saskia and the object, her eyes going wide. Trembling, Saskia picked up the dodecahedron. It wasn’t heavy, and its shuddering ceased the moment her fingers made contact with it.

A voice rang out, seeming to come from all around her. The words weren’t English, but she could understand them all the same.

“Say your command, mouthlet.”

Saskia released a breath. So it was a keystone.

Visibly shaken, Minganha dropped into a deep bow. She led Saskia into another room, and down several flights of stone steps into an expansive underground chamber. Along the walls, hundreds of scented candles burned. There was a round slot in the floor. Without needing to be prompted, Saskia inserted the keystone in the slot, and hurriedly stepped back.

It rose smoothly upward, forming a pillar of impossibly dark stone.

She placed her hand on the stone—and yelped as a beam of light sprang from the ceiling, engulfing her.

“Analysing…” said the keystone.

She waited in tense silence.

“Essence source detected,” said the keystone. “Local essence suppression field exceeds maximum viable threshold. Installing anti-dampener.”

Something whirred beneath her feet. She glanced down just in time to see a robotic arm emerge from a panel on the floor. Before she could react, it jabbed a needle into her leg.

“What the frock!?” she squawked.

The arm retracted. Her leg began to tingle. The feeling quickly spread across her whole body, from head to toe. It wasn’t unpleasant. In fact, it felt…good. Her head was beginning to feel clearer; her senses sharper.

A ghostly shape sprang into being in the corner of her eye, quickly coalescing into a familiar form. Her minimap! It was back!

Several seconds later, the beam of light winked out.

“Anima equivalency suggests mouthlet belongs to the master’s lineage,” said the keystone. “Setting permissions accordingly.”

“The master?” she asked. “You mean my father? Calbert or Calburn, or whatever he calls himself now?”

The keystone remained silent. Saskia tried to call up a message scroll, as she had on Arbor Mundi, but nothing happened. She turned to Minganha.

The priestess’s legs were shaking. “Forgive me for doubting you, Old One,” she said.

“Who’re you calling old?” said Saskia. “I’m only twenty three—wait, twenty four now, I guess.”

Only after the words left her mouth did she realise the priestess hadn’t spoken English. Her magical translator had kicked in at the same time as the rest of her oracle abilities, it seemed.

Saskia shifted mental gears, attempting to speak in this other language. The day she’d spent with Amlya’s family must already have given her translator enough data to form a good vocabulary, because the words flowed effortlessly out of her. “Do you know the one who made this?” She gestured at the keystone.

Minganha looked at her in bafflement. “You did, Old One. For thirty generations we have kept it safe, awaiting your return. Never did I dare to dream it would happen in my lifetime.”

“And just who do you think I am?” asked Saskia. “Who is this Old One?”

“Is this a test?” said the priestess.

“Just answer the question.”

After a long, awkward silence, Minganha stammered, “Y-you are the spirit goddess Yona, guardian and mother of this world.” 

Saskia opened her mouth to deny it, but then she stopped herself. Clearly she wasn’t this Yona person. But Yona could be a relative of hers. The keystone had said that Saskia was of the same lineage as its master. She’d assumed its master was her father. She’d assumed wrong. Thirty generations, Minganha had said. That was around nine hundred years. Old One indeed!

This was an awful lot to take in. She needed to get some air.

Stepping out into the temple proper, she froze, listening intently. There was a faint rumbling, thumping sound coming from somewhere far off in the distance. It sounded a lot like…

Heart smashing at her rib cage, she ran the temple door, ignoring the stares of the temple workers and Amlya’s family. The sound grew steadily louder, becoming unmistakeable. Squinting up at the sky, she felt her mouth work a silent prayer. Then she saw it. Her hand went to her mouth, and a prickle of tears formed in her eyes.

Passing through a gap in the dissipating clouds was a helicopter.

Tears clouding her vision, she turned to Amlya, who had rushed out after her, clutching her daughter’s hand. “Where are we?”

“You speak Lingya!” said Amlya excitedly. “I mean, of course you do, Old One.”

“Mother, is she really Yona?” said Khenshing. “She doesn’t look old.”

“I already told you, child,” said Amlya. “Yona wears many guises.”

“Where are we?” repeated Saskia. “Where in the world is this place?”

Amlya looked at her in puzzlement. “Why, Lingyawon, of course. In the shadow of Sesayung, your mountain abode.”

“What country?”

“Nepal, Old One.”

Saskia closed her eyes and exhaled. Now that was a name she recognised. She was somewhere in the Himalayas, and these people were…what, Sherpas? They didn’t look like the pictures she’d seen of that culture, but she was hardly an expert on the subject. Ivan had spent months trekking in Nepal. He’d be right at home here.

Anyhow, the important thing was that it had really happened. She was back on Earth. She could see her friends again. Her mum. Her mum…

Dogs, they must all think she was dead!

“Do you have a phone?” she asked Amlya, trying to keep the desperation from her voice.

“I’m sorry…?”

Saskia sighed. She’d used the English word for phone. She mimed holding a phone to her ear and repeated the word.

“Oh!” said Amlya. “No, but Minganha does.”

She went running to fetch the priestess, who returned with a bulky handset. A satellite phone, presumably. They wouldn’t have ordinary mobile coverage all the way out here.

Saskia reached for the proffered phone. After taking a moment to figure out the rather antiquated device, she dialled a number.

The voice that answered was dull and listless, but Saskia would recognise it anywhere.

“Mum,” she said. Her eyes were streaming now. “Mum, it’s me.”

“Who is this?” Alice Wendle’s voice sounded angry.

“It’s me. Saskia. Maybe you remember me? Your daughter?”

“Is this some kind of perverse prank?” said Alice. “My daughter is dead. I saw her…”

“Vanish in a puff of tentacles? Yeah I know. But I didn’t die. I just…went somewhere very far away. And now I’m back. Back on Earth, at least. I’m in Nepal, Mum. Would you believe that? I always wanted to go to Nepal.”

“Sass?” There was a heavy thump on the other end of the phone, then silence.

“Mum!” cried Saskia. “Are you okay? Speak to me!”

“I just sat down, hard,” said Alice. “I think I put my back out.”

Saskia laughed through the tears. “I’m sorry.”

“Sass, that really is you, isn’t it?” Alice’s voice cracked.

“Yeah, it’s really me, Mum. I’ll explain everything when I see you.” Feeling the weight of constant hardship slide off her, Saskia spoke the words long hoped for, but never expected. “I’m coming home.”

            

    
        End of Book 2: Character Survey

    
    
    
    
                This end-of-book survey covers all the main (and some minor) characters in Book 2, listed roughly in order of appearance. This time I've omitted a few key characters, such as Dallim and Saskia's mum and game dev friends, who barely make an appearance in this book and already appeared in the last survey. Needless to say, those characters will feature more heavily in Book 3. I've also omitted a bunch of miscellaneous named and unnamed dwarves, elves, mer and monsters, because the list was growing too long even when I grouped them together.

As with the last survey, the poll is not to see which characters you liked the most. Some of them are pretty unlikeable! I'm just trying to get a sense of which characters you think were the most interesting or compelling. Feel free to leave a comment below detailing which characters you liked or hated or didn't give a crap about.

Thanks for reading this far, and I'll be back next week with Chapter 1 of Book 3.

            

    
        Book 3, Chapter 1: Eraser

    
    
    
    
                Her frond shivered against myriad worlds; lapping, tasting, testing. One of these worlds would give her the sustenance she needed to grow; to become what she was meant to be.

The first frond had come back shrivelled and stunted. Young as she was, she lacked the strength to extrude a third. For now, the second would have to do. If she chose unwisely, it too would wither and withdraw, and she’d be left to fade and die alone in the dark.

But how could she know which of these worlds was best for her? Her mind was not made to understand such places.

Perhaps she should narrow her search to those worlds that had been visited recently by others like her. Those who survived to maturity must have come up with systems to improve the chance of a successful extrusion. She could follow their scent; learn by example.

Oh, now this was interesting. This world showed definite promise. Her kind had been here, for sure. And what’s more, this scent trail was very much like her own. A close relative. Maybe even the one who had spawned her.

This would be her next world, she decided.

Now she needed to shape the frond into a form compatible with the world in which she would reside; one that would best ensure her survival and growth. It had to be durable—much tougher than the first frond—able to endure any hazards and hardships the world might throw at it.

The problem was she didn’t know what it meant to be strong in such a place; so very different from her world between worlds. She examined the thoughts and memories she’d drawn from the first frond. Maybe it would…

Ah! This form would do nicely! It matched the frond’s mental image of ‘troll,’ a creature known to be extremely resilient—able to quickly recover from even the most severe injuries. The new form had the same basic appendages as that of the first frond, but it was much, much larger. And much harder to kill.

The frond flitted across the membrane of the world, while she sought just the right spot to extrude it. She could sense extreme concentrations of power in certain locations, emanating from some very peculiar entities. Briefly, she considered having her frond take the form of one of these entities, before rejecting the idea. They had power, yes, but they didn’t appear to be able to move or do much of anything themselves. Better to extrude a more adaptable, resilient form right next to one of these entities, whereupon some of its power would be imprinted on her.

Each entity exuded a different flavour of power. Many gave access to what her frond thought of as ‘magic spells.’ It could certainly benefit from those. But then she came upon something even more intriguing: a source of knowledge. With the power of this entity at her disposal, her frond could peer across space and time, and learn things it otherwise would never learn. This was something that would always be useful, no matter where it may go.

Yes, knowledge would serve her well.

Everything was decided. It was time to begin. She pollinated the mind of the new frond with the thoughts and memories of the original. Then she pushed the frond up into the new world, and waited for it to bloom.

And bloom it did.

She gorged upon the bountiful light and magic of the new world; so much more nourishing than the first. The knowledge magic seemed to be affecting her as much as her frond, because she was beginning to understand these worlds and the strange creatures that dwelt within them.

Sometimes, her frond needed to be nudged in directions it would otherwise avoid. She made her will known with visual cues or surges of feeling that provoked impulsive, irrational acts. The path to long-term growth wasn’t always obvious or pleasant, especially for a creature who became tougher with each injury.

Another time, a more direct intervention was needed: an extraction and reinsertion into a different locale. And because she knew her frond valued the lives of those around it, she harnessed the chaos of its emergence to rescue them as well. This took a lot out of her, but it was a small price to pay for the continued wellbeing of her frond, and by extension, her own continued survival.

In return, her frond fed her ever more warmth and light—more than her first frond had brought her throughout the meagre span of her existence. It established bonds between her and other denizens of its world. Bonds she did not fully understand, but they seemed symbiotic in nature. In time, it even found a way to rejuvenate her first frond—the one that had nearly withered away.

One fateful moment, her frond called out to her in desperation—and she answered. She extruded it into a certain spot beneath one of the entities whose magic permeated the world, in the final moment before the entity’s destruction. The energies unleashed were immeasurable. Only by absorbing some of these energies into this world between worlds did she avert catastrophe. Even so, the frond shrivelled and almost broke off, and for a while, she was certain its brief time in the light was over.

Returning her gaze to the first frond, she decided it had to go back. All it needed was a fresh set of memories, retrieved from the moment of the second frond’s last extraction, and it was ready to return, though somewhat less than willing. With barely a thought as to where the frond would go, she followed an old, familiar scent trail, and shoved the frond back up into its own world.

Only then did she look back, and discover she had acted in haste. Even after all it had suffered, the second frond would regrow. Its resilience surpassed all bounds of reason.

And now there were two.

She hadn’t intended for this to happen so soon. Extruding two fronds at the same time was a terrible strain for one as young as she. Regardless, it was done. They were out there, and so they would remain, for as long as she could sustain them.

Two near-identical minds in very different bodies, on very different worlds. Separate lives stemming from a single set of memories. She would pollinate their minds with fresh memories each time they dipped into this world between worlds, but until that happened, they may not even be aware of each other’s existence.

What might become of them, she couldn’t begin to guess. But if one should come to a premature end, it would no longer be the end of her.

Meantime, she’d continue to nurture the third frond; her finest yet. It would be a while before this one was ready, but when the time came, it would be a sight to behold.


Saskia Wendle awoke with a gasp, clutching her armrest as the plane bucked and wobbled on its approach to the runway. The owner of the expansive belly spilling out of the adjacent seat offered her an amiable smile.

Months ago, she might have been a little repulsed by the prospect of being squashed up next to such a…robust specimen, but now she could empathise with the poor guy. She knew all too well what it was like to take up too much space. Although in her case, it hadn’t been flab spilling out of chairs and bumping into things, but spindly, muscular limbs ending in razor-sharp claws, attached to a body straight out of a Dungeons & Dragons monster manual.

The aircraft touched down with a sharp jolt. She pressed forward against her seatbelt as it roared to a near-standstill, then began its slow taxi toward the terminal. Last time she’d landed at this airport, she’d had a seizure on the final descent. The cabin staff had fussed over her as if she were dying, despite her groggy pleas that it was normal—that she had them all the time. She’d found herself being rushed out into a waiting ambulance, and by the time they’d given her the all-clear, she’d missed her connecting flight. Fun times.

Hopefully her seizures wouldn’t be coming back. She hadn’t had any over the past couple of weeks since her return to Earth, despite the fact that she’d arrived naked and alone near the summit of Mount Sesayung, and almost died of exposure and altitude sickness. If ever there was a situation that was going to trigger a seizure, it was that. The pains and disfigurements resulting from her old accident—as well as newer injuries sustained on Sesayung—had quickly faded, thanks to the enhanced regeneration she’d inherited from her last body. That body had been nigh-indestructible. Saskia couldn’t say the same for this one, but she’d survived a trial no ordinary human could have endured. Anyhow, whatever had gone wrong with her brain and caused her seizures, her regenerative power must have fixed that too. Hopefully.

After making her way through customs—a fraught process, given the precariousness of her situation; she’d been stranded in a foreign country with no money and no passport, so the customs officials were quite thorough with their interrogation—she stepped out into the arrival area, where…there she was! Alice Wendle stood anxiously by the gate, and…oh crap.

A gauntlet of cameras stood between them and the exit.

Her mum had warned her over the phone that this might happen. Saskia’s disappearance and presumed death had been newsworthy enough. More recently, the police had been questioning Alice on suspicion of murder, and that too had found its way to nosy reporters and amateur Internet sleuths. But when the dead girl had shown up alive and well in Nepal, months later, with a flock of clanswomen worshipping the very ground on which she stood, the story had gone viral.

Gotta put on a show for the cameras, thought Saskia as she swept toward her mum, arms outstretched. But as the warm, safe arms enfolded her, she once again became a little girl who just wanted her mummy, and the tears flowed freely.

“I’m so sorry for putting you through this, Mum,” she whispered.

“It’s okay, Sass,” murmured Alice, stroking her back. “Everything’s going to be okay. What say we get out of here? We’ve given the reporters their six o’clock reel.”

“You know it’s all digital now, right?” said Saskia. “They don’t use reels.”

Her mum chuckled and pulled her toward the door.

Journalists and bystanders peppered her with questions as she strode past. She blinked at them through blurry eyes, and tried to smile, but did not speak. What could she say? She was a bad liar, and it wasn’t as if anyone would believe the true story. Let them think she was just a runaway who had formed a weird cult following.

Of course, there was the rather glaring matter of her scars, or the lack thereof. It wouldn’t take an especially astute observer to spot the difference between her before and after photos. They’d come up with theories; fraud or elaborate hoax or fancy makeup or high-tech surgery. Right now, she couldn’t care less what they believed. She just wanted to go home.

The drive home felt incredibly surreal. Just weeks earlier, she’d been fighting in an apocalyptic battle; dwarves against elves, on a tree the size of a planet. And here she was, gazing out the car window at the quiet back streets of a city she’d lived in for most of her life; a place so safe it was almost nauseating. The biggest catastrophe most residents were likely to face today was a broken-down coffee machine.

It occurred to her that she could drive again. Or at least, she could once she found a doctor willing to vouch for her. She hadn’t driven in two and a half years.

Alice kept looking at her with a pensive expression, and she felt like she should say something, but she just couldn’t find the words.

Start with something simple. Something safe. “So how is Sean?”

Her mum frowned. “Who?”

“The guy you were dating when…”

“Oh. He didn’t work out.”

An awkward silence lingered. Oh god I suck at this.

It was early afternoon when they pulled into the driveway, but Saskia felt like curling up into bed and sleeping for a week. This was more than jet lag. It was…normalcy overload. She couldn’t deal with normal. Not after…

She sat at the kitchen counter while her mum whipped together a late lunch for them. Sighing, she began to speak. “I know you saw…something, when I…when what happened to me, happened. And the fact that my scars are gone—that’s a whole nother bundle of weird. But let me assure you, I’m not a creepy alien clone pretending to be your daughter.”

Alice chuckled. “Oh Sass, only you would bring up that possibility.”

“Just making sure. I am your daughter. The same person I have always been. But at the same time, there’s something about me that you don’t know. Something that has always been a part of me. Something I inherited from my father. Calbert Bitterbee.”

Her mum frowned. “Who?”

Saskia stared at her. “Calbert Bitterbee? The guy who knocked you up in Norway? Ring any bells?”

Alice’s expression shifted to one of bafflement. “I don’t know what you’re…”

“Are you serious?” said Saskia, unable to keep the shrill edge from her voice. “You were the one who told me about him! You showed me photos. Here, come see…”

Saskia raced to the cabinet where her mum kept all her old photos, and began flicking through them, until she found the ones featuring Alice’s trip to Norway. These, she sifted through more carefully, her frustration growing every second as she looked at beautiful mountains and fjords, and shots of her mother looking young and exuberant. But of her father, there was zilch. 

She rounded on her mum. “What did you do to them?”

Alice blinked in confusion. “Do to what? Sass, what’s gotten into you?”

“The photos of my dad! They were in here! I swear I’m not making this up!”

“I believe you believe that,” said her mum.

“How very diplomatic of you,” said Saskia. “Look, how about this?” She ran to her room—which remained almost exactly as she’d left it, right down to the unmade bed—and pulled out her pencil and sketchpad from the bedside cabinet.

Sitting at the table, she began to sketch Calbert’s face from memory. It wasn’t hard. She’d seen him fairly recently in her dreams. Satisfied with his likeness, she held up the page for her mother to see. “This is Calbert. Do you remember him now?”

Her mum’s frown deepened. “Sass, what are you playing at?”

Letting out an exasperated grunt, Saskia shook the page. “You really can’t remember him at all?”

“Remember who?”

“Him!” Saskia stabbed at the page with her finger. Then her mouth fell open.

The page was empty.

“What the actual frock!?” Her gaze flitted about the room. “Oh yeah, hilarious, Dad. I know you’re doing this, somehow. I bet you’re laughing it up right now.”

A cool hand brushed her forehead.

“I think we’d better take you to the doctor,” said Alice.

“I’m not crazy!” Said every crazy person ever.

“No-one’s saying you’re crazy.” Her mum’s reassuring tone was somewhat belied by the lines of worry creasing her forehead. “You must have been under an awful lot of stress…”

“Stress doesn’t cause my drawings to erase themselves!” said Saskia. “Watch this, Mum. Keep your eye on the page while I draw it.” She put her pencil to the paper. “Are you watching?”

Her mum sighed. “Yeah, I’m watching.”

She began to sketch out the lines of Calbert’s face. As the image took form, Alice drew in a sharp breath.

“You recognise him now, don’t you?” said Saskia, not daring to take her eyes from the page.

“I…don’t know what came over me. How could I have forgotten…?”

The lines on the page began to ripple and smear. In moments, they were gone.

“There!” said Saskia. “You see?”

Her mum’s mouth hung open, in an almost exact duplicate of Saskia’s earlier expression. “I don’t understand. Is this a prank? Is that some special sort of paper?”

Saskia shook her head. “Just ordinary paper.”

“Then how…?”

“I’m not certain, but I think Calbert has some freaky ability to remove all evidence of his existence from the world. To erase himself from pages—and memories. You may not even remember this conversation tomorrow.”

“That sounds like…a pretty big stretch, Sass. I’m sure there must be a simpler explanation. Magnets or…”

Saskia gave her the look. “Magnets? Really, Mum?” She shook her head again. “This isn’t magnets, or anything else that can be explained by modern pseudoscience. Believe me. You haven’t seen what I’ve seen. Been where I’ve been. Been what I’ve been. This is just the tip of an interdimensional iceberg of weird crap.”

“Language, Sass,” said Alice.

Saskia poked out her tongue. “This is…for lack of a better word, magic. There may be an underlying rational explanation for it all, but lets just call it magic for now. Calbert has it…and so do I.”

“Oh…kay,” said her mum. “I assume this has to do with your disappearance. And what happened in Nepal. Your vanishing scars.”

“Oh yeah, the regeneration! I know an easy way to prove this is real.” She dashed to the kitchen counter, pulled out a long knife and put it to her wrist.

“Wait, Sass!” said her mum. “There’s absolutely no need for that. This isn’t a movie. I don’t need to see geysers of blood and vanishing wounds to know you have some kind of healing magic. Your miraculous recovery is all the proof I need of that.”

Saskia put the knife down, raising her eyebrows. “What kinds of movies have you been watching?”

As they sat together, eating lunch, Saskia said, “You ready for the full story? Or the Cliff Notes version, at least. It’ll take days to tell you everything.”

“Of course, Sass,” said her mum. “I’m all ears.”

“Alright, here goes. But try to keep an open mind about what you’re about to hear, because it’s gonna sound so absurd, even I sometimes have trouble believing it.” Taking a deep breath, Saskia launched into her story.

“A troll!?” Alice let out a strangled laugh. “You know, I always thought you were a little troll.”

“Oh very funny, Mum. There was nothing little about me though…”

Saskia left out much of her story in this first brief telling. She just wasn’t ready to talk about some of the things she’d seen and done, or some of the things that had been done to her. Instead, she focussed on the parts that were most relevant to them now: her oracle abilities, her dream meetings with her father, and her discovery of her own true nature as a being that reached across space and between dimensions.

“So that’s how I ended up in Nepal,” she said. “Actually, I’m a bit hazy about the circumstances surrounding my departure from Arbor Mundi. There was a huge battle going on though, so it’s possible I…” She swallowed. “It’s possible I died there.”

“Oh Sass,” said her mum.

“Then again, I thought I might have died here too, when I awoke in that world, so who knows. I may never know, unless I can go back…”

“I can see from your face that you miss them; your friends from…that world.” Her mum spoke hesitantly, clearly having a hard time accepting the idea. “But don’t forget your friends on this one. Your family.”

“I haven’t forgotten,” said Saskia. “I missed you so much, Mum. Especially in those early months, when I was all alone.” She shook her head, determined not to tear up again. “Speaking of my friends…”

“I’ve been keeping in touch with all your friends on social media,” said Alice. “All the ones I know of, anyway. They all came to your…” She coughed. “Your funeral.”

Saskia shivered. Her friends and family had thought her dead all this time. And now she was going to have to face them. She’d reveal the truth to some of her closest friends—those who could keep a secret—but the rest were going to think she’d simply abandoned them; run off and joined a cult or something. Well technically she kinda had joined a cult—two cults, on two different worlds—but in both cases the cultists were really nice people.

“I’ll go see Fergus and Raji and Dave tomorrow,” she decided. “I wonder if they’ll give me my old job back.”

“Oh I wouldn’t worry about that,” said her mum. “They’ve been calling me non-stop asking when you’ll get back, and whether you’re still on the job market. Turns out your skills as an artist and voice actress are very much in demand. I told them you’ll consider their offer, but only if it includes a hefty pay raise.”

“Mum!”

“What? They weren’t paying you nearly enough before, and they’re rolling in money now.”

“Rolling in money? That can’t be right. I mean Raji had a bit of cash, but it was barely enough to cover our salaries.”

“That was before,” said Alice, arching her eyebrows.

‘Rolling in money’ turned out to be a bit of an overstatement, but following their first demo, Threadless Studios had attracted the interest of a wealthy investor, who had put down a big wad of cash in exchange for a non-controlling stake in the company. They’d moved to a new office in the CBD, and started hiring additional developers in the hopes of completing the project by early next year.

“He’s some kind of Russian oligarch, I think,” said Raji the next evening as they sat around a table at their favourite dining establishment. “Drives a Bentley and wears a swanky suit. Barely speaks a word of English. Honestly, I have no idea why he’d be interested in a tiny studio like us. But I’m not complaining. He’s been totally hands-off. We still have complete creative control. As long as we’re not spending his money holidaying in Honolulu, he’s cool with it.”

“Sounds almost too good to be true,” said Saskia. “You sure he’s not laundering money for the Russian mafia or something?”

“Now you’re beginning to sound like Dave,” said Raji. “Not everyone with money is a crook, you know.”

“Just most of them,” said Dave.

“I did my due diligence,” said Raji. “He’s been investing in local businesses for years, and there have been no complaints. As far as I can tell, he’s legit.”

“Okay, just checking,” said Saskia. “So I hear you’re looking for an artist.”

“We might be,” said Raji, grinning at her. “What are your qualifications?”

“I’ve killed people with my bare hands,” said Saskia. “I know where you live. Also, I know what you have in that green folder in your bag. Since when did you bother with employment contracts?”

Raji frowned. “How did you…?”

Saskia flashed him a wide, mysterious smile.

Dave rolled his eyes. “Oh for the love of…stop beating around the bush and give her the contract, dude.”

Raji sighed. “Fine. I suppose you might be up to the task.” He handed over the folder.

“The killing with your bare hands thing sealed the deal,” said Fergus. “We’ve a list of people who need to be…taken care of.”

She opened the folder, looked at the numbers, and felt her eyes going wide. “Wowsicles. This is close to an actual game artist’s salary.”

“I know, right?” said Fergus. “We can actually call this a job without having to use the word ‘kinda.’”

“Did you hire any other artists while I was…gone?” asked Saskia as she read over the fine print.

“Yeah, we’ve tried out a couple,” said Raji. “Danice is pretty good, but still getting up to speed. Your character and environment models and concept art though; people were raving about them.”

“That and your orc and troll voices,” said Fergus, grinning wolfishly at her.

“Oh god, don’t remind me.” Saskia put her palm to her forehead. “There’s so much I want to change about the troll model, especially. Make it more authentic.”

“More authentic?” said Fergus. “Met many trolls, have you?”

“Just a couple,” said Saskia.

“One of them’s sitting at the table,” said Dave.

“What?” squeaked Saskia, looking at him in alarm. Has mum been talking…?

“Ferg likes to troll our competitors’ public forums,” said Raji. “You’re looking at one seriously dedicated shitposter.”

“Oh,” said Saskia. “Bad Ferg.”

“Hey, it keeps them on their toes,” said Fergus.

Saskia stashed the folder away. “I’ll have my lawyer check over the fine print and get back to you.”

“You have a lawyer?” said Fergus.

“She means her mum,” said Raji.

“One scary lady,” said Fergus, giving an exaggerated shudder. He slapped his hands down on the table. “Now. With that out of the way, would you mind telling me who the feck you are and what you did with the old Sass?”

She held up her hands in mock surrender. “You got me. I’m a pod girl. The real Saskia is in a dumpster out back.”

“What he means is: what’s with the makeover?” said Raji, frowning. “You know you don’t need to hide your scars around us, right? I actually think they’re kinda badarse.”

Saskia gave a nervous chuckle. “About that. I’m not concealing them with fancy cosmetics. They really are gone.”

“Come to think of it, your voice is different too,” said Fergus. His eyes narrowed into an exaggerated squint. “Less orc and more…elf. Are you a pod girl?” His eyes widened, and he pushed back on his chair. “Because I’d be cool with it if you were. I, for one, welcome our evil clone overlords.”

“Hey, don’t be cloneist,” said Saskia. “Not all clones are evil. I happen to be a really nice clone.”

“Who can kill people with her bare hands,” said Raji.

Saskia smiled at her friends. It felt so strange, and yet so right to be back with them. She didn’t realise how much she’d missed this easy banter until now. If there was anyone she could trust with her secret, other than her mum, it was these guys. Plus, they’d work some of it out on their own with or without her help. They weren’t stupidiots. Most of the time.

“I know you all have questions,” she said. “I have something to tell you, and it’s big. You’re gonna have a hard time believing any of it—especially you, Dave—but I’m gonna tell you anyhow because you’re my friends and you deserve to know the truth about me. About where I’ve been these past months…” She glanced about the restaurant, spotting several pairs of eyes on her. “But not here. After dinner, once we’re away from nosey…uh, eyes and ears, I’ll tell you everything.”

Fergus scowled at her. “Feck, Sass. That was too cruel. Now I have the worst case of blue brains.”

“Patience, Ferg,” said Saskia. “Your mind will be blown soon enough.”

One of the waiters stood awkwardly by their table; a new guy who looked fresh out of high school. “You’re her, aren’t you? The miracle girl. I saw you on TV.”

Saskia tried and failed to keep her face blank. “I don’t know anything about that.”

Stepping up behind him, his colleague nudged him aside, flashed Saskia an apologetic smile, and took their order.

“Got an admirer there, Sass,” chuckled Raji.

She scowled. “Bog off!”

While they waited for their meal, Saskia idly brought up her minimap, glancing back and forth between it and the map on her phone. It could use a bit of tweaking, she decided. The current design worked well in the wilderness and low-tech villages, towns and cities of Arbor Mundi—and remote parts of the Himalayas. It was far less suited to this modern urban environment.

A few minutes later, she nodded, satisfied with her progress. Some of the colour and clutter had faded, replaced by cleanly marked and labelled streets and buildings.

“Looking for something, Sass?” asked Fergus, pointing at her phone map.

“What? Oh, it’s not that…”

Saskia faltered, once again focussing on the minimap. One thing that hadn’t changed much was the set of markers representing people and animals. They were still colour-coded by threat level, taking into account both intent and potential lethality. This city was pretty safe, so most of the markers were a neutral grey, with the occasional shady-looking person showing up as a yellow dot. Blue was the colour of friends and close allies. Raji and Fergus and Dave were blue. There was another blue marker across the street, which was a little odd. But that wasn’t what had drawn her attention.

What gave her pause was the red dot moving along the street toward them. Red means dead, she thought.

In that moment, old instincts took over; instincts honed over months spent living in a world whose inhabitants were out to get her.

“We need to get out of here,” she said, rising to her feet.

“But they haven’t served our meal yet,” said Raji.

“We can come back for them,” said Saskia. If there’s anything to come back to.

The red marker was just a quarter of a block away, and moving at a brisk walking speed. Too late to leave via the front door. It would be just metres away by then.

“Get into the kitchen. Now!” Saskia grabbed Fergus by the arm and hauled him out of his chair, sending it spinning. She shoved him toward the doorway and turned to the others.

“I’m coming, I’m coming!” said Raji, jumping to his feet. Dave was doing likewise. “The fuck’s gotten into you, Sass?”

“No time!” she said, herding them through the doorway. “Go!”

Heavy footsteps sounded behind her as the red dot entered the cafe. A line of light appeared in the air, passing through her throat and into Dave’s retreating back. She dove forward, tackling him to the ground.

A loud pop filled the air. The shelf at the back of the kitchen exploded into splinters of wood and shattered china.

Someone screamed. A chef cast a panicked glance out the doorway, then took off toward the back door. Raji and Fergus sprinted after him.

Saskia rolled onto her feet, and out of the corner of her eye, she glimpsed the muzzle of a pistol. Another shot rang out. The floor tile at her feet cracked.

She slammed the door shut and planted her foot against it, watching with rising panic as the chef fumbled to unlatch the back door. The kitchen door shuddered against her foot. More shots, and two jagged holes appeared across the wood panel.

A violent shove knocked her sprawling. She found herself staring up at her would-be killer; a beefy, tattooed man in a pink polo shirt. Already, his pistol was swinging down to point at her chest.

Desperately, she rolled to the side, catching her legs in his. He fell forward, sprawling on top of her. Another loud pop sounded, and a glass cabinet exploded at her side. She reached for his gun, wrenching it sideways, managing to tear it from his grip.

The man’s forehead slammed into her chin, cracking the back of her head into the hard floor. The shock of it made her lose her own grip on the gun, and it skidded away from them both. Dazedly, she tried to push him off her, but it was no use. He was too strong. She may have been a troll on Arbor Mundi, but here she was just a skinny girl.

Out of the corner of the eye, she saw Dave picking up the fallen gun in trembling hands and pointing it at the guy. He pulled the trigger.

Click. Empty.

Fists rained down on her face, over and over, driving her head further into the tiles. She felt the sickening crunch of her nose caving in, and her teeth shattering. The room spun around her. Her attempt to jab at his throat may as well have been the feeble pawing of a clawless kitten, for all the good it did. She tried to spit at him, but only succeeded in dribbling blood over her own chin.

Dave ran at him, but with the flick of a wrist, the man sent him tumbling backward, where he cracked his head against the counter.

Meaty hands wrapped around her throat and squeezed. Splinters of bright light closed in around the edges of her vision. Sound receded into a mosquito whine.

And then, abruptly, impossibly, the pressure around her throat eased. Something warm and wet spilled onto her chest. She drew in a ragged, choking breath, and squirmed out from beneath her attacker. He lay face down in a spreading pool of his own blood, with the hilt of a kitchen knife sticking out of his back.

Standing over him was a tall, athletic-looking woman in a headscarf, with a bindi on her forehead. Saskia had never seen this woman before, but her clothes and general poise were very familiar.

“Thank you,” she wheezed up at her saviour.

The woman spoke in Lingya, the language of the people who had looked after Saskia in Nepal. “I do not deserve your thanks, Old One. I have failed you. Please forgive me.”

“Forgiven.” Slumping against the ruined counter, Saskia spat out a mouthful of broken teeth. “Minganha sent you, I presume?”

“Yes, Old One,” said the woman. She pulled a wad of tissues from her pocket and began to wipe some of the blood from Saskia’s face. “My name is Padhra. It would be my honour to guard your Earthly vessel for as long as you walk this foreign land.”

“Oh god,” said Fergus, poking his head through the now-open back door. “I’ll…uh…I’ll call an ambulance.”

Dave rose shakily to his feet, staring at Padhra. “What’s she saying? Who the hell is she? Who the hell is he?”

“It’s a very long story. And as for this guy…” Saskia looked at the body on the floor. “I have no idea who he is. But I suspect he knew about me.”
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                Sitting up in her hospital bed, her face swaddled in bandages, she gave a crooked smile. “Just like old times.”

Her mum chuckled tiredly. “This isn’t how I’d hoped we’d be spending the second evening of your return, Sass.”

“We could make a dash for it,” she suggested. “You know this is totally unnecessary, right? Come morning, I’ll be good as new. Well almost. My broken teeth might take a bit longer to repair themselves.”

“The nurse was adamant that you stay overnight for observation,” said her mum.

“Yeah, and what do you think they’re going to observe tomorrow?”

Alice looked at her, the realisation slowly dawning on her face. Then she sighed. “I’d better go have another chat with him. The hospital can’t legally force you to stay, but he won’t be happy about this.”

“Better an unhappy nurse than me being poked and prodded in a secret government lab for the rest of my life.” She let out a breath. “Maybe they were the ones who sent the goon after me.”

“You watch too many movies, Sass. Get some rest while I sort out your discharge papers.” Her mum hurried off to find the nurse.

Lowering her headrest, she stared up at the white panels of the ceiling.


Saskia drifted awake, blinking up at rows of rough-hewn wooden planks. For a long, confusing moment, she had no idea where she was. Then she remembered. This was her house in New Inglomar, the colony she and her friends had established in the sprawling, cavernous enclosure of Dwallondorn. She was no longer the human girl she’d been dreaming about, but the mountain of rock-hard flesh and taut muscles and fangs and terrifying claws known as a troll, or trow, as the people of this world called them.

She’d been having a few of these weird dreams lately. Well okay, weird was par for the course for her, but this particular flavour of weird dream gave her glimpses of events on Earth that she had no recollection of experiencing in real life. In one of the fragmented dream visions, she’d spent time in a remote, mountainous wilderness, being pampered by some strangely dressed, and very welcoming people. Another one had featured a bustling, colourful foreign city, and a trip to an…embassy? And this latest one, a hospital bed, her mum and…self-repairing teeth? Government labs? Goons? What was that all about?

Assuming they meant anything at all—which was by no means a given—could these dreams be visions of her future? As an oracle, she couldn’t rule out that possibility. They clearly weren’t visions of her past. She was pretty sure she’d remember a little thing like returning home to Earth.

Well whatever. If it was her future, she’d deal with it when it came. She had a few minor things to worry about in the here and now. Her to-do list included such trivialities as: finding a way to plug the arlium volcano that was bleeding Ciendil dry, and would eventually lead to its demise as a frozen, airless wasteland; trying to reconcile two species who had been at each others’ throats for centuries, whose apocalyptic conflict had triggered said impending demise; and attempting to overthrow a literal god, who wanted nothing more than to erase her and all of her allies from this world.

No big deal, really. She’d be done by Sunday.

The smell of cooking meat lured her out of her room, where she found Ruhildi frying up a fantabulous breakfast of almost-sausages and not-quite-bacon.

“Ooh, is that for me?” she asked, snatching up a sausage out of the pan and swallowing it in one bite.

“Sashki!” Ruhildi swatted her lightly on the leg. “They’re still raw in the middle.”

“Tastes fine to me,” said Saskia. Nothing wrong with a half-raw sausage. Or a completely raw one, for that matter. There were very few things her trollish tastebuds wouldn’t consider edible.

“It won’t kill you to wait until they’re properly cooked,” said Ruhildi, scowling up at her.

Saskia’s belly disagreed, and made its case with a loud burble. “Just be glad Rover Dog isn’t here,” she said. “He wouldn’t have stopped at one sausage.”

Rover Dog, her troll with benefits, was out exploring the Outer Hollows with Baldreg, scoping out suitable sites for future settlements. The big guy wasn’t prone to staying in one place for long. Still, he’d be back. He always came back.

“Och aye,” said Ruhildi. “He’s a brazen one, that trow of yours.”

“Still, I do enjoy his company—in small doses,” said Saskia.

“Small, loud, house-shaking doses,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia’s cheeks flamed. “We don’t—do we?”

“Och aye. Sometimes I fear you’ll bring the roof down on our heads.”

Saskia let out an embarrassed laugh. “We really need a bigger house.”

The house she shared with Ruhildi and Rover Dog (when he was around) could charitably be described as ‘cosy.’ When she was feeling uncharitable, it was ‘the shoebox.’ Still, it was hard to justify building a troll-sized house for themselves when so many new colonists were still waiting for their own homes to be built. Most days, Saskia was out with the work crews, acting as a heavy lifter for the construction effort, while Ruhildi divided her time between working the forge and acting as de-facto town mayor. Neither of them could spare much time to work on their own meagre abode.

Dwarves had been arriving in droves in recent weeks as conditions worsened in the Underneath. Summer had come and gone with temperatures barely rising higher than the average mildwinter. Now it was highfall, and rivers were already turning to ice. Crops had failed, food was scarce, and starving elven bandits had been raiding the outer villages for what little they had left. This had come at a time when most of the city of Torpend remained in ruins, and many of its residents still didn’t have homes to live in. The prospect of leaving all of that behind and moving to the comparatively warmer climes of the Outer Hollows was looking more and more appealing to the average citizen.

With this many people joining the budding colony, there was no way the work crews could build houses fast enough to accommodate them all. Some of the dwarves had attempted to renovate the crumbled ruins of Old Inglomar, to varying degrees of success. Without stoneshapers to work the masonry (aside from Ruhildi, who had her hands full), it was generally quicker and easier just to build new homes from scratch using wood and other materials from the forests of subterranean trees and fungal growths that grew in the hills of Dwallondorn.

This had worked well for them in the first couple of months as new colonists arrived in small, controlled waves, but now, as hundreds became thousands, they just couldn’t keep up. Forests of tents had sprung up in the outskirts, and they were growing by the day. Discontent was spreading, and it seemed only a matter of time until things got nasty.

Several times, Saskia had considered the possibility of taking some of the former stoneshapers as her vassals, thereby restoring their magic, so they could be of more help with the building effort. Each time, she’d pulled back. When it came down to it, she just didn’t trust them. The stoneshapers were directly responsible for the slow apocalypse overtaking Ciendil and the Underneath. She was in no hurry to share something as intimate and mysterious as the vassal bond with the likes of them.

Stepping out the door, Saskia was greeted by the sound of angry shouts down by the lakeshore, on the western approach into town. She let out a soft groan. What was it this time? Exchanging a worried glance with Ruhildi, she hurried across town to find out what the fuss was about.

They arrived at the scene to find a gaggle of angry dwarves hurling insults at a procession of weary elven women—some carrying young children—wading through the shallows toward the town. They were led by none other than Garrain, the walking, talking tree, Nuille, his lifemate, and Morchi, their oversized pet moggie. The pair had taken it upon themselves to bring more of their people into the fold, and this entourage was the result of their latest recruitment effort. These elves had a different look about them than the ones who had arrived earlier from Fellspur.

As yet, little blood had been spilled between the former enemies, but today’s reception showed that despite their efforts to make it clear to residents that this was a multiracial colony, not just a dwarven one, there were still dwarves present who refused to let go of their old hatred. They had a long way to go before they’d achieve the ideal of unification Saskia strove for; where dwarves and elves lived together in perfect harmony, and puppies and kittens and rainbows were had by all.

“Go back, you shite-eating tree-humpers!” jeered one of the dwarves.

“This is our home, leaf-ears!” shouted another. “You’re not welcome here!”

“If you take one step further, I’ll—”

“You’ll what?” said Ruhildi, stepping forward, her face dark with anger.

The dwarves spun to face her. A look of dismay crossed the face of the one who had spoken. “Honoured Vindica, I…”

“Leave. Now.” Ruhildi raised her arm. A breeze stirred about her as magic gathered at her fingertips. Torches flickered and went out. The stones at the dwarves’ feet began to rise into the air.

Muttering an array of apologies and curses, they turned and hurried back into town.

“Now,” said Ruhildi, letting the magic subside, and turning to face the approaching elves. “Who do we have here?”

“They hail from Wengarlen,” said Garrain. “Some greenhands and assorted mundanes; all alvessi and their nestlings.”

“Wengarlen.” Ruhildi’s expression darkened further. “’Tis one thing to allow the alvari of Fellspur to live with us. They took no part in the invasion. They keep no dwarrow slaves. But these bastards…”

“The alvessi took no part in the invasion either,” said Garrain. “They’re alvessi.”

Saskia didn’t fail to notice the flicker of annoyance that appeared momentarily on Nuille’s face.

“But they chose to support those who did,” said Ruhildi.

“They’re alvessi,” repeated Garrain. “They had no choice.”

Saskia raised her eyebrows. “So what you’re saying is that you treat your females no better than slaves.”

“No!” said Garrain. “That’s not what I—”

“Yes,” interrupted Nuille. When he shot her a startled look, her expression turned fierce. “I’m sorry, ardonis, but it’s true. You may not see it that way, but the only difference between an alvesse of Wengarlen and a dwarrow slave is that we got to wear nicer clothes, and the beatings came less often.”

“I would never raise a hand against you, my light!” he objected.

“You wouldn’t,” she said. “But many other alvessi are not so fortunate as I. As a tender, I saw things that would turn your stomach.”

“It does seem like these alvessi and their children are victims in this,” said Saskia. “I think we should let them join us—but only those can answer me truthfully that they mean us no harm, and did not personally abuse any slaves.” She looked down at Ruhildi. “Would that satisfy you?”

Ruhildi eyed the gathering elves speculatively, then offered Saskia a slow nod. “Aye, I suppose so.”

One by one, Saskia took each of the adults aside for questioning—all except the poor woman who had lost her young daughter on the way here, and hadn’t spoken since. One of the new arrivals, she learned, was Nuille’s grandmother, a surprisingly young-looking druid named Dieste. From their expressions, it was clear most of these elves were terrified of her, but they answered her questions honestly. Her oracle truth sense ability confirmed Nuille’s accounting of their treatment. Less than half of the elf women had been beaten or physically abused, but many had felt trapped and powerless in their old lives. While some admitted to feelings of resentment and distrust toward the dwarves, they wouldn’t act on those feelings unless they had to defend themselves or their children.

It seemed Garrain and Nuille had done a good job in their selection. These elves would flourish here—just as long as she could keep the dwarves in check.

Saskia could feel all eyes on the procession as she and Ruhildi escorted them into town. New Inglomar’s elven population had taken up residence in a neighbourhood known as Redgrove (although many of the dwarves called it Leaftown). Redgrove was…weird. There were boardwalks, causeways and ramshackle treetop houses—the kind of stuff you’d expect from elves who hadn’t yet had time to build (or grow) anything too fancy. But there were also wire fences and striped deck chairs, a hot dog stand and a…well, a brothel, complete with a tacky neon sign made from phosphorescent cave fungus. And there, flapping in the breeze, was a slightly misshapen, upside-down Canadian flag.

The new arrivals glanced about with wide eyes, clearly unsure what to make of all of these Earth influences.

“Hey-ho aloha!” said an exuberant, sandy-haired elf in a Hawaiian shirt (or a close approximation of one), reclining in one of the deck chairs. He rose to his feet and gave a sweeping bow. “Who do these lovely alvessi be?”

“Tired, Amur,” said Nuille. “At least let them settle in before you pounce.”

“I be not doing the pouncing,” said Amur with a mock frown. “I be boldly declaring my willingness to be pounced.”

“Either way, there will be no pouncing today,” said Nuille. “It would be good if we could get them somewhere warm, and get some hot food into their bellies. It’s been a long journey, fraught with perils.”

“Food we can do,” said Saskia, looking at the hot dog stand. “As for shelter, we might have to settle for tents. The housing shortage has gotten worse over the past few weeks. For them to have roofs over their heads, others would have to give up their own homes, and sleep out in the cold.”

“You forget to whom you’re speaking,” said Garrain. He stroked his chin, which had begun to sprout a thin tuft of moss. “Three of our new guests are greenhands, as are Nuille and myself. Five should be enough for what I have in mind. It’s about time we brought a touch of Wengarlen to Redgrove.”

“This is going to involve trees, isn’t it?” said Saskia.

“Yes,” said Nuille. Her lips curled into a smirk. “My ardonis does so love his wood.”

Saskia cackled. “Good one!”

“If you’re quite finished jesting at my expense, we should get started, my light,” said Garrain.

He led them to a thicket of tall red-leafed trees and coiled fungal spires. Each druid held a wand or staff to a different tree—except Garrain, who carried no focus. He stood at the centre of the group, with his palms resting against the largest of the trees. Magic gathered around them, and Saskia felt that familiar tingle of warmth from within as her vassal drew essence from the arlium that infused her body.

And then the trees began to bulge and flex. She’d seen a druid do something like this back in the Underneath—shaping a tree into a watchtower. But this was on a whole different scale. The massive trees bent into wide arches. Their branches stretched, forming struts between them. Bark and leaves seemed to flow into the gaps, growing and thickening and hardening into a waterproof shell.

Fifteen minutes later, the druids stood admiring their handiwork: an irregular dome-shaped structure, large enough to house three families, with room to spare. They set to work on the interior, shaping walls and doors and windows. Saskia could tell the house remained, in some sense, alive. They’d reshaped the trees, not killed them.

In a different part of the grove, they shaped another house. And then another, until there were enough for all the new arrivals. Like the trees from which they were formed, each building had a unique shape.

When they were done, Saskia asked, “Do you think you could make similar houses for the dwarrows?”

“We could,” said Garrain, leaving unsaid the question: Why would we want to?

“It would go a long way toward easing tension between your peoples,” said Saskia. “Right now, there’s an awful lot of resentment on both sides. If we don’t do something to defuse the situation, I think it’s going to blow up in our faces.”

“I don’t understand half of what you just said,” said Garrain. “But I suppose I can see the merit in earning the dwarrows’ gratitude.”

“’Tis you should be grateful we let you to live as our neighbours, Garri,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia shot her a disapproving frown. “See that’s the kind of attitude we need to work on.”

“Perhaps tomorrow, after the alvessi are rested, we could meet with some of the dwarrows and see how we might be able to help,” said Garrain.

“That’s the spirit!” said Saskia.

At that moment she caught sight of a pair of wide, familiar eyes watching her from atop a causeway. They were attached to a bearded face, and a stout body, far taller than the average dwarf.

“Kveld?” she called out. “What are you doing here?”

The dwarf looked decidedly guilty as he came down the ramp to meet them. A lanky teenage elf followed at his heels, still wearing his favourite cowboy hat.

“I’ve been helping Dallim with some of his inventions,” said Kveld.

Dallim spoke in English. “A spring of truth shall flow from it: like a new star it shall scatter the darkness of ignorance, and cause a light heretofore unknown to shine amongst men.”

“What?” said Saskia.

Kveld frowned. “I don’t ken what Dallim just… We’re building a machine to press words onto paper.”

Saskia’s eyes went wide as she stared at the pair. “A printing press? Holy crapoodle, you’re already building a printing press!”

“Just a simple prototype,” said Kveld. “Stone tongue only. Forest tongue glyphs are more fiddly, and there are too many of them. I don’t ken what we’ll do about those.”

Looking at Dallim, it was hard to reconcile the clever, inventive young elf standing before her with the sad, confused oracle she’d first met through Garrain’s eyes in Fellspur, not long after she arrived on Arbor Mundi. At that time, every oracle in this world had been either certifiably insane or bereft of their magic, thanks to her ‘corruption’ of their worldseed. It turned out the seed of knowledge hadn’t been so much corrupted as pollinated with a whole other world of knowledge.

In the months that followed, the elves had begun to realise that there was more to the oracles’ ravings than simple madness. At the same time, some of the oracles learned how to separate the visions of Earth from the world around them, and became somewhat functional members of elven society once more. One of the first to emerge from his fugue had been Dallim. Though he remained deeply weird, the young elf had not only brought with him marvellous inventions and strange ideas, but also information on Saskia herself: namely that she wasn’t the slavering demon they’d all feared but an innocent traveller from another world. When Garrain had invited them to join her budding colony, Dallim and the other semi-coherent oracles, and those who listened to them, had jumped at the chance.

So here they were: a bunch of weirdo elves obsessed with Earth. Dallim was the only one among the oracles who seemed technologically inclined—in fact, he probably knew more about Earth’s technology than Saskia herself did. Others came loaded with knowledge of Earth history or fashion or cuisine. One guy knew all there was to know about elves—not Arbor Mundi’s elves but Earth’s depictions of elves. Once, he’d painted his face and straightened his hair and dressed up as Legolas from the Lord of the Rings movies.

And then there was Wuishe, the meme girl. From grumpy cats to uncaring honey badgers and sceptical owls, Wuishe knew all the memes and decorated everything in sight with them. Her contagion had been spreading. The other oracles and their non-magical brethren had become carriers, and…well, suffice it to say that Saskia had been rickrolled on more than one occasion as she walked the meme streets of Redgrove.

It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that Kveld would get on well with these elves. He was a huge nerd, and he’d already proved receptive to ideas from Saskia’s home planet. Seeing Kveld and Dallim here today gave her a surge of hope that maybe their two races might one day live together in peace and friendship.

That hope had a bucket of cold water thrown in its face when she and Ruhildi stepped out of the grove, and found themselves waylaid by a certain troublesome dwarf, and several of his followers.

“Who next are we going to have as our neighbours?” said Grindlecraw. “Fish-ears? Templars? Hraithian raiders? You’re being far too permissive!”

Saskia gave an inner eye-roll. The former stoneshaper had been among the earliest arrivals in New Inglomar, and despite the loss of his magic, he remained a powerful voice among his people. Grindlecraw wasn’t normally as open about his agenda as those other donkholes haranguing the elves, but at his core he was just as intolerant.

“You’re free to leave any time,” said Ruhildi. “But our decision is final. The alvessi and their nestlings will stay, unless they give us cause to turn them away.”

He gave a disgusted grunt. “What a disappointment the vaunted Vindica turned out to be. Your pap must be crying out his shame from the Halls Beyond. He’d rather have seen you dead than siding with the leaf-ears!”

Ruhildi’s stiffened at his words. There was some truth to them—Mangorn had almost killed his own daughter to rid her of what he saw as the elves’ corruption—but that didn’t make them any less hurtful. Saskia had had enough. With a low growl, she slammed her fist into the ground, sending a shower of dirt into the air. Grindlecraw stumbled backward, as did the dwarves standing behind him.

“Come on, Ruhildi,” she said. “This guy isn’t worth our time.”

As they made their way back across town, Ruhildi drew to a halt, breathing heavily and clutching at her chest. Her face was grey, her eyes dark.

“What’s wrong?” asked Saskia.

“’Tis naught you need concern yourself with, Sashki,” she said through clenched teeth. “Just a wee bit of pain, is all.”

Saskia eyed her worriedly. That looked like more than a bit of pain. But she said nothing. Soon, the colour returned to her friend’s cheeks, and they continued on their way.

Saskia spent the rest of her day with the construction crew, while Ruhildi returned to the forge. They finished several more houses that day—a pretty good effort, but when she thought of the ease with which the druids had built theirs, she couldn’t help but think they’d been doing it wrong all this time.

The next day, they returned to Redgrove, hoping to find the druids well-rested and ready to prove their worth to the stubborn dwarves.

Instead, they found ashes and weeping and bitter curses.

One of the newly-formed houses had been reduced to a smouldering ruin. Miraculously, most of the elves sleeping within that night had survived. The one who didn’t had dashed back inside after her child, and never emerged. Unbeknownst to her, the child she sought to rescue had already crawled out a window.

There was no question this fire had been an act of malice. These houses didn’t burn easily. Someone had doused the living structure in oil before setting it ablaze.

This was murder. An act calculated to incite hatred.

Saskia sat clutching her head between shaking hands. This was her fault. It was her naive hope that had brought these people here, to this.

“’Tisn’t your fault, Sashki,” said Ruhildi, as if reading her thoughts. “The shitebag who lit the fire were to blame and no-one else. We’ll catch him and make an example of him.”

“Yeah,” said Saskia. “We will. And we already know some likely culprits: Grindlecraw and his goons, or the frockers you scared off down by the lake.”

“This doesn’t seem like something Grindlecraw would do,” said Ruhildi, frowning. “He’s an arse, but not a simpleton. Between you and the Fellspur oracles, whoever did this will be found out. He kens that better than most.”

“Maybe,” said Saskia. “Still, I’d like to question him all the same. Even if he didn’t do it, he might know who did.”

Grindlecraw all but laughed in her face when she confronted him. “I won’t pretend I’m grieving over another dead leaf-ears, but do you really think I’d be so stupid as to tempt your wrath after our last encounter? I had nothing to do with this, and I ken not who did.”

A bright green aura surrounded him as he spoke. According to her oracle interface, he was being honest, and for once not even trying to hide anything from her. “I believe you,” she said, allowing her expression to soften. “If you hear anything, let me know.”

The only reply she got was a derisive grunt.

Ruhildi knew the names of the other dwarves who had been causing trouble. It was time to pay them a visit. Funny how meek a dwarf would become when faced with an angry troll and the always-formidable Vindica. They too professed no knowledge of the incident, other than the rumours everyone was hearing. And her oracle interface confirmed they were telling the truth, though some were being less than forthcoming when it came to volunteering information.

Saskia spent some time lurking in their heads afterward, just to make sure. She learned some dirty little secrets she’d rather not know about, but nothing related to arson and murder. So who was it then?

The hours that followed, she spent spying on the people of New Inglomar through her remote sight—dwarves and elves both—eavesdropping on conversations and tracking movements. She came away feeling like she needed to bathe for a week, but none the wiser on the one thing that mattered.

Whoever had done the deed apparently hadn’t spoken to anyone else about it. Maybe they’d left the town and were laying low in a cavern somewhere until it blew over. Or maybe—just maybe—they didn’t live here at all.

That night, she forced herself to stay awake, keeping her oracle sight peeled for red or orange dots on her minimap. The map extended all the way across the lake to the tunnel on the other side, and a fair distance around this arm of Dwallondorn. If anyone infiltrated the town from without, she’d see them coming.

She didn’t.

The next morning, they found one of the elf women lying in a bathing pool with her throat slit.

“We must identify the one responsible and make them pay,” said Garrain, eyeing Ruhildi coldly. “I think we both know what will happen if this continues.”

“Aye, Garri, I ken,” said Ruhildi. “We’re as frustrated as you are, but whoever is doing this is fair sneaky. Not even Sashki saw him strike, and she were up all night watching with her…” She waggled her fingers. “…other sight.”

“Our oracles did be seeing nothing neither,” said Wellard, leader of the Fellspur rangers. “And the murderer did slip right past the guards we had posted nearby.”

“I’ll be there day and night,” said Garrain. “Perhaps my eyes and ears will perceive something the oracles cannot, and I can hide more effectively than any ranger.”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “You can pass as a tree.”

Saskia chuckled tiredly, and rubbed her eyes. “Okay, I need to get a few hours sleep now. I’ve been up for far too long already. Wake me if you see anything.”

The two-way oracle link she shared with Ruhildi worked just as well with her other vassal. They could speak to each other across vast distances, and she could share her map and other oracle abilities, as well as see out of their eyes with the press of a metaphorical button. Presumably—though they’d never tried it—he could wake her through the link as well.

Sure enough, she blinked awake to the sound of Garrain’s urgent voice in her head. Through his eyes she looked through the trees at the body of an elf woman, lying in the dirt outside her front door. There was a dagger buried up to its hilt in her back.

“What happened?” she cried, already leaping to her feet and charging out her front door. “Where’s the killer?” Startled dwarves stepped aside as she bounded full-tilt across town.

Simultaneously watching from Garrain’s perspective as she ran, she saw tangles of sinuous roots or vines sliding across the ground. In the corner of his eye, some of those roots were jerking violently, as being tugged. Frustratingly, he refused to look at them.

“Is that a spell?” she asked.

“Binding roots,” he whispered. “I cast it the moment I saw her fall. But it seems the assassin got away regardless.”

“Are you sure?” she said. “Look to your left.”

His gaze began to turn in that direction, then suddenly tilted down toward the ground before she could get a look at whoever the roots had ensnared.

“Stop!” she said. “Look up and a bit to the right.”

“I already did,” he hissed.

“Just do it!”

Again his gaze seemed to slip around the spot she wanted to see. Okay, that’s it, she thought. Something’s definitely messing with his head.

Still running toward him, she turned her attention to her minimap.

Nothing.

Wait, no…there!

Her eyes were shying away from a certain area. It only became apparent when she moved her gaze slowly and concentrated on the features next to that spot.

“Garrain, listen to me carefully,” she said. “Your spell has caught someone, but he has some kind of freaky magic that stops us from looking at him. Keep your attention on the door of the house, and try to sweep your gaze to the left. See how the door is moving the wrong way?”

Garrain’s gaze halted, then shifted around experimentally. Finally he whispered, “I think you’re right. I—”

In that moment, a coloured line appeared in the air, intersecting with his chest. Without needing to be prompted, he sprang sideways.

A dagger thunked into the tree behind him.

His gaze swept back in the direction from which the dagger had come. This time, his eyes didn’t stray from the target. On the forest floor in that very spot lay a clump of severed roots.

The assassin had gotten away.

Arriving at the scene a few minutes later, Saskia looked down at the woman’s body, now lying face up with her eyes closed and her arms folded across her chest. She looked peaceful, but that was probably Garrain’s doing.

“That invisibility trick he pulled,” she said, looking at the druid. “Any idea what that could be?”

“No,” said Garrain. “I know a spell of concealment, but it doesn’t work the same way, and it wouldn’t hide me from an oracle’s sight.”

“Well I have come across something like this before,” she said. “The repelling magic around those roads you alvari use. Greenways, I think they’re called. It turned my eyes away exactly as the assassin did today.”

“I wouldn’t know about that,” said Garrain. “They don’t have that effect on my kind.”

“Could the killer be one of your kind? Someone who’s familiar with the magic of the greenways?”

“It is said that the greenways were gifted to us by Abellion himself. Whether or not that is true, there are surely none alive today who had a hand in their creation. No, I think we’re dealing with the spawn of a distant heretofore unknown worldseed, or…”

“Or?” she prompted.

“Or the assassin could be another Chosen.”
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                Her breath quickened. Sweat glistened on her body. Gasping, she raked her claws across his chest—not too deep, but deep enough to draw a trickle of blood before the wound sealed shut. She saw it coming, but somehow he still managed to draw a startled cry from her lips at the sensation of his long, thick pole slamming into her…

…shins.

Swept off her feet, Saskia went tumbling face-first into the dirt.

Grinning, Rover Dog planted his staff into the ground, and reached down to help her to her feet. She leaned against the wall of the sparring circle, eyeing him warily. A crowd of dwarves—and a couple of elves—cheered and hollered and hurled suggestions, some of them lewd. As always when the two trolls faced off against one another, they’d gathered an audience.

“Princess fight like wild plainshriek,” said Rover Dog. “Good instinct, but unrefined. Strength and speed, but not technique.”

“I’ve never trained against a strong opponent before,” she admitted.

“You will learn.” He raised his staff.

Steeling herself for the bruises that would come, she stepped toward him.

An hour later, she stumbled out of the circle, nursing her aching muscles. “This is not the good kind of pain,” she grumbled.

Of course, there had been plenty of that as well over the past few days since Rover Dog had returned. Saskia couldn’t see this thing between them ever going beyond mere friendly fornication, but her troll body couldn’t seem to get enough of him. He’d seemed a little disappointed that her belly remained flat, and had been attempting to rectify that every chance he got. Sorry to disappoint you, bud, she thought. A while ago, after having missed her period for weeks, she’d begun to get worried about pregnancy. A self-inspection with her oracle X-ray vision, followed by a visit to Nuille, had put to rest those concerns—in a rather troubling way. She was infertile. Where once had been a uterus, now there was just an especially dense concentration of arlium.

It was probably for the best. She wouldn’t have wanted to bring a child into this world; not in its present state. And a baby troll? She really wasn’t ready for that.

After a quick dip in the lake, Saskia and Rover Dog headed to the excavation site. Thanks to the druids, the housing shortage had largely ended, and Ruhildi and Saskia had found the time to devote to a fantasinating, but less essential pursuit: delving into the ruins of Old Inglomar.

Up until a few weeks ago, they’d thought the elves and dwarves and mer had already plundered nearly everything of value from the ruins over the centuries since the city’s builders, the drengari, had gone extinct. Then Ruhildi, with the help of Saskia’s minimap, had found an archaeological motherlode: a network of ancient tunnels buried far below the surface ruins; so deep that only someone with access to an oracle’s magic could hope to find them.

Since then, Saskia and Ruhildi had been hollowing out a new tunnel that linked up with the old ones. Ruhildi’s magic did most of the actual hollowing, while Saskia carted the dirt out of the tunnel. Rover Dog and Baldreg had been helping out as well since they came back from their explorations. Thorric had also showed up a couple of times with an entourage of adorribles to ‘help’ with the digging, until Myrna dragged him away.

Today was the day they would break through. What they might find down there, no-one knew, but Saskia was willing to bet there’d be tombs and mouldy old bones. And possibly giant spiders. The dwarves and Rover Dog would be in heaven.

“Going well down there?” she called, peering down into the gloom.

A dusty dwarf emerged, and gave a little sneeze. “Aye, Sashki. Just a bell or two and we’ll be treading in halls that haven’t been walked in many a greatspan.” Her eyes gleamed with excitement.

A clean-shaven male dwarf poked his head out a moment later, looking sheepish. Yup, it was a Baldreg. Those two had been spending a suspiciously large amount of time together since he got back.

Between the four of them, they made short work of the remaining few metres of rock standing in their way. When the dust cleared, they found themselves looking upon a corridor of smooth stone, with blue crystal inset in the walls. Was that…?

“Blue arlium,” said Ruhildi. “The same kind we found in the Stone Bastion and the Dead Sanctum.”

These patterns were very different from what she’d seen before, though. The crystals were arranged in intricate spirals, and didn’t appear to be linked together. They were also inert, without even a hint of light emanating from them.

They followed the tunnel into a series of chambers in various degrees of disrepair. Anything made of iron or wood had long since rusted or rotted away over the untold years since this place had been abandoned, but other things had survived the ages more or less intact: clay urns and stone chairs, and crystalline objects of unidentifiable purpose.

Eventually, they made their way into wide open chamber with a ring of marble statues surrounding a crystal altar.

Saskia stared at the statues, open-mouthed. The forms depicted here were of a people she’d long since given up any hope of seeing on this world.

“This is what the drengari looked like?” said Baldreg, his forehead crinkled in puzzlement. “The stories said the drengari were kin to the alvari. But these…these people look closer to dwarrows.”

“No, not dwarrows,” said Saskia. “Humans.”

There were three of them; two men and one woman. All nude, and…very well-endowed. The statues’ ears were rounded, not pointy. One of the men had a beard on his chin. And yet all of them were taller and leaner than any dwarf. There was no mistaking their species.

“There’s something written on the base of the statue,” said Ruhildi, peering at the bearded man’s feet. “Can you read it, Sashki?”

Saskia frowned at the strange symbols. They didn’t mean anything to her. She’d need to see more of them before her oracle translator could start making sense of them.

“I can read,” said Rover Dog, surprising everyone. “It say: Murgle, who Lurks Beneath.”

“How the hell do you know how to read that?” asked Saskia.

“I not remember where I learned this tongue,” said Rover Dog.

“Murgle were one of the old gods,” said Ruhildi. “My people call him Stonefather. He were said to have moulded the first dwarrows out of argnum.”

“Sarthea of the Night,” said Rover Dog, translating the inscription beneath the voluptuous woman.

“Sarthea were goddess of shadows and patron of fertility,” said Ruhildi. “Some say it were her loins that birthed the drengari and alvari and mer.”

“This is not how Sarthea is normally depicted,” said Baldreg. “Here, she only has two tits.”

Ruhildi snorted. “Aye. The Harlots hold her in high regard.”

“Okael, the Fire Across the Sky,” translated Rover Dog, looking at the third and final statue.

“God of the sun,” said Ruhildi. “Okael were a right bastard, if the stories were true.”

“What does this mean?” asked Saskia. “How could the old gods be human?”

“I don’t ken,” said Ruhildi. “There’s no telling if these statues hold any more truth than the tales passed down from our forefathers.”

They continued on in silence, finding the occasional inscription in stone; enough to prod Saskia’s oracle translator into action, but nothing that answered any of her burning questions. Finally, they came upon a smaller chamber, hidden behind a stone shelf. It was only thanks to her minimap and Ruhildi’s stone sense that they were able to find it.

Inside the room was a smaller statue whose head had been removed.

“Anduis the Dreamer, who Dreamt the Night Away,” said Saskia.

“Never heard of him,” said Baldreg.

“Methinks I’ve heard that name afore,” said Ruhildi. “’Twere an old tale, also from the Age of the Gods. Anduis were most favoured of Sarthea, until she caught him lying with one of her maidens, and in a fit of pique, cast him into the dark void, never to be seen again.”

“Who Dreamt the Night Away,” quoted Saskia. “Could the ‘Night’ be Sarthea?”

“Mayhap,” said Ruhildi. “Like as not, a tale that old holds only fragments of the truth.”

“So what happened to Sarthea?” asked Saskia.

“Abellion slew her, along with all the old gods.”

“I wonder…” Saskia trailed off, not yet ready to give voice to the thought.

They spent several hours just wandering the ancient tunnels, looking for clues. This was nothing like the monster-infested dungeon she’d expected to find down here. There were no enchanted swords or chests of gold to be found; no monsters to slay or traps to avoid. Which was probably just as well, because Saskia’s head was spinning from the implications of what she’d seen.

Had the old gods really been human? Or had the builders of those statues—drengari, presumably—been human, and sculpted them in their own image? Maybe both? Could humans have been the progenitors of some of the other sapient species on this world?

It was a lot to think about, and her mind was a million miles away when she stepped out of the tunnel, and came face to face with Garrain.

“What’s up?” she asked, seeing the worried look on his face. “It was the assassin, wasn’t it? Please don’t tell me it was the assassin.”

It had been several weeks since the last murder. Saskia had begun to hope they’d seen (or rather, failed to see) the last of him. If his goal had been to sow discord between the two races, then he’d largely failed. The murders had actually kindled some sympathy among the dwarves, and a few of them had even delivered gifts and pledges of assistance to the grieving elves. Heartened by the show of support, the druids had been helping the dwarves with their housing shortage, conjuring up new homes by the hundreds. Anyone with half a brain would have to concede that their presence was a net gain for the colony. There were still dwarves who would rather see everyone suffer if that’s what it took to be rid of their hated enemies, but they remained a minority.

“Not the assassin, no,” said Garrain. “The news I bring is far more dire.”

Ice trickled into her veins.

They followed the druid to the newly-constructed meeting hall at the edge of Redgrove, where a small group had gathered—elves and dwarves both. She recognised Kveld and Dallim and Nuille and several other faces. When they were all seated, Garrain, spoke. “You may recall the farseer, Ciadhe, went with the dwarrow arborologists to investigate the failed rift. The one beneath Wengarlen.”

“Yeah,” said Saskia. “You wanted to confirm that it no longer posed a threat, and see if you could learn anything that might help us close the Elcianor rift.”

“Indeed,” said Garrain. “As you can see, they have returned.”

“Oh dogs,” said Saskia. “It’s gonna blow, isn’t it?”

Garrain regarded her silently for several moments, before inclining his head. “Yes, Saskia, I fear it is. Thiachrin stopped the shapers from breaking through to the surface. But they were close. Exceedingly close. Now there’s just a thin crust of argnum holding back the inferno. And not for long.”

“We thought, in time, the arbor would heal itself,” said the head arborologist, whose name was Furglewacker (yeah, really). “By the forefathers, we were wrong. The other rift has greatly weakened Ciendil, and now it no longer has the strength to staunch the flow.”

“How much time do we have?” asked Saskia. “Is there anything we can do to stop it?”

“Less than a year,” said Furglewacker. “And no, I ken of no way to reverse what has been done. ’Tis the same problem as the other rift. The arlium burns too hot for anyone to get near, and we have no way to strengthen the argnum around it. One rift may dry up afore we all freeze or suffocate, but two…”

Saskia let out a long breath. “Okay, so what are our options? We already pretty much ruled out getting everyone off Ciendil, and that was when we thought we might have decades to do it. But maybe we need to start thinking outside the box. Or the branch. Airships, maybe? Oh no, that’s right. It’s a vacuum out there.” She turned to Dallim. “You’re a Neil Armstrong buff, aren’t you? Do you know how to build a rocket?”

Dallim offered her a sad smile. “That’s one small step for man. But an insurmountable leap for alvar and dwarrow.”

He was right, of course. The technology base needed to build chemical rockets capable of flying between branches was at least two hundred years beyond their grasp. Even if they had all the knowledge they needed—which they didn’t; they only had fragments—they’d have to make the tools to make the tools to make the tools…on and on for however many steps, each one requiring years of testing and tweaking. And that was assuming physics even worked the same way here as it did on Earth. Which it clearly didn’t, because tree the size of a planet.

Aside from rockets, there was a fairly obvious way she might be able to get herself off the branch. She could do what she’d already done a couple of times: enter the between, and come out at a different location. Teleportation, with a side of tentacles.

Perhaps she’d need a visual on her destination before she could teleport there. Probably not, though. She’d emerged into this world for the first time without having eyeballed it. Her undermind must have some way of sensing the world and choosing an appropriate site for her emergence. It had deposited her right next to a worldseed, after all. That couldn’t be coincidence. She had no reason to suspect there would be any more limitations when teleporting between locations within the same world.

In the months since her last trip into the between, she’d tried to repeat the process a couple of times, experimentally, with no success. She suspected her undermind wouldn’t let her do it unless there was dire need. Surely a slow death by suffocation or freezing would count as dire need?

But that wouldn’t save her friends, or anyone else on Ciendil. She’d seen nothing to suggest she could teleport anything outside of her own body—not even the clothes on her back. This whole line of thinking was probably a dead end.

“If not rockets, how did the dwarrows move between Ciendil and Old Ulugmir?” asked Saskia.

“The old tales speak of many ways, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “Of these, the only one I ken to be true were the giant lift our forefathers rode up and down the trunk. It were destroyed in the siege of Climber’s Gate. More fanciful tales speak of ships that sailed the skies, and dracken riders, and droplines, and impossible climbs, and a few leaps into the void with naught but the clothes on one’s back.”

“Climb not impossible,” said Rover Dog. “I climb here.”

“From…another branch?” asked Saskia.

Rover Dog bobbed his head up and down. “Grongarg.”

“Grongarg,” she repeated. “You’ve mentioned that before. You thought I was a Grongargian princess.”

“You are princess,” said Rover Dog.

“So just to be clear, you’re saying Grongarg isn’t on Ciendil. It’s a completely separate branch.”

He nodded again.

“That’s insane!” she blurted. “The branches must be hundreds of kilometres apart! How can you possibly climb between them? Is there even air…?”

Rover Dog nodded. “Trunk carries blood. Blood brings air.”

By blood, he presumably meant arlium. Oh, of course! Arlium must flow through the trunk as well as the branches, so the trunk would also have its own atmosphere!

“Many days climb,” added Rover Dog. “Not easy, even for trow. But possible.”

“Interesting though it may be, this information is of no benefit to us,” said Garrain. “A trow may be able to endure such a climb, but the rest of us cannot. And certainly not the entire population of Ciendil. Just getting to the trunk would be an impossible trek for the fledglings and elders. It would take the bulk of a year, and we’d have to cross the scorched lands to the north.”

Ruhildi grimaced. “Aye, I hate to agree with the lea—with Garri—but I just don’t see how we can get more than a fistful of us away, no matter how we do it.”

Saskia’s mind was still whirling as she thought of the possibilities. The fact that there was air around the trunk was another bit of weird physics that she hadn’t considered. On Earth, even if there were something holding the air in place, the pressure wouldn’t be equal all the way up. At the base of the tree, with the weight of hundreds or thousands of Earth atmospheres pushing down on it, the air would be crushingly dense. At the top, it would be too thin to breathe. But she had to assume it didn’t work like that on this world.

That being the case, maybe balloons or airships could make the journey up and down the trunk. Though it would be all too easy for them to drift out of the atmosphere, whereupon there’d be nothing stopping them from…falling off the world, essentially. Maybe they could use tethers?

“There is something we could try,” she said. “I’ll talk to you about it afterward, Dallim. It’s not something that could transport everyone off the branch, but if we have to choose between saving a few of us, or none at all…”

“Agreed,” said Garrain. “As long as we don’t put all our effort into that last resort, and in so doing, miss an opportunity to save everyone.”

“Yeah I get that,” said Saskia. “I’m not giving up on everyone just yet. I think it’s time—yet again—for me to try to get hold of my father. He may be a donkhole, but he seems to know more about this stuff than any of us.”

“You said Calburn has been silent ever since the seed of stone were destroyed,” said Ruhildi.

“Yeah,” said Saskia. “But part of that, I think, is because he only ever visits me inside his old strongholds. The closest one is the Dead Sanctum—assuming you guys didn’t completely destroy it.” She looked at Garrain.

“If you mean your old lair, I fear it may no longer be of use to you,” said Garrain. “One of the survivors told me Thiachrin put his blade through its black heart.”

Saskia frowned in puzzlement. “Its heart? Oh, you mean the keystone! That may not be a problem. We have another one. I think they’re interchangeable.”

“I wish I could join you, Sashki…” said Ruhildi.

“But you’ve got a colony to look after,” said Saskia. “I know. I could go alone, but…” She turned to Kveld. “…I’d like you to come with me. If you still want to be my vassal.”

“I…’twould be a great honour, Saskia,” said Kveld. “You think it didn’t work last time because we were too far from a nexus?”

Ruhildi snorted. “Methinks there were a few other reasons why it didn’t work.”

Saskia’s earlier attempt to make Kveld her vassal had been…awkward. Because he lacked a focus for her to absorb, the only way she knew to do it was the Ruhildi method, as she’d begun to think of it: bringing her would-be vassal into the between, or at least the version of it she entered in her dreams. So for one incredibly awkward night they’d slept next to each other in an attempt to enter the same dreamspace. But instead of entering the between, she’d found herself dreaming of, well, other stuff. Apparently she’d gotten quite noisy and gropey in her sleep, and the poor dwarf had run off in a panic.

Ruhildi, of course, had been mercilessly bringing it up every chance she got.

“I’m not sure,” said Saskia, shooting her friend a withering scowl. “With Ruhildi, we were sleeping in the Stone Bastion control chamber. That might have made all the difference. I think it’s worth a shot.”

They set off later that day. At troll running speeds, it was just a four day journey to the Dead Sanctum, following the route Garrain had taken to and from the surface. On the way, they passed through a large cavern with a staircase running up one wall. Waves of intense heat emanated from a concealed tunnel near the base of the stairs. That must lead to the den Garrain had told her about, where the stoneshapers had been doing their funnelling. She didn’t dare go near it now. It’d be chock full of molten arlium.

The journey ended with a claustrophobic crawl through a very narrow tunnel to a certain bridge and the waterfall behind it. Months had passed since the day she’d last set foot in here, but the memories were still seared into her mind. She remembered arguing with Ruhildi at the mouth of this tunnel, trying to get her to go on without her. If she’d tried to squeeze through the tunnel back then, their pursuers would have easily caught up, and she’d have been stuck there, unable to manoeuvre. So she’d opted to face the elves in a place of her choosing—on a ledge behind the waterfall.

When Garrain had delivered himself into her grasp, she’d tried to bargain for his life, not knowing how little regard the Chosen had for his peoples’ lives. Not the best decision she’d ever made.

Ruhildi had been furious. Saskia still recalled her friend’s words, whispered into her ear after the druid had tried to snatch back his staff: “Kill the slippery shite afore he kills you!”

In the moments that followed, Saskia may have done just that, if she’d had the chance.

She remembered the feel of Thiachrin’s blade searing through her. The shock and the terror. Tumbling down; just like in all her earlier dreams. And then…

“Why have you stopped, Saskia?” asked Kveld.

“Just remembering, is all,” she said. “A lot happened in this spot. I’ll tell you about it someday.”

Turning away from the bridge, they quickly made their way to the control chamber. As Garrain had mentioned, the keystone lay shattered on the floor. But the socket remained intact, just waiting for a new keystone to be inserted. She was only too happy to oblige it.

As the keystone expanded to fill the slot, the patterns of blue arlium around the walls bloomed to life, bathing her in their soft glow.

A message awaited her when she touched the keystone: Site has been compromised. Recommend immediate evacuation.

Saskia let out a snort of laughter. A little late for that, don’t you think?

She entered the message: I wish to make this dwarrow, Kveld, into my vassal. Can you help with that?

Keystone: Analysing…

A column of light appeared around the dwarf, who let out a startled yelp.

“Sorry,” she said. “Just stand still. It won’t hurt you. I think.”

“Your words…they don’t fill me with confidence,” said Kveld.

The light winked out, and a new message appeared.

Keystone: Compatibility exceeds minimum viable threshold for vassal conversion. Do you wish to proceed?

She gave the assent. Nothing happened for several long seconds. Then she began to feel woozy. Kveld’s head lolled downward, and she caught him just before he fell. She lay down beside him on the cold floor, her eyes already fluttering closed.

Sometime later, she awoke to the sight of Kveld standing over her, an awestruck expression plastered across his face.

“Is that…is that what you really look like?” he asked.

The experience had been similar to the one where she’d taken Ruhildi as her vassal. Just without the trip through her friend’s memories, and with neither Abellion nor her father showing up to hinder or help her efforts. From her perspective, it had looked as if one of the vines trailing the winged leviathan—the undermind—had attached to the back of Kveld’s neck. But she knew he had probably seen something quite different, because everything they saw in the six-dimensional null-space of the between was, as Calburn had so often pointed out, mostly metaphorical.

“I don’t know,” she said. “What did you see?”

“A metal…thing,” he said.

“Oh yeah, that was me alright,” she said, grinning at him. “I’m a thing.”

He flushed. “I can’t describe it better than that. You looked big and metal, with wings and spinning blades.”

“Huh. I think you might have been spending too much time around Dallim. That’s not what I saw, or what Ruhildi saw. Actually, I don’t know if she even remembers what she saw. Everything is subjective in the between.”

This led to a discussion on just what the between was. She answered as best she could with what little information her father had given her. Speaking of which…

“No sign of Calburn in that dream,” she said. “I’ll give him a few days to show himself. If he doesn’t appear by then, I’ll assume he’s not going to, and we can head back. In the meantime, let’s see…”

Saskia looked down at her interface. Sure enough, there was a new double-sided mirror with Kveld’s face on it, right next to Ruhildi and Garrain. She activated it experimentally, and immediately started seeing double. So far, so good. She brought up her minimap and some other interface objects for him to see, and explained their purpose to him. Kveld took it all in his stride, and did the dwarven equivalent of geeking out.

“Now…let’s find out if you can do magic,” she said.

Yes. Yes he could.

Lacking a focus of his own, Kveld had been severely limited in his ability to cast spells. He’d done exceptionally well with what he had, becoming a master manipulator of ward magic—a facet of stoneshaping that required very little essence—but he’d barely been able to make a stone wobble on the ground. Now, that had all changed. He had a focus: her—or rather, the network of arlium within her. Now he was a full-fledged stoneshaper; one of only two remaining in the entire world. Kveld only knew a few spells outside of ward inscriptions, and his control of them was lacking, but seeing him levitate a huge slab of stone left her with no doubt as to his power.

Leaving him to play with his new toys, Saskia settled in for what would hopefully be a long snooze. Despite having just slept for several hours in front of the keystone, she remained quite tired. It was just as well, because she planned to be doing a lot of sleeping over the next few days, or however long it took for her dad to give her the time of day.

She awoke feeling refreshed—and frustrated. That had been a nice dream, but Calburn hadn’t featured in it at all. After a quick check-in with Ruhildi and Garrain (just to make sure New Inglomar hadn’t imploded while she was away), she returned to Kveld, hoping he hadn’t managed to blow himself up yet.

Nope. Still there.

Except…

The metal man gave her a sheepish grin.

“How!?” she said, feeling her eyes bulging out of her skull. “That’s an advanced spell, isn’t it? I’ve never seen Ruhildi cast it before.”

“The keystone,” he said. “There were a…library inside it, just waiting to be…”

“A library of spells? And you only just found this now?”

“Aye, ’twere hidden from me until…” He pointed at her.

“Until you became my vassal,” she said. “Does Ruhildi know about this?”

“Methinks not. Far as I ken, she hasn’t spent much time with the keystone after…”

“Oh wow!” she said. “Just a pity we didn’t discover it sooner. If the two of you can access Calburn’s whole repertoire of spells… Is there anything in there that might help us deal with the rifts?”

“Aye—no—mayhap,” he said. “Not stoneshaper magic. But there may be something. The library doesn’t just have… There are other spells too. Necrourgy, aye, but also other strands of magic. Other worldseeds.”

“Other worldseeds? Which ones?”

“I don’t ken. I don’t recognise these spells. It doesn’t say where they came from. I just ken they aren’t stoneshaper magic. And I found one strand…” He was silent for a long moment, gazing into the keystone.

“You found one strand…? Don’t keep me in suspense here!”

His brow furrowed. “It speaks of…binding the…blood of the world.”

“Blood of the world…as in arlium?”

“Mayhap,” he said, giving a dwarven shrug. “There are spells that heat the blood of the world; cool it; make it solid; make it flow. And spells that change other spells.”

“You mean like metamagic?”

He looked at her blankly.

A huge smile spread across her face. “This is incredible! If we could find someone who could cast these spells, they could solve all our problems! Well okay, only the biggest ones, but still…”

“Mayhap,” he repeated. “But how would we find him? This magic could come from any worldseed…on any branch…anywhere on Arbor Mundi.”

“Yeah,” she said. “But it’s something! A possibility of a way out of this. Let’s see if we can find anything more on the subject.”

Pressing her hand against the keystone, she sent the message: Where may I find the worldseed dealing with arlium manipulation or metamagic?

Keystone: I do not have that information, mouthlet of the master.

Saskia: Do you know where I might find it?

Keystone: The Great Library might contain the answers you seek.

Saskia: And where is the Great Library?

Keystone: The Great Library is located in the Scholar’s Circle of Pentus, on Ulugmir.

Saskia drew in a sharp breath, then relayed this information to Kveld.

“Ulugmir,” he said. “But that’s…”

“The Deadlands,” she said. “Yup. Not the kind of place we could survive in, even if we had a way of getting there. There has to be another way. Keep digging in the keystone. I’ll go check the physical library upstairs.”

All that was left of the library were burnt books, shredded scrolls, torn mosaics and ripped and broken paintings. The elves had ransacked the place on their way out. Wincing, she asked her interface to highlight anything of interest that had survived the destruction. All it revealed were scraps of Poggendoobler’s journal, which she’d already read.

She wandered through the various chambers, checking for anything she might have missed on her first, rather rushed, exploration of the place. A bitter, hollow feeling settled over her as she went from room to room, finding only dust and ruins. Everything of value had been trashed or taken.

Returning to Kveld, she found him staring into the keystone, just as she’d left him.

“Anything?” she said.

He smiled up at her. “No, but I did larn how to turn gold into lead.”

“Not the reverse?”

“No. The spell were called mad gold.”

“I think someone was trying to be funny.”

Three days passed with no sign of her father, and no leads on where they might find a metamagician, as she’d begun to call them. Kveld was having the time of his life trying out new spells and delving into the keystone’s secrets, but she was getting restless—not an ideal feeling for one trying to sleep.

“Let’s head back. I think we’ve gotten all we can out of this place. The keystone doesn’t need to be plugged in here for you to access the spell library, right?”

“It shouldn’t,” he said. “We can test it afore we leave.”

A quick test revealed that all the information was still there for them after they unplugged the keystone, so without further ado, they set off back the way they’d come.

Four days later, as they approached New Inglomar from the west, an uneasy feeling crept up her spine. A glance at her minimap confirmed her suspicions. The town was abuzz with activity, while a small cluster of grey dots approached from the southeast.

Saskia bounded up the hillside to where her friends stood surveying the nude blue-white figures stalking across the shallow water.

Mer.

“Sashki, you’re just in time,” said Ruhildi, her face grim.

“Just a few of them,” said Saskia. “And my minimap doesn’t see them as a threat.”

“There may be tempests walking among them,” said Baldreg. “Best not to assume they’re harmless.”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “Be prepared for anything.”

The mer came to a halt in the shallow water several hundred metres shy of the town. Four women and three men, each armed with spears and bows. The tattooed woman at the head of the group caught Saskia’s attention, and not just because of the eerie smile on her inhumanly flawless face. The way she held her spear—hand clasped close to the tip—gave the game away. There was arlium beneath her fingers, she just knew it.

“They wish to parley,” said Ruhildi. “Let’s go out there and larn what they have to say.”

Ruhildi picked out Saskia, Baldreg, Garrain and Nuille to accompany her. Three different species walking side-by-side. Hopefully that would send the right signal to the newcomers.

Saskia kept her attention on the tempest, prepared to leap to her companions’ defence at the first hint of magic. The tempest’s smile widened as they approached. She opened her mouth as if to speak—

Her eyes went wide. The smile turned to a rictus of agony. Dropping her spear—her plain, ordinary spear without a hint of arlium—she reached for her throat. Blood ran between her fingers. Then she slumped forward, staining the water crimson.

Heart leaping into her throat, Saskia exchanged a shocked glance with her companions, and it was clear they had no more idea what had just happened than she did.

Cries of alarm erupted from the mer. They sprang into action, levelling bows and spears at Saskia’s group.

One of them fired directly at Ruhildi from a range of just twenty metres. Saskia lunged forward, snatching the arrow out of the air, even as a spear flew past the spot where she’d just been standing.

A second mer slumped into the water with an arrow in his eye.

Desperately, Saskia’s eyes sought the shooter. Some of the dwarves along the shore had crossbows drawn, but she couldn’t see anyone reloading. Besides, they’d have to be world-class snipers—and incredibly lucky—to hit two mer from that range.

There! When she looked to the left, her eyes were turning away against her own volition.

“It’s the invisible assassin!” cried Garrain, apparently realising at the same instant she did. He began to summon a scorching sap spell. She didn’t know how he could hope to hit his target without looking.

Turning back to the mer, she flinched as another one dropped beneath the churning waves.

In the back of the dwindling group, an unassuming young woman had raised a spear with the unmistakeable glow of arlium in its shaft. The tempest—the real tempest, this time—was preparing to bring up a repelling vortex spell; the air shield that had cause Saskia so much trouble during earlier encounters with their kind. That might protect her from the rogue sniper, but Saskia very much doubted the slow-cast spell would come up in time. And now the tempest had revealed herself, she’d be the prime target.

Saskia sprang forward, landing with a tremendous splash in front of the tempest. She snatched her up, curling her body protectively around the startled young woman. In the same moment, an arrow thudded into her back, and she felt an awful pain spreading outward from the point of impact.

Poison.

Not a tranquilliser; something much, much worse. The fiery agony was steadily working its way to her chest.

Flailing in her arms, the mer jabbed her spear up at Saskia’s throat, using it not as a focus, but as a simple melee weapon.

Can’t have that, thought Saskia. She tore the spear out of the tempest’s hands. And as she did so, a surge of warmth flowed into her.

Oh…crap.

The tempest’s wide eyes were locked on the spear; the spear now absent any trace of arlium.

A new mirror appeared in her interface next to those of her other vassals. The tempest’s face in the mirror held a hint of outrage. As the last of her strength left her, Saskia stabbed an ethereal finger at the button that would cut off the tempest’s magic.

Still clutching her new vassal, she fell retching into the water, and for a time, she knew only pain and darkness.
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                Bright light pierced her eyes. Her head was full of agonlings, and her stomach…oh no, she was gonna…

Saskia puked up something so vile, it made her vomit. After that, she barfed, then hurled, heaved, spewed, upchucked and chundered. Before she was done, she’d used up every pukeworthy word she could think of, and had started inventing new ones: she blarghed, eurfed, mulped and yurked.

“That’s it,” said a soothing, feminine voice. “Let it all out.”

“Uuurgh,” said Saskia. Then she urghed.

At some point, she realised that the light was coming from the tip of a wand, held by her favourite raven-haired elf girl. She was lying inside Garrain and Nuille’s expansive housetree in Redgrove, surrounded by worried-looking dwarves and elves, and one grinning troll.

“Princess look good in green,” said Rover Dog.

Saskia sent him a glare. Or at least tried to. Another wave of nausea swept over her, and she…rovergitated. A truly awful pun; almost as bad as she felt right now.

“You can thank your trow friend for dragging you here,” said Nuille, offering Saskia a thin smile, after the latter was done emptying the contents of her stomach. “There was no way the rest of us could have hauled your enormous rump all the way up here.”

“My butt isn’t that big, is it?” croaked Saskia.

“’Tis a fair impressive arse, Sashki,” said Ruhildi.

“Prodigious posterior,” offered Rover Dog. “Just how I like.”

“After comments like these, you’re not gonna be admiring it up close for a good long while, bud,” Saskia shot back. His ears drooped. “But thank you for bringing me here.” She turned to Nuille. “And thank you for healing me.”

“No, thank you,” said Nuille. “I never thought I’d see the day when I got to heal a trow. It was…enlightening.”

“You scared me for a while there, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “’Twere a fair vicious poison coursing through your veins. Were you not a trow, you’d be dead ten times over.”

“Grillock root extract,” said Nuille. “A favourite among dwarrow assassins.” She turned a frank gaze to Ruhildi.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi, meeting her gaze. “The Vindicals weren’t above using poisons if it got the job done.”

“Maybe the assassin is a dwarrow, after all,” suggested Saskia.

“Unlikely,” said Garrain. “We already discussed the peculiarities of his magic. There’s nothing preventing other peoples from procuring such a poison.”

Saskia sat up slowly, clutching her aching head. The mer was still there on her interface. Still alive then. “Speaking of the assassin, how many of the mer did he get in the end?”

“Five,” said Garrain.

Saskia let out a breath. “Just two left then, including the tempest.”

Ruhildi coughed and looked at the floor. “Actually, Sashki, we were forced to slay another when he attacked us. The tempest were the only survivor.”

Saskia put her head in her hands.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “If there were ever any chance of peace between us, methinks it died with them.”

“Maybe,” said Saskia. “But I’d still like to speak to her.”

The subject of their discussion was sitting in the back room, trembling visibly. Saskia crouched low in front of her, trying to look as non-threatening as an enormous monster could look.

“I’m so sorry about your companions,” she said.

Slowly, the tempest’s eyes seemed to regain some of their focus. She looked up at Saskia and drew in a shuddering breath. “You speak…sea tongue?”

“I do now,” said Saskia. Her oracle translator had picked up the language during her sojourns through mer territory via Garrain’s head. “Just so we’re clear, the assassin who attacked your people does not represent us. When I grabbed you, I was trying to protect you from that frocker. As for what happened afterward…well, I’m sorry about that too.”

“You…you are the one I have heard about, yes?” said the tempest. “The demon trow.”

“That’s what some people call me. You can call me Saskia.”

Many long seconds passed before the tempest replied in a small voice. “Zarie. I am named Zarie.” 

Saskia smiled at her, while trying not to show any pointy teeth. “Thank you, Zarie.”

“You took my magic. My focus.”

“Yeah,” said Saskia. “That was a total accident. Whenever I touch a piece of arlium…well, in it goes. I can restore your magic if you—”

“Let’s not be too hasty,” interrupted Nuille, tugging at her arm. Saskia followed her out into the main room, before she continued. “Her mind may be…a little frayed right now, and we don’t know her motive for coming here. Let’s not arm her just yet.”

“I agree,” said Garrain. “Nuille and I can take care of her tonight. Save your questions for tomorrow, once you’ve both rested. I’d also like to talk to her, one accidental vassal to another.”

“As long as it’s just talk, ardonis,” said Nuille, smiling sweetly at him.

“Of course, my light,” said Garrain.

“Okay, fair point,” said Saskia. “I guess I’ll come back tomorrow then. Keep her safe.”

“Oh no, you misunderstand,” said Nuille. “You’ll be sleeping here tonight, Saskia. Before I let you out of my sight, I want to be sure the poison has left your body.”

“If it were going to kill me, I think I’d be dead already,” said Saskia. “But sure, whatever. I’ll go lie down now.”

Then she froze, seeing a large group of yellow dots approaching on her map.

“Or not,” she said. “We’ve got company.”

Stepping outside, Saskia’s already sour mood turned worse when she saw who was heading there way. Grindlecraw, with a crowd of goons at his back. A few of the faces she recognised as the troublemakers who had heckled the elves from Wengarlen.

“We wish to see the prisoner,” said Grindlecraw.

Ruhildi glared at him. “If you think we’re just going to let you put that tiny blade in her, you’ve some larning to do, shitebag.”

“She’s not exactly a prisoner,” said Saskia.

Grindlecraw gave a derisive grunt. “Not a prisoner?” He turned to face the crowd. “You hear that? The fish-ears tried to kill them, and now she’s…what, their honoured guest?”

Angry murmurs rippled through the dwarves at his back. One of them shouted, “Fish-humpers!”

“You know as well as I do why she attacked us,” said Saskia. “She thought we were the ones killing her companions.”

“I don’t care why she did it,” said Grindlecraw. “Only what she did, and what she is. Now kindly step aside and let us do what you’re too craven to do.”

“How about this?” said Saskia. “You all go on your merry way, before I get angry. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.” Stealing a line from the Hulk seemed appropriate right now. Her head was pounding, and she was in no mood to play Miss Nice Troll.

“We don’t take orders from you, demon!” said Grindlecraw, unsheathing his shortsword. An act that Saskia found almost laughable. This dwarf was no warrior. Having lost his magic, he wasn’t much of anything, except a pain in her oversized butt.

No, he was no direct threat. But the crowd behind him? They were a different story. Saskia counted at least a dozen crossbows being aimed at her.

“You do now,” said Baldreg, pointing his own crossbow at the former stoneshaper. “Unless you want to eat an arrow, you’ll do as she says.”

Grindlecraw’s glare grew positively malevolent. “I always kenned you were a traitor, Baldreg.”

“And I always kenned you were an arse, Grindi,” said Ruhildi. She raised her hand, and Saskia felt the familiar tug of essence from within.

Rover Dog spread his arms wide, claws splayed, and stepped up beside Saskia. Kveld drew his warhammer, and at the same time, she could feel him reaching for the newly formed link between them, ready to turn his own magic against the dwarves if it came to that. She prayed that it wouldn’t.

Grindlecraw looked between the five of them. On his face, she could clearly see anger warring with self-preservation. Self-preservation won. “This isn’t over,” he growled, lowering his weapon carefully to his side.

Watching the dwarves scurry off, Saskia let out a sigh. “I think you should all stay in Redgrove tonight. These donkholes might try something.”

“Aye, you may be right,” said Ruhildi. “We’ll guard the house. Now get some rest, Sashki. I’ll wake you if they come back.”

Despite feeling utterly wrecked, Saskia slept fitfully, and dreamt she was suffocating beneath a mountain of corpses. Some of them had faces she knew.

She awoke to the lingering echo of a crash and a shout, and the sight of Garrain rushing to the window, clutching his shoulder.

“What happened?” she cried, leaping to her feet.

“The assassin,” he growled. “He was after the tempest, not you. I chased him away.”

“You’re wounded! Oh god, is there poison?”

“Perhaps,” he said with a calmness that she could scarcely believe. “I don’t think such poisons can harm me any longer. Not since…” He gestured at the leaves growing from his body.

“Oh. Well that’s…convenient. So Zarie’s okay?”

“Indeed,” said Garrain. “The tempest is unharmed. Though I don’t know how much longer she’ll remain that way with events transpiring as they are.”

After a large breakfast, Saskia went with Ruhildi to question their guest. Zarie looked a bit livelier than she had yesterday, which wasn’t saying much.

“I guess we should start by asking why you came here in the first place,” said Saskia.

Zarie seemed to wilt under her gaze. She looked as if she was struggling to hold back tears. “It matters not. We should not have come.”

“Let me be the judge of that,” said Saskia.

Zarie drew in a long breath, and let it out. “I…I came in search of you and your disciple, demon. The one they call Vindica.”

Saskia blinked in confusion. “Ruhildi? What do you want with her?”

Ruhildi stepped forward. “Aye, what do you want with her?”

Zarie looked between Saskia and her friend. The mer’s eyes slowly widened. “You are Vindica! Yes?”

“Mayhap,” said Ruhildi. “That depends on what you want.”

“I want to get off,” said Zarie.

Saskia opened her mouth, then closed it, then opened it. “Come again?”

“Ciendil,” said Zarie. “I want to get off Ciendil.”

“Oooh,” said Saskia. “I though you meant…never mind. We’ve been looking for a way off this branch too. What does Ruh—Vindica have to do with it?”

Zarie’s eyes brightened at her words. “Atop the Pillar of Strife are wings to carry us away. Wings that fly only at the behest of a demon, a necrourgist—and a tempest.”

Saskia felt her mouth drop open again. She really had to stop doing that. The Pillar of Strife was another name for what her father called the Vortex Roost. If there were indeed some kind of sky ship up there, this could be the big break they’d been searching for!

“Just so we’re clear,” said Saskia. “You wanted to invite me, a trow, and Ruhildi, a dwarrow, into the heart of mer territory, so we can help you fly this thing?”

“Yes,” said Zarie, a look of hope spreading across her face. “You would do this? Even after we fought one another?”

“I’m considering it,” said Saskia. “We’ve been looking for a way off this branch, and now you show up out of nowhere and offer it to us? Of course I’m considering it! It just sounds too good to be true. What’s the catch?”

Zarie looked at her blankly.

“What haven’t you told us yet?” clarified Saskia.

“Oh,” said the tempest. “There is a small matter of permission.”

Saskia sighed. “I knew it. Your people haven’t endorsed this plan of yours, have they?”

Zarie looked away. “There may be reason for them to let a trow in, but as for a dwarrow, we will need to be…sneaky.”

“Fantabulous,” said Saskia. “Though it could be worse. I was worried we might have to fight our way up through a hundred levels of monsters to get to the top. Name like Pillar of Strife, it just screams dungeon crawl.”

Zarie coughed. “Not a hundred levels…”

Saskia stared at her. “How many?”

“Three and thirty.”

“You’re kidding.”

“The Pillar is not the same as it was before the desecration of Elcianor. Balance has been lost. Dangerous creatures run rampant through the upper floors, while mer and alvari take refuge below.”

“Why do you even have such a place?” asked Saskia, still not quite believing what she was hearing, even though her oracle truth sense insisted that the tempest was being honest with her. “Why fill a tower with monsters? What’s the point of it?”

“It was a…proving ground,” said Zarie. “Challengers needed to prove themselves worthy to mate within the sacred storm, and sire a new generation of tempests.”

“How many of them passed the test?”

“Few,” said Zarie. “Few were brave enough to try. Fewer succeeded. Those who did got…very lucky.”

Saskia stifled an adolescent snigger. Something told her the mer didn’t mean got lucky in the way her own mind interpreted it. “I bet they did. I have to ask, why are the tempests all female?”

“Male tempests…do not survive the birthing,” said Zarie.

Saskia’s eyes narrowed. As far as she knew, the other worldseeds weren’t selective about gender. “Don’t survive?” she asked. “Or are they killed?”

Zarie blinked, her eyes wide and innocent. “They do not survive,” she repeated.

Their discussion continued into the morning. The tempest was meek and talkative, and Saskia sensed no deception from her. It wasn’t long before she felt as if she’d gotten a handle on the mer woman’s situation.

Before the world went to crap, Zarie had worked as a conservator in the Pillar of Strife. Her job had been to help maintain the dungeon, managing the delicate balance of its monstrous ecology, and keeping the various traps armed and ready to fend off unwary challengers. Many of her fellow conservators had joined the ill-fated invasion of the Underneath. Others had succumbed to illness or injury in the harsh months that followed. Without enough conservators to keep the monsters in check, they’d lost control of the upper floors.

Meanwhile, more and more refugees had taken shelter in the tower, as conditions worsened outside. Some of these refugees had brought with them rumours of the new colony in the Outer Hollows—home to both elves and dwarves. Zarie had learned that both the demon king’s heir and the infamous Vindica—a necrourgist—were among its residents.

Believing them to be key to her outlandish plan of making the ‘wings’ fly, the tempest had gathered a few of her trusted friends and…here she was.

By the time she finished talking to Zarie, Saskia had come to a decision. She gathered some of her closest friends and allies to discuss their next move.

Baldreg began with a piece of unwelcome news. “Grindlecraw and half a hundred other dwarrows walked out in the night. They killed one of the guards on the way out. Talk of the town is that he is founding another colony, and he’s inviting anyone who can’t abide living with the leaf-ears to join them.”

Ruhildi let out an exasperated grunt. “That bollocking bastard! This is just the beginning, you ken. More will flock to his side in the days to come. We can be certain of it.”

Saskia felt suddenly hollow. It was her idea to allow the elves into New Inglomar. Any bloodshed that followed was partly her fault. Only partly, though, because bloodshed was inevitable no matter what she did. She could hardly have made things any worse than they already had been.

“I don’t think there’s much we can do at this point, unless you want to go to war with him,” she said. “It’s not like he’ll ever change his mind.”

“War may be the eventual result, in any case,” said Garrain. “There are those who would rather see the world freeze over than let go of their hatred.”

“I really don’t want to talk about wars again,” said Saskia. “Let’s discuss the good news. Zarie seems legit. I want to take her up on her invitation, and go to the Pillar of Strife. It’s one of my father’s old fortresses, so it seems quite possible he left something behind that could carry us off this branch.”

“’Tis a trap, methinks,” said Baldreg.

“Thank you, Ye Olde Admiral Ackbar,” said Saskia. “Zarie has already warned me that it won’t be easy, and her people aren’t exactly onboard with her plan. Still, it’s too good an opportunity to pass up. I never got a chance to tell you earlier, but Kveld and I uncovered some interesting tidbits of information…”

She went over what they’d learned about arlium manipulation spells and metamagic, and the possibility that a practitioner might be found on another branch. After hearing that, they all agreed it would be worth the risk. Then the talk turned to who would stay and who would go.

“We can’t all go gallivanting off to another branch,” said Saskia. “Not yet, anyhow. The assassin is still at large. This colony needs us—some of us. And I’d like at least one of my vassals to stay, if that’s okay with you, so I have eyes on Ciendil.”

“I will stay,” said Garrain. “Nuille too.” This earned him a sharp glare from his lifemate, who apparently didn’t appreciate having him speak for her. “The alvari need us now more than ever. And I’m best equipped to defend against the assassin.”

“Okay good,” said Saskia. “You alright with that, Nuille?”

The druid hesitated for a moment, then dipped her head at Saskia.

“I need someone to lead the dwarrows in my absence,” said Ruhildi. “There are none I’d entrust with the task more than you, Baldi—even though I’d like nothing more than for you to be with m—us.”

Baldreg blinked at her, and sighed. “Aye, I’ll stay. Someone has to keep the town from burning down.”

“You don’t expect me to go traipsing off on an adventure, do you?” said Myrna. “There are things to be done around here; little’uns to take care of.”

Saskia nodded at her. Of course Myrna couldn’t leave Thorric alone down here. Without the stern matron keeping him in check, he and his army of adorribles would bring the town to its knees.

“I’m afraid you’ll also be needed here, Dallim,” she said. “Your inventiveness will serve New Inglomar better than it would serve us on the road—or in the air. At least until you complete that airship of yours. If we fail to turn up anything useful, you may be our last hope for survival.”

Dallim had already taken to that particular project with gusto, and it was only a matter of time until it bore fruit. Her other reason for leaving him here, which wouldn’t go over so well with him, was that he was barely more than a kid, with no fighting skills to speak of. Even with the assassin around, he’d be safer here.

The young elf’s shoulders slumped, but if he had any objections, he didn’t voice them.

She turned back to the others. “Once we’ve taken the ‘wings’ for a spin, there’s nothing stopping us from coming back for anyone we leave behind. In the meantime, I’ll stay in touch, through Garrain. With that said, does anyone else want to stay?”

No-one answered. That left Ruhildi, Kveld, Rover Dog and of course Zarie, who would be joining her on this expedition.

“I would ask something of you, Saskia,” said Nuille. “I’d like you to make me your vassal as well.”

Saskia stared at her, taken completely off-guard by the unexpected request. She didn’t think the druid girl even liked her all that much, although their relationship had thawed considerably over the past couple of months after they met in person.

“I must admit, my reasons are somewhat selfish,” said Nuille. “I want nothing to come between my lifemate and I. As long as he is your vassal and I am not, it feels as though there is a part of him I can’t share. Then there is the matter of the seed of life. If the second rift swallows up Wengarlen, it will surely be destroyed. And with it, my magic. I would rather not risk this happening while you are away.”

“That is a very good point,” said Saskia. “I’d be honoured to have you as my vassal, Nuille.”

“It’s settled then?” Nuille looked to her lifemate, who inclined his head to her.

The guy’s learning, thought Saskia. A few months back, he’d have objected, strenuously. And then he’d be sleeping outside for weeks.

Nuille lifted her wand. She hesitated for the briefest of instants, then handed it over. A moment later, the arlium in its tip had vanished into Saskia’s hand, and a new mirror had joined the four already present on her interface.

The druid swayed a bit in her seat, and clutched at her head.

“Yeah, feels a bit weird, doesn’t it?” said Saskia. “Don’t worry, you can still heal and smite to your heart’s content.”

The druid raised her hand experimentally, and Saskia felt a trickle of essence flowing out of her. Nuille’s hand began to glow faintly, before dissipating as she cancelled her healing spell.

With that out of the way, it was time to discuss logistics. And for that, they’d need the final member of their expedition.

“Zarie, meet the people who will be coming with us to the Pillar of Strife—and beyond, hopefully.” She introduced each of them in turn.

Zarie’s eyes went wide as she took in the sight of Rover Dog. He grinned down at her. A fellow nudist. They’d get along famously.

Kveld, meanwhile, seemed to be having trouble lifting his eyes to the naked mer woman’s face. Around his voluminous beard, his cheeks were turning scarlet as he stammered his greetings and backed away.

Huh. So interspecies attraction was a thing, after all. He hadn’t acted this way when they fought the mer, but there hadn’t been time to ogle back then.

The questions came hard and fast, and Zarie answered them with complete honesty, as far as Saskia’s oracle truth sense ability was concerned. She spoke the forest tongue fairly fluently, and Saskia acted as translator between her and Baldreg, who knew only a little of the elven language. Yes, the ‘wings’ could carry the five of them—including the two huge trolls—with room to spare for people and things they’d collect in their journeys. On the subject of what exactly these mysterious ‘wings’ were, she remained cagey. It would be better to see for themselves, she told them. The fact that it would take a necrourgist to fly them made Saskia more than a little suspicious.

With their questions answered and their course set, it was time to make the final preparations for their journey.

They slipped out of town that night, without telling anyone outside their inner circle where they were going. Though the dwarves would no doubt complain about their leader’s sudden unannounced departure, Ruhildi didn’t want to give the assassin another chance to strike at Zarie, and there was always the chance he was lurking out there among the general population.

That precaution turned out to be somewhat less than effective. No sooner had they stepped out into the eastern arm of Dwallondorn than a feeling of disquiet fell over her, and a line of light appeared in the air, aimed at the tempest’s heart.

“Over there!” she shouted, pointing as she stepped in the path of the incoming bolt, and snatched it out of the air. “Don’t look. Just fire all the magic you have in that direction!”

A fierce breeze whipped through the cavern. Lightning crackled. Kveld send a large boulder tumbling in the direction Saskia had pointed, while Ruhildi pressed her hands to the floor and turned stone to sand in an arc that extended all the way to the lip of the wide precipice that lay before them.

A few minutes later, they stalked through the dust, peering around at the devastation they’d wrought.

“Did we get him?” asked Kveld.

“I don’t see a body,” said Saskia. Rule number one: if there’s no body, then they’re not dead. Of course, that rule applies to fiction, not real life. And it kinda goes out the window when they’re invisible, but still…

“I think you should keep that repelling vortex up, just to be safe,” she said, looking back at Zarie. “Even if it makes it uncomfortably draughty for…”

Saskia trailed off as she saw that Ruhildi had fallen behind, and was pressing her hand to her chest in obvious pain. Sweat glistened on her face, which was looking far too pale.

“I’ll be alright, Sashki,” Ruhildi assured her as she drew close. “Just give me a few breaths.”

She did not look alright. And this was not the first time this had happened.

“Take as long as you need,” said Saskia, trying to keep the worry from her voice. “If the assassin comes back, I’ll be here to stop him.”

Opening up her oracle medical interface, she peered inside her friend’s chest. There, she could see Ruhildi’s pulsing heart, and next to it, the crystalline shard of arlium. It seemed to have grown both larger and less jagged since the last time she’d looked at it. And now there were thin, spidery tendrils of arlium reaching through the chest cavity.

When she told Ruhildi what she saw, her friend nodded. “Aye, I can feel it growing inside me. Mayhap ’tis harmless. Mayhap not. Either way, there is naught can be done about it.”

“We could take you to Nuille. She might be able to help, somehow.”

“No,” said Ruhildi. “We go on, and come what may.”

So that was that. A few minutes later, the colour had returned to the dwarf’s cheeks. She rose on shaky legs and motioned for Saskia to follow.

No further attacks came over the following days as they made their way to the surface. They took a route Saskia had never travelled before: the upper portion of the prime passage. The elves had kept this passage under heavy guard over the past decades, but following their defeat in the Underneath, it was once again open for business. Much like the lower portion of prime passage, it consisted of a trail winding its way up the vast chasm on the far side of Dwallondorn. This trail led to a long, windy tunnel that emerged on the side of a hill near the shore of the Arnean Sea.

Acrid, icy air assailed them as they stepped out into the open air. The trees were half-buried beneath layers of snow and ash.

“Dogs,” choked Saskia. “How can anyone survive up here?”

“It is not so bad in the Pillar,” said Zarie. “That is where my people have taken shelter.”

The mer woman unfolded a sheet of cloth from her satchel and draped it over her body. She had no inhibitions about nakedness, and a remarkable tolerance for cold, so it spoke volumes about the harshness of their surroundings that even she covered herself up.

They descended through the desolate hills to an abandoned village on the shore. According to Zarie, this place had been home to alvari, not mer, but this was where her people had moored their boat on their way here.

The village looked oddly familiar to Saskia. Exchanging a glance with Ruhildi, she realised where she’d seen it before. It was the village from the dream they’d shared; the one the Vindicals had raided.

While the others boarded the boat, Saskia stood guard on the pier, doing her best to prevent any invisible pest from joining them on their journey across the sea. It wasn’t easy to guard against someone she couldn’t see or hear, but she was pretty confident they were alone right now.

With practised ease, Zarie slithered up the mast and unfurled the sails. She landed lightly on the forwardmost tip of the boat—the bow—and spread her arms wide, posing like one of those figureheads carved into ancient ships back on Earth. That was Saskia’s cue to hop aboard. A gentle breeze stirred behind them, increasing gradually in intensity as the boat glided forward, slicing across the waves.

The air was too hazy to see across to the far shore, but she knew somewhere over there was an enormous volcano, pouring molten arlium into the sky.

They headed west, following close to the shore for a time, before veering north. Through the haze, a dark shape loomed; a whirling vortex of air and smoke and thunder, spinning wide and fast at the bottom, and tapering off at the top, from which she could just make out the tip of a white spire.

As they drew closer, Saskia began to discern the structure lurking at the eye of the storm. White walls, smooth and straight and rectangular, reaching down from the sky.

She blinked. Something seemed…off. Beneath the tower was a small island, craggy and uninviting. But where the tower was supposed to meet the rocks, it…didn’t. There was nothing there. Just wind and rain and surging seas.

Only then did she realise what she was looking at. The Pillar of Strife wasn’t just a tower.

It was a floating tower.
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                A bleak wind howled against surging waves; waves that rose as high as three story buildings, before crashing down onto jagged rocks. The sound was so loud and so incessant that Saskia couldn’t hear her own thoughts.

And yet, in this slender channel carved through the choppy sea, the water was calm, and a gentle, steady breeze carried the boat forward without so much as a wobble. The tempest was in her element here, effortlessly parting the raging storm, and sending them slicing across the sea toward a tiny island beneath a floating tower. That tower was the Pillar of Strife, otherwise known as the Vortex Roost.

Circling around to the far side of the island, they arrived at a small dock, enclosed in its own pocket of calm air. Saskia could tell this stillness wasn’t Zarie’s doing, because otherwise the boat already moored there would have been dashed against the rocks or torn away from its anchor. Their boat pulled up on the other side of the pier, whereupon Zarie threw a noose around a pole attached to the wooden platform and reeled them in.

Stepping gingerly onto the pier, Saskia felt it creak ominously beneath her. Clearly not built for trolls. She wasted no time making her way to the shore where the others were gathering. They dashed up a winding path over the rocks, dodging the lashing waves on their way to the summit of a small hill.

“The dwarrows should stow themselves away now,” said Zarie.

“Och bollocks,” said Ruhildi.

“You heard her,” said Saskia. “Get in my belly—I mean backpack.”

Still grumbling, Ruhildi climbed into the pack, and Saskia drew the drawstring closed. Kveld did likewise with Rover Dog’s oversized backpack.

On the way here, Zarie had warned them that the dwarves shouldn’t make their presence known to the mer in the tower. Trolls would be hard enough to explain, but dwarves as well? Their presence would lead to some very uncomfortable questions.

In a flash of insight—or stupidiocy—Saskia had proposed the ol’ bag o’ dwarf trick. Her friend had not been happy with the suggestion, but she’d eventually agreed to the plan, because what was the alternative, really?

With the dwarves safely stowed away, Saskia’s attention turned to the tower looming overhead. A huge chain dangled from each corner of its base, anchoring it to the island. Staring up at the underside of the tower, Saskia couldn’t see anything else they could use to get up there. No ladders and no ropes.

Zarie pointed up at at the featureless white stone, and as she did so, Saskia felt her draw on a tiny thread of essence. A moment later, a square of stone decoupled from the floor of the tower and began to float down toward them.

“Are you doing that?” asked Saskia.

“No,” said Zarie. “I just stirred entry chimes. The Pillar has magic all its own.”

Saskia’s eyes swept over the floating tower and the inverted tornado surrounding it. “I can see that. Kinda hard to miss. This is just…” Saskia trailed off as a thought occurred to her. “Are we gonna fly the entire Pillar to another branch?”

Zarie gave a light, airy giggle. “Would that we could. What a sight that would be, yes? Alas, the Pillar’s magic is tied to the seed of storms.”

“Why is that a problem?” asked Saskia.

“Worldseeds can’t be moved, Sashki,” came Ruhildi’s muffled voice from within her backpack.

“Not even if they’re already floating in the air? Huh, that’s weird.”

The floating platform stopped about half a metre off the ground. The others hopped onboard, but Saskia hesitated, eyeing it dubiously. She had visions of it tilting sideways and dropping them tens of metres onto jagged rocks. 

“Are you sure it can support all of our weight?” she asked.

“Easily,” said Zarie. “It has bourne heavier things than you.”

The platform slid smoothly into the hole in the bottom of the tower. They found themselves in a large room, facing a pair of arched doors. Here, it was indeed warmer, though by no means warm.

Zarie shucked off her makeshift cloak with a sigh of relief. “I do not know how you drylanders can stand to wear…what you call them?”

“Clothes?” said Saskia, speaking the forest tongue, because the sea tongue had no word for them.

“Yes, clothes!” The tempest shuddered. “They are so…itchy.”

“Princess should listen to aquatic squishy,” said Rover Dog. “Always more comfortable unclad. More convenient for making babies too.”

Saskia rolled her eyes. “Nice try, bud.”

Zarie inserted a ring-shaped key into the keyhole, and gave it a twist. The doors creaked open, revealing a pair of spear-toting mer women. Their eyes widened as they looked at Saskia and Rover Dog.

“Zarie!” said one of the guards. “By sea and sky, where have you been? And what are these monsters you bring into our home?”

“I bring new matriarch for the trow clan,” said the tempest.

What the hell? Trow clan? Matriarch?

Zarie was lying about her reason for bringing them here, of course. Saskia’s truth sense told her that much. But at the same time, she could tell there was some kernel of truth to the tempest’s words.

The guard turned her gaze to Rover Dog. “And what about him?”

“She would not come without her mate,” said Zarie. “Do not worry, Adie. He is quite placid.”

Saskia suppressed a laugh. Placid was not a word she’d use to describe Rover Dog.

The guard—Adie—frowned. “First you leave without a word to anyone, then you return with trows? This is very strange, even for you, Zarie. Where have you been? Where are Yusie and Vell and the others?”

The tempest’s face fell. “They…did not survive. It has been a long journey. Now kindly step aside, yes?”

The guard stood there for a moment, then sighed and backed out of the way. She motioned for her companion to do likewise. “Very well. Just get them out of here quickly, before they cause a ruckus.”

When they were out of earshot, Saskia rounded on Zarie. “You’d better explain. There are other trows in the tower?”

“A clan of your people lives in upper reaches,” said Zarie. “For many spans, it was…mutually beneficial arrangement. They gave us blood for our elixirs. We gave them challengers to feast on.”

Saskia shuddered, and a dozen more questions bubbled up in her head, but they had to move. The rooms and passages of the first few floors were home to hundreds of mer. She could see the crowds on her map, but it was impossible to avoid them all. Those whose paths they crossed either turned and ran or demanded explanations from Zarie, who fed them the same story she’d given the guards.

And it wasn’t just mer in these halls. There were garden variety elves too, looking even more downtrodden than their hosts.

“Refugees from Laskwood and the northern lands,” said Zarie. “Vell persuaded the other conservators to let them in.” A look of sadness crossed her face as she spoke of her friend—one of the assassin’s victims.

On the fourth floor, the makeshift accommodations gave way to green fields and lakes teeming with fish. This had once been teeming with monsters, as part of the tempest trials, explained Zarie, but in recent months the mer had converted it to an agricultural enclosure to feed the Pillar’s growing population. Before coming to this world, Saskia would have been surprised to see so much greenery growing in an interior space that got no sunlight, but now she barely batted an eye. Whether by arlium or magic or some natural alternative to photosynthesis, the plants thrived in here.

“You know, for a place called the Pillar of Strife, I’m not seeing much strife,” said Saskia.

“You will, when we get higher up,” said Zarie.

“I can hardly wait.”

Sure enough, though the next floor was also devoted to agriculture, she could tell from the stronger armed presence that the farmers here were having a harder time of it than their downstairs neighbours. Elves and mer stood side by side with swords and spears and bows. There was even a leathery-skinned beastmaster roaming the crystal-lit fields with a crocodilian pet in tow. Saskia gave him a wide berth.

It wasn’t long before she discovered what they were up against. One of the elven farmers cried out in alarm as a swarm of eight-legged beetles came scurrying and fluttering through the trees.

“Bugs,” said Saskia. “Why does it always have to be giant bugs?”

Rushing to defend the farmer, Saskia hurled her magical axe, Jarnbjorn into the swarm. It returned to her hand covered in the innards of several beetles it had sliced through in its way back. She and Rover Dog made short work of the creatures, and by the time the guards and the beastmaster arrived, there wasn’t much left for them to do.

While the elves and mer were laying into the remnants of the swarm, Rover Dog stood munching on a beetle. Its legs kicked feebly as he chomped through its hard shell. The elves and mer stopped what they were doing and stared at him, looking slightly queasy.

“Not let it go to waste,” said Rover Dog around a mouthful of bloody meat.

With a shrug, Saskia started chowing down on her own crunchy morsel, tearing into its shell with claws and fangs to get at the delicious, chewy centre.

“Trows,” muttered the beastmaster, stalking off with a disgusted expression.

This was the end of the ‘civilised’ portion of the tower. From here on out, they’d be on their own, aside, perhaps, from the odd intrepid conservator—if there were any left alive.

The next floor contained what might once have been a verdant jungle. No longer. Ice rimmed the outer walls, and the plants within were wilting. Littering the floor were the shattered exoskeletons of a variety of oversized bugs. The beetles had been the apex predators here, explained Zarie, and without enough tempests and challengers to keep them in check, they’d run amok.

The beetles, too, looked like they’d seen better days. Their shells were pitted and scratched; their feelers torn. Many were missing limbs. Piles of upside-down, hollowed-out shells lay amidst the dying foliage—quite possibly devoured by their own starving siblings.

Watching the incoming swarm with pity in her blue eyes, Zarie raised her hands, and a miniature storm cloud gathered across the ceiling.

“I can’t take this any longer,” said Ruhildi, crawling out of her backpack. “I need to kill something.” She pressed her hands to the floor, which began to tremble slightly at her touch.

Taking a cue from her, Kveld burst from Rover Dog’s bag, crushing a beetle shell with his hammer, even as he gathered essence around himself, hardening his skin to iron.

By the time the five of them were done, the floor was strewn with blood and ichor and shattered shells and dismembered limbs.

The seventh floor contained different varieties of plant and fungal species, and the bleached bones of what looked like reptiles and birds. And the pattering feet and clacking mandibles of…more beetles.

On the floor above that, they found barren tunnels full of traps. And beetles.

After dealing with the pests, Zarie showed them where to step to avoid the traps. As did Saskia’s oracle interface, which she shared with all of her vassals. Easy peas—

“Ow,” said Saskia, looking down at the axe embedded in her leg. It had swung out from the wall after her clawed toe clacked onto a pressure plate. Any of her smaller companions would have been cut in half.

“Princess feet too big,” said Rover Dog.

“Look who’s talking, Mr Paddlefoot,” she spat back.

They sat around waiting for her leg to heal enough for her to walk on. It didn’t take long. Zarie watched, fascinated, as her wound sealed shut.

“You heal faster than other trows,” she said.

“Yeah, well, I’ve had a lot of practice,” said Saskia.

“Princess clumsy,” pointed out Rover Dog helpfully. “Always having accidents.”

“I have to ask. Why go to all this trouble…” Saskia gestured at the traps. “…just to test your prospective tempest…uh, makers? The number of people it must have taken to maintain this place just boggles the mind. I can see why it’s falling apart now. Surely there are simpler, more effective ways. Like, I dunno, have them duke it out against each other in an arena or something.”

“Mer fighting mer?” said Zarie, looking aghast. “We would never allow that!”

“I’m with Sashki on this,” said Ruhildi. “’Tis an absurd waste.”

Onward and upward they went. Some floors were barren, some trapped, some guarded by dangerous creatures, big and small. The beetles were soon replaced by bigger and nastier animals. A few of them she’d encountered before, on the surface and underground and in the Underneath. There were big cats, striped bears, crab lizards, twin-tailed snakes, and threshers. No deepworms yet, but she wouldn’t put it past the mer to try to squeeze one in here. Others, such as the jumping slugs and land squids were all new—and all nope.

This was the closest thing to a video game dungeon Saskia had encountered on this world, and by the time they reached the middle floors, she was heartily sick of it.

It was on these floors that they ran into the first members of the troll clan Zarie had mentioned: a trio of mangy males in simple tribal clothing catching pond fish with their claws. The moment they caught sight of Saskia, the trolls dropped what they were doing and approached with silly grins on their faces, eyeing her up and down.

After a few minutes of conversation, she was struggling to keep her disappointment from showing on her face. They spoke a bastardised version of the sea tongue, rather than the native troll language she’d learned from Rover Dog. And all they wanted to talk about was…

“Oh dogs, not this again,” said Saskia, backing away slowly.

“Where you going?” said one of the trolls. “We not humped yet.”

Saskia gave a little snarl, and they halted, ears drooping. Then she beat a hasty retreat.

“If princess want harem, I not mind,” said Rover Dog, falling into stride beside her. “I happy to share.”

“I don’t want a frocking harem!” Saskia turned to Zarie. “What is up with these guys anyhow? Don’t they already have a…matriarch, was it?”

“Frostlings devoured her last summer,” said Zarie. “They have been like this ever since.”

“Can’t they just…I dunno, hook up with another one, from within their clan?”

“No clan sister would have them,” said Zarie. “They failed to protect their matriarch. This makes them worthless to the other sisters, yes?”

“That’s pretty brutal,” said Saskia, now feeling a bit sorry for the trolls. “I’m sure they tried to protect her. Sometimes stuff just happens. Not that I’m volunteering to be their new matriarch or anything.”

“You are princess,” said Rover Dog. “More than mere matriarch.”

“I’m sure they’ll be okay,” said Saskia. “They can just designate a patriarch or something.”

Zarie blinked at her. “Pat-ri-arch?”

“You know, male head of a family?”

The mer woman gave a little laugh. “Males are too stupid to lead a family.”

“Wow, that’s pretty sexist,” said Saskia. “Rover Dog isn’t stupid. Most of the time.”

“Methinks Doggi isn’t like other trows,” said Ruhildi.

“These trows savages,” said Rover Dog. “I not savage.”

Those were not the last trolls they encountered during their ascent, though the others kept their distance. The females mostly ignored her, but their eyes tracked Rover Dog wherever he went, their lips parted, and she caught some of them flashing parts of their anatomy she’d rather stay hidden—not that she hadn’t gotten an eyeful already, with Zarie around.

On the twenty fifth floor, they stumbled upon the bloody skulls and bones of two mer. From what remained of their belongings, Zarie identified them as her fellow conservators.

“It is as I feared,” said the mer woman, giving a resigned shrug of her shoulders. “I am the last.”

They took a few minutes to bury the remains under some rocks, and continued on in sombre silence.

As they approached the upper floors of the tower, the tempest gave an ominous warning. “Be on your guard now more than ever. We enter frostling territory.”

“What are frostlings?” asked Saskia.

“The most deadly creatures you will ever meet,” said Zarie. “We have been struggling to keep them in check since the day they came to the Pillar. It has never been easy, but now the frostlings are on a rampage. They…” She swallowed. “…terrify me.”

“Okay…” Saskia didn’t like the sound of that, but what choice did they have but to enter?

The floor and walls beyond the door were thick with ice. Saskia began to get a funny feeling as she stepped through the chilly tunnel, eyeing a multitude of blue markers on her minimap gathering near.

Fuzzy little critters followed them through the wide tunnels, peeking out from behind icy stalagmites, and chittering creepily from dark corners.

Saskia let out a strangled laugh. “Oh no, it’s the scary mer-eating adorribles!”

Zarie, stared up at her with wide eyes. As more and more of the tiny creatures gathered nearby, the tempest let out a squeak and darted behind Saskia’s legs.

“Oh come on,” said Saskia. “They’re loveable little creatures once you get to know them. I mean sure, there’s the ice thing they do, but…”

She trailed off as she found her path blocked. Hundreds of hungry murderfloofs stood on the steps and hung from the walls, gazing up at her with liquid eyes. They turned to Zarie and hissed.

The fact that their map markers were blue meant they considered Saskia a friend or ally. Which was a little odd, come to think of it. How the news of her friendship with their cousins in the Underneath reached this separate group in the Pillar of Strife?

But whatever their attitude was toward Saskia and Rover Dog and the dwarves, it clearly didn’t extend to the mer. One of them darted forward and nipped at Zarie’s ankle. Saskia gently pushed the creature away, while the tempest leapt up into the harness on her back.

“Gather close, all,” said Zarie in a quavering voice. “I will do my best to fend them off.” She tugged at Saskia’s voluminous reservoir of essence. The air began to stir around them; the beginnings of a spell that would undoubtedly wreak havoc on the little critters.

“Don’t hurt them!” said Saskia.

The tempest looked at her as if she had bananas growing out of her forehead.

“Hold onto your spells,” insisted Saskia. “Let me try this my way.”

She dropped into a crouch before the gathered adorribles, holding her hand low so they could sniff it. Tentatively, some of them hopped forward.

“We’re just passing through,” said Saskia, speaking the stone tongue. The adorribles in the Underneath had seemed to understand that language, at least to some degree. “We mean you no harm, and trust me, we’re really not that tasty.”

Zarie let out a whimper.

“Your kind fought alongside us in the battle of the Underneath,” continued Saskia. “They sacrificed themselves for all of us. I can never repay them for that.”

As one, the adorribles blinked up at her, appearing to hang on her every word.

“Now I know the mer were on the wrong side of that battle, but this mer—Zarie—is with us now. She is my vassal, and under my protection. So what say you? Will you let us through?”

First one, then a dozen, then hundreds of the tiny creatures hopped aside, parting like a fuzzy white sea.

Saskia whooped. “Thank you so much!”

She stepped through the newly-formed gap, and motioned for the others to follow. Zarie was a quivering heap by the time they got to the top of the stairs, but she made it through unmolested.

The door to the next floor had been torn off its hinges. They hurried through, emerging onto a balcony overlooking an immense chamber. Storm clouds crackled in the air. Hanging from the centre of the ceiling was something that looked to Saskia’s eyes like a Tesla coil.

“The sacred storm,” whispered Zarie. Her name for the seed of storms, apparently.

The floor of the chamber was a seething, undulating mass of white fur. Saskia stared down at the adorribles, then hastily looked away.

Yup, they were mating.

It was in that moment that she realised the elves and mer and trolls in the Pillar—and beyond—were utterly doomed. When the baby adorrible tempests matured—and when they got their paws on some arlium—it would all be over. She could see it now: legions of fuzzy ice-flinging hurricanes descending from the tower and spreading out across the frozen land. This world was theirs for the taking.

Zarie hurriedly led them up to the next level—the top floor—before finally stopping in front of a wall with a familiar-looking palm-shaped depression formed out of blue arlium.

The tempest looked up at Saskia. “You can open this, yes?”

“I think so,” said Saskia. “How did you know?”

“Only a demon can open it,” she said. “You are demon, yes?”

“Yeah, but how do you know only a demon can open it?”

“So says the ancient lore passed down to me from conservators of old,” said Zarie. “The very same that told me only your kind could take us to the skies.”

Saskia pressed her hand against the depression, and sure enough, it began to glow softly, and a section of the wall slid downward, revealing a small room within—and Zarie, already standing inside.

“What the…?” Saskia trailed off, as she saw the hole in the adjacent wall that the tempest must have stepped through.

“My people already made another way in,” said Zarie, offering her a cheeky smirk.

This was a control chamber, as evidenced by the lines of blue arlium and the black monolith in the corner.

She brushed her fingertips lightly against the featureless material of the keystone. No response. Stepping around it, she let out a sigh. A large crack ran down the side of the monolith facing the hole in the wall. Collateral damage from the forced entry, presumably.

“Another black rock lies within,” said Zarie, eyeing the heavy door on the far side of the room.

A second keystone? Why would there be two?

The thought fled Saskia’s mind the moment she stepped into the next chamber, and saw what was inside.

In the centre of the chamber loomed a dark shape, crouching in the dim light. Saskia had to suppress the urge to back away as she came face to face with an enormous black skull with rows of pointed teeth inside a long snout. The skull was easily twice as long as Saskia was tall, and it was attached to a sinuous spine, from which protruded an immense ribcage. Spiny wings reached down, resting against the floor, holding the great beast upright.

“A bone dragon?” said Saskia. “We’re going to fly a bone dragon!?”

“A storm dracken,” said Ruhildi, her eyes wide with awe.

As she drew closer, Saskia realised that it wasn’t just a skeleton. It had been modified.

Attached to the wing bones were a series of wide, flat metallic blades that slotted together like feathers. They were most definitely not feathers, though—and presumably not part of the dragon’s original body.

The skull and bones were lined with exotic metals and blue arlium, perhaps acting as conduits for whatever magic would bring this creature to life.

But the clearest sign of the dragon’s purpose lay between its ribs. The base of the ribcage, where it rested against the floor, was fused together into a flat platform. And on that platform were an assemblage of dark shapes; tubes and boxes and—most revealing of all—a row of chairs.

One of the giant ribs held a panel with yet another of her father’s palm scanners. At the touch of her hand, some of the adjacent ribs lifted upward, creating an opening even she could squeeze through. She slid inside, and found what might, if she squinted in just the right way, resemble the cabin of an aeroplane. There were enough storage compartments to hold all their gear, and then some. The chairs were not built to accommodate trolls, but there was more than enough floor space for herself and Rover Dog to sit comfortably.

Near the back of the cabin was a familiar black monolith. The interior lit up around her the moment she placed her hand against the keystone. A message appeared in her interface:

Say your command, mouthlet of the master.

After some back and forth with the keystone, she turned to Zarie and Ruhildi. “Both of you need to touch the keystone to attune yourselves to the…uh, dragon. It will give you further instructions.”

They did just that, and several minutes later, Ruhildi began to draw a torrent of essence from Saskia as she channelled the mother of all command dead spells.

The bones and metal around them flexed, the floor lurched, and the dragon’s skull lifted into the air. At the same time, the pull of essence slowed to a steady trickle.

“Hell yeah!” said Saskia. “I thought it would take more essence than this to keep the spell up.”

“I tied it to the keystone,” said Ruhildi. “More efficient that way, and the spell won’t fade when I fall asleep.”

“Huh, I never thought of that,” said Saskia. “Wouldn’t want to fall from the sky when you take a nap.”

“It won’t be her spell doing the flying,” said Zarie. “But first we must get beneath the open sky.”

“Okay, so how do we…?”

Right on cue, she heard a rumbling sound from above. Light streamed down into the chamber. Slowly, they began to rise, carried atop a wide stone platform.

Several minutes later, Saskia found herself peering out between the ribs at a flat rooftop, pitted with a series of funnel-shaped depressions, many of which were clogged with ash. There was no storm raging outside—not this high up—but that didn’t mean the skies were clear. The air remained as hazy up here as it was on the ground, and a carpet of ominous black clouds spread from horizon to horizon. A fiery glow filtered down through the clouds to the north. Not the sun, but molten arlium, slowly cooling before it rained down across Ciendil.

Now it was the tempest’s turn to draw essence from her. The air hummed with gathering potential. Bright sparks leapt from crackling wingtips. The blustery breeze whistling across the rooftop abruptly changed direction, becoming a driving tailwind.

With a powerful flex, the dragon leapt skyward, sending Saskia’s stomach lurching into her throat. It rose higher and higher, electrified wings beating against the powerful updraught created by Zarie’s magic.

“Holy crap it’s actually working,” said Saskia. “Wait, why is it so warm in here? It should be freezing.”

“My magic creates a…barrier,” said Zarie, frowning in concentration. “It keeps the air in. Keeps it fresh.”

“Fantasinating. That means we might even be able to leave the atmosphere without suffocating. Although we probably wouldn’t be able to fly out there, with no air to provide lift, so for now, let’s stick close to the branches and the trunk.”

“Where will we go first?” asked Kveld.

“I…don’t know,” said Saskia. “The keystone suggested we search a library on Old Ulugmir, but no air there, so…nope. What else is nearby?”

“Lumium, the morning light,” said Zarie.

“She means the branch overhead,” said Ruhildi.

“Grongarg closer,” said Rover Dog. “Below, on other side of trunk. Not visible from here.”

“That’s the home of the trows, right?” Saskia turned to face the others. “I for one would like to check it out. Any objections?” There were none. “Grongarg it is, then!”

Saskia’s stomach lurched again as the dragon streaked forward, wreathed in wind and lightning. They headed northwest, across sea, then mountains, then frozen forests, sloping ever more steeply until the branch simply…ended. There they hovered, poised just shy of the brink of the world.

This was a test. If they could fly a little bit out beyond the edge of Ciendil, they could probably fly up and down the trunk as well. Tentatively Zarie edged them out past the cliffs, ready to pull them back at a moment’s notice if the air grew became too thin to hold them aloft.

Below was a hazy void, streaked with wispy clouds. Those clouds extended several kilometres out from the side of the branch. Where there were clouds, there was air. And where there was air, they could fly.

Overhead and to the east, the sky was a curtain of smoke and ash and faintly glowing arlium. Going anywhere near that burning shroud would be risky at best, so they kept well clear of it.

Skirting the edge of the branch, they flew north, toward the colossal column of the world tree. Even travelling by air, the journey to the trunk took several days, with three rest stops along the way. They slept in the cabin, glad of the relative warmth and comfort it provided. As they drew closer, the great column of the world tree grew to fill the sky, and she began to discern details across its mottled surface. Greenery clung even there, and water cascaded down its length. A vertical world, with its own unique ecology; one that had adapted to spit in the face of gravity.

After a final night perched atop the overgrown ruins of the ancient dwarven city of Climber’s Gate, they were finally ready to leave this dying branch behind, and venture out into the unknown.

They swung out and around the trunk, past walls of rock and waterfalls and stubborn cliffside creepers. There were ledges too, packed tight with vegetation. She could see how the trunk might be climbable, though it still boggled her mind to think that Rover Dog had actually climbed it.

As Ciendil fell away behind them, the haze of ash lifted, the sky turned clear and blue, and Saskia caught her first glimpse of what lay beneath them.

Branches jutted out from the trunk like spokes; each one a world unto itself, sprinkled with forests and seas and rivers and mountains. And people too, no doubt—in various shapes and sizes. Maybe she would meet them, someday.

One of the branches stood out from the others; a sliver of ice and bare rock, with not a hint of life across its frozen surface. Old Ulugmir, now known as the Deadlands. This would be Ciendil’s fate if they should fail.

Her eyes tracked further down the great trunk, and slowly widened.

Far below—inconceivably far below—was a malformed sphere; brown and red and hollowed out on one side. She’d often wondered what this world tree might be growing out of. Were its roots just dangling in the void? Did it even have roots? Maybe it was turtles all the way down? Well now she had an answer. That thing down there might very well be the half-devoured carcass of a planet.

On the far side of the trunk, with the lingering shroud of Ciendil finally banished from sight, they dipped sharply downward; a vertiginous plunge that left her alternately gasping for breath and whooping in excitement. They plummeted past knotty outcroppings and puffy clouds and stubby branchlets, sprinkled with fresh growth. Down past a great, dark gash in the side of the world, and the beaks that stirred within.

Down, down, down through endless skies, swooping toward a looming strip of blue and green.
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                An elf and a dwarf slunk down the narrow path toward the guarded entrance, weapons at the ready. Their eyes flicked from side to side, checking dark corners for unseen dangers.

“You think she’s watching?” asked the dwarf.

“Just assume she’s always watching,” said the elf. “Then there won’t be any unpleasant surprises.”

“I can’t live like that,” said the dwarf. “I have to…you know, relieve tension from time to time. How can I do that when I know she might be watching?”

“Just imagine her sitting on the toilet. It’s the great equaliser.”

“What do you think I’m thinking of when I relieve tension?” said the dwarf.

“Me,” said the elf.

“In your dreams, pal.”

“This entrance is for staff and exhibitors only,” said the bored-looking man at the door. “Please join the queue at the main entrance around the other side of the building.”

“I think you’ve mistaken us for the common rabble, human,” said the dwarf. “We are in fact the mighty—”

“Dude, just show him your damn pass,” said the elf. “If he calls security, I’ll…”

“You’ll what, pointy-ears?”

“I’ll quit and go work for Fungibsoft.”

“You’ll…what? Okay, that’s low, even for you, Dave. Besides, you wouldn’t last five minutes as a corporate drone.”

“Don’t force me to make that choice.”

“Well how about you let me finish, so you won’t have to.” He turned back to the doorman. “As I was saying, we are the mighty…Threadless Studios. And we have exhibitor passes.”

The doorman blinked. “Oh, you do? My apologies. With those costumes, I assumed…”

He inspected each of their passes, stamped with their names: Fergus Buchanan and Dave Winfield. He also took a close look at their foam weapons, before tagging them. Then he nodded, stepped aside, and said, “Welcome to EXP.”

Stepping into the rear entrance of the convention centre, the motley pair emerged into a massive concourse, filled with bright lights and colourful signs. It was mostly deserted at this early hour. The crowds wouldn’t be allowed inside until 10 am.

“Goddammit, Dave,” said Fergus. His wide frame was draped in colourful faux silks, in a pretty good imitation of Nautilum’s fancy pants dwarves. “Way to spoil my entrance. I was just having a bit of fun. They’re not going to boot us out for roleplaying at EXP.”

“If you roleplay an arsehole, then yeah, they probably will,” said Dave, masquerading as a charcoal-smeared wood elf.

“As opposed to being a natural arsehole, like yourself?”

“Oh get a room, you two,” said the troll as she stepped up to meet them, tugging at the straps of her leather vest.

This costume was as inevitable as death. After Saskia’s stint voicing the orcs and trolls of Nautilum, and having told her friends about her trollish adventures on Arbor Mundi, of course they’d asked her to cosplay as one at EXP. She’d put a lot of effort into her outfit, but the result had been worth it, in her estimation. The grey-green body paint, fake moles, green mop wig and fake teeth (currently stashed away so she could talk without spitting all over everything) made a pretty convincing troll, albeit much, much smaller than the real thing.

The vest wasn’t just for show, though. Beneath the leather was genuine body armour, offering some protection from small arms fire. There was nary a boob window in sight on this baby, which was just fine with her.

The third and final reason for cosplaying as a troll was to disguise her real face. People would probably recognise her, regardless. The news about her had spread far and wide, and it was public knowledge that she had worked for Threadless. They hadn’t announced her rehiring, but there was already plenty of speculation out there on the Internet. Still, she didn’t want to make it too easy for them.

“For your information,” she added, “if I do happen to spy on you, I’m outta there the moment those pants come off.”

“I knew it!” said Fergus. “You were watching.”

“Just making sure there weren’t any hitmen lurking in the bushes,” said Saskia. “Can’t be too careful.”

“I thought that was her job,” said Fergus, eyeing the tall woman standing beside Saskia.

Padhra was dressed up as…well, Padhra. Her colourful outfit looked just exotic enough to pass for cosplay. And beneath her clothes, she too wore a layer of body armour. Her only concession for EXP was to carry an oversized foam sword. Saskia wouldn’t be surprised if she could turn it into a lethal weapon.

“Padhra’s job is to fend off any hitmen I see coming,” said Saskia.

In truth, there had only been the one hitman—or whatever he had been. That she knew of, at least. The Lingya woman might have quietly dealt with any number of assassination attempts behind her back.

One of the first things Saskia had done was enrol them all—herself, her friends and her mum—in some self-defence classes. They weren’t about to become badonk ninja warriors overnight though, so for the foreseeable future, Padhra was their best line of defence. Well, her and the police.

The first few weeks after the attack in the restaurant had been almost as surreal as her experiences on Arbor Mundi. After she’d gotten out of hospital, the police had insisted on placing their own guards outside her home for several days, fearing she might be targetted by an accomplice. They’d identified the guy as one Daryl Conner, a man with no known criminal affiliations and no motive for what he’d done. All too soon, they’d chalked it up to just a random act of insanity. He probably hadn’t even been targetting her specifically, they’d told her.

Saskia, of course, knew better. She and her friends had done their own digging on the man, and learned that he’d recently been to Norway. A fact that she found a little suspicious, given her father’s association with that country.

Could her father be behind this? She knew nothing about the real Calbert Bitterbee. She’d only met his much younger (and dead) dream doppelgänger from Arbor Mundi. As ghost-Calbert had explained, the real Calbert would have evolved considerably over the past five hundred years. More than enough time to go rotten.

Maybe it had been some sort of twisted test. A test that had resulted in a guy dying, and some traumatised friends, bystanders and restaurant staff. And an apologetic Lingya woman, who had arrived late on the scene.

Fortunately, they hadn’t had too much time to dwell on it in the months since then. On top of the self-defence classes, their work had kept them busy and distracted. In recent weeks, everyone at Threadless had been working feverishly to get a new demo ready to unveil at the EXP gaming convention.

Raji had suggested she might want to sit out the event, on the off chance some new psycho picked this venue to have a go at her. Saskia had hated that idea, and told him so. She was going to this convention, even if it killed her. She’d been looking forward to it for weeks.

“Hey guys,” said Raji, wheeling a trolley of PCs into the concourse. Raji was the only one of them dressed as a human, albeit an armour-clad human with a foam broadsword that he’d stashed on the trolley. “Where’s our booth again?”

“Booth 667, in Hall 8.” Saskia started walking. “This way.”

“Neighbour of the beast,” said Fergus. “I like it.”

“You’re doing it again, aren’t you?” said Raji, narrowing his eyes at her.

“Doing what?”

“Looking at the map in your head,” said Raji. “You always have that glazed expression when you do it.”

Saskia held up her phone, on which was displayed a map of the convention centre.

“Oh,” said Raji. “Never mind then.”

Yeah, never mind. Never mind the fact that she’d loaded the map just a second ago, and she hadn’t been looking at her phone until he brought up the subject.

Of course, the guys were in on all of her secrets. Well, most of them. She’d spilled her story to them as soon as she’d gotten out of hospital. The fact that her injuries had healed almost overnight had been ample proof that she hadn’t made everything up, although Dave still had a hard time buying some of her more outlandish claims. She was pretty sure he now thought of her as a crazy person who just happened to be able to heal really quickly and was a bit psychic.

Arriving in the appointed booth, they began to set up their display. Threadless shared this space with three other small studios who had pooled their resources together to cut costs. Two of them were already set up. One of the games on display was a cyberpunk action adventure, while the other looked to be a farming simulator. 

There was no booth 666, as far as she could see, but a large swathe of the hall adjacent to their booth was occupied by Fungibsoft. They showed off their usual array of shovelware: shoddy movie adaptations, knockoffs of popular titles, and mobile games with exploitative monetisation schemes. Neighbour of the beast, indeed.

Saskia unfolded the large panel she had created showcasing Threads of Nautilum. She hadn’t had much time to prepare it, given all her other responsibilities, but she thought it had turned out pretty well. A game’s graphics and artwork were usually the first thing that would draw the attention of prospective players. It didn’t matter how good the mechanics or narrative were if no-one actually played the game, so a large part of the responsibility for the success of this demo would rest on her shoulders.

They set up several PCs with large monitors on a table in front of the panel, with which convention attendees could try out a vertical slice of the game. If everything went well, they’d get valuable feedback from players, and generate some positive word-of-mouth. If it went badly…well, at least they got to go to EXP.

They had just finished booting up their computers when a young man with an impressively large beard approached and shook hands with Raji. He looked to be part of the fourth studio sharing their booth, who were setting up in the far corner. “Mind if I give it a try?” he asked.

“Oh, hey Tom,” said Raji. “Sure, go ahead. We busted arse to get our second demo ready in time. Still has a few wrinkles, but it should be playable.”

The man raced through the character creation screen, seemingly choosing at random. He spent a few minutes running around exploring the scenery, before triggering a combat encounter. After a few minutes, he turned away from the screen. “Love the art style,” he said. “Game’s coming along nicely, Raji.”

“Thanks Tom,” said Raji. “Coming from you, that’s high praise. Saskia here deserves credit for the art style though.” He motioned at her.

“Yeah?” said Tom, looking at Saskia. “It’s pretty impressive. Or impressively pretty. I hope he pays you enough.”

“Well…” said Saskia.

“Don’t answer that, Sass,” said Raji.

Tom laughed. “We’ve gone through the penniless indie phase. I know what it’s like.”

“We’re not quite so penniless any more,” said Raji.

“Yeah? Crowdfunding? Early access?”

“Big investor,” said Raji.

Ah yes, Sergei Krasnov, the mysterious benefactor who had showed up shortly before Saskia’s return. Because that wasn’t at all suspicious. She’d done her own digging in recent weeks, though she’d had so much going on that she hadn’t been able to devote as much attention to it as she’d have liked. The public records were all squeaky clean, while the private ones…remained private. Still, she remained convinced he had some connection to her father. Maybe he was her father.

“Oh, the old-fashioned route!” said Tom. “How’d you manage to pull that off?”

Raji frowned. “He came to me, actually.”

“Huh,” said Tom. “I didn’t think that happened any more these days. Well good for you!” He turned back to Saskia. “Anyway, if you ever tire of working for these jerks, we’re always on the lookout for talented artists…”

“Get your grubby mitts off her!” said Fergus, glancing up from a screen. “She’s ours, she is! Our precious!” The latter part spoken in the requisite Gollum voice.

“So who are you with, Tom?” asked Saskia, raising her eyebrows. 

“Oh alright, introductions,” said Raji. “Sass, this is Tom Ingle, creative director at Ironclass Games, one of our booth partners. Tom, Saskia Wendle, artist extraordinaire.”

“Wait…Ironclass?” said Saskia. “We’re sharing a booth with Ironclass?”

“Oh, so you’ve heard of us?” asked Tom.

“Actually, yeah. I’ve played Walls of Aether.”

“For 730 hours, according to your gamer profile,” pointed out Raji helpfully.

“Dogramit, Raj. There were extenuating circumstances.”

Tom gave another hearty laugh. “You should see how many hours I put into World of Warcraft. Actually, no you shouldn’t. I’ll take that secret to my grave. Anyway, it’s good to see another dev likes our game. You do like it, I hope? You’re not one of those annoying people who play our game for hundreds of hours, then post hate reviews the moment we make a change not to their liking?”

“No, I love the game! I just didn’t want to go all fangirl on you.”

“Well that’s good to hear. We’re actually here promoting the upcoming Aether expansion. As soon as we’re set up, you can take it for a spin if you like.”

“I like!”

Walls of Aether was, in fact, one of her favourite games of all time. She’d been casually following its ongoing development after she got back, although she hadn’t taken the time to actually play it. The next expansion introduced dreadnaught-class airships and immense floating fortress cities to the game, which looked fantabulous.

Once they were set up, they had a bit of time to kill before the hordes arrived. Saskia headed straight for the Ironclass display and dived into Walls of Aether, where she spent her time giggling like a schoolgirl over the glorious mess she made of her floating city. At one point she accidentally-on-purpose sent a contingent of city guards plummeting off the ramparts like lemmings.

She was so absorbed in the game that she didn’t notice the people streaming into the convention centre until Raji tapped her on the shoulder and pointed out that she worked for Threadless, not Ironclass.

The hall was soon teeming with people. Most pundits walked straight past their booth, heading for those run by big-name publishers, but a fair share of them were stopping by to chat, and a queue was building around the PCs running their playable demo. This was quite a bit more attention than she’d expected, although not always of the kind she’d have liked.

“Are you with Threadless or just an…associate?” asked a bespectacled, bearded gamer with dubious hygienic standards.

By associate, he presumably meant booth babe, the slightly frowned-upon practice whereby exhibitors would hire a pair of boobs for the sole purpose of attracting customers to their booth.

“Artist and developer,” she said, pointing at her tag.

“Yeah? Cool. I love your costume. Are you single?”

“Ye—no,” she lied.

“Hey I know who she is,” murmured a voice in the crowd, speaking too softly for any but her oracle-enhanced ears to pick out from this distance. “She’s Saskia Wendle!”

“Who?”

“Chick who faked her own death. Joined a cult in the Himalayas. Crazy shit. Before that, she worked for Threadless. Didn’t know she was back with them. Who would hire someone like that? Probably polishing the boss’s door handle, if you know what I mean.”

Crap. It had begun. Also, what a donkhole.

The donkhole wasn’t the only one to recognise her. It wasn’t long before the questions started—some lighthearted, some genuine. What really happened? What was it like to be dead? Why Nepal? Was she an alien? A troll?

Saskia decided to just roll with it.

“I could tell you what it’s like to be dead. But then I’d have to eat your brains.”

“You got me. I’m actually a tentacle monster.”

“Yup. This isn’t a costume. I really am a troll.”

“Don’t believe everything you read on the Internet, people,” said Dave.

When some of the guys in the gathering crowd got a bit too close for comfort, Padhra came to her rescue, waving her foam sword at them as she strode forward, her every movement oozing menace. Saskia had sparred with the Lingya woman enough to know she could take down any of these guys with her little finger if she so chose. Perhaps they could sense that too, because they took a hasty step back.

“You okay, Sass?” asked Raji. “If you like, I can tell them all to fuck off. I mean, this is great for publicity, but we’re here to talk about our game, not your fucked up life.”

Saskia glared at him. “Don’t worry, I can handle…” She trailed off as she caught sight of a certain chestnut-coloured mullet, attached to a tall, muscular figure stepping into the hall. “Uh, I’ll be right back.” She hurriedly squeezed through the crowd toward the newcomer. Padhra followed at her heels; as always, a bit too close for comfort, but she couldn’t very well send her bodyguard away.

“Ivan!” she said. “It is you!”

Ivan Storozhenko, her old climbing buddy. The one who had been on the cliff face with her the first time she’d gone all Cthulu, when she’d taken the fall that had nearly ruined her life. She’d been trying to get hold of him ever since she got back, but all his ex-fiancé, Reiko, had been able to tell her was that he was ‘overseas.’ They’d broken up shortly after Saskia’s disappearance.

“Nice costume,” said Ivan, eyeing her up and down.

She felt heat rushing to her cheeks. Hopefully it wouldn’t be visible beneath the face paint. “Where have you been? And what are you doing at EXP? This isn’t your usual crowd.”

“So many geeks. It’s definitely your crowd.” He looked at Padhra. “Who’s your friend?”

“Padhra. Ivan. Ivan. Padhra. So how’d you get a pass, Ivan? They sold out weeks ago.”

He gave a little cough.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “You don’t have a pass, do you?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny that allegation.”

“Criminal scum!” she said. “I should have you arrested.”

He grinned at her, but then his expression wavered. “Sass, we…need to talk.”

She raised her eyebrows. “Isn’t that what we’re doing right now? Our lips are moving and words are coming out.”

“In private,” said Ivan. He looked pointedly behind her. Glancing backward, she saw that they’d gathered an audience.

“Well you chose the wrong venue for that,” said Saskia. “I’ve been wanting to talk to you as well, but can it wait until after? I’m kinda busy today.”

“It can’t wait.” Leaning closer, he murmured, “You’re in danger.”

A chill crept into her veins. Coming here had been a mistake. If someone attacked her inside this crowded convention centre, it wasn’t just herself who would be at risk.

Saskia couldn’t see anything to suggest imminent threat, though it was hard to tell in such a crowded space. She had to zoom her minimap in quite close to separate the swarms of people-markers. At the same time, her truth sense was adamant that Ivan believed what he was telling her. And despite his suspicious absence, he was her friend, and she trusted him.

Beside her, Padhra stiffened, and stared intently at Ivan. “Who are you? Are you working for him?” She spoke in heavily accented English, which was rare for her. Most of the time, she only used her native language around Saskia.

Ivan blinked at the Lingya woman. “Working for who? Never mind. Come on, Sass.”

Yeah, this was not the place to be talking about this stuff. Not with all these nosey people around, many of whom took an active interest in her. And all their phones, potentially recording everything she said and did.

“Okay,” said Saskia. “Let’s talk outside.”

They followed him out into the convention centre carpark, where he opened the front passenger door of his beat-up old Škoda. She eyed the mouldy seat cover dubiously. “You still have that heap of junk?”

“Get in,” he said.

“Why? I thought we were just gonna talk.”

“Inside, away from prying ears. And cameras and microphones.”

“Fine. I’ll just be a minute, Padhra.”

She was just lowering herself into the seat when a van with tinted windows came squealing into the carpark, blocking their exit. Okay, that one was a threat. Distracted, she hadn’t seen it coming until the last moment. Her minimap was zoomed all the way in, and vehicles could move so damn fast.

Padhra reacted instantly, drawing her foam sword and rushing for the van. As the door slid open, she flicked out her sword arm.

Something ripped free, hitting the side of the van not with the thwack of padded foam, but with an awful crack of shattering glass and split metal—and flesh. A man cried out and fell back from the half-open door. The blades—the metal blades; and yeah, there were more than one of them—had torn deep channels into the side of the vehicle.

Padhra tore the remainder of the foam free, revealing a trio of thin bendy blades attached to a single handle. The blades coiled in the air as she flicked them, moving almost like whips. Blood splashed across the asphalt.

A moment later, a man spilled out of the back of the van, holding a pistol, aimed at Padhra. A shot rang out, but the woman was already dancing to the side and coming in for another strike.

Her whip-blades tore half his face off.

A second shot sounded, not from inside the van but from Ivan, who had pulled a rifle from the back of his car. Through the smashed glass of the van’s passenger window, she could see its driver slumping forward in his seat.

Padhra emerged from the back of the van a moment later. “Clear,” she said. Shoving the dead man out of the front seat of the van, Ivan drove the vehicle forward, out of the path of his car.

Saskia could only stare at the two of them, gobsmacked. It had all happened so fast, her brain still hadn’t caught up.

“There may be more of them coming,” said Ivan, returning to the wheel of his own car. “Time to vamoose.”

As he started the engine, Padhra hopped into the back seat. While he drove them out of the carpark and onto the street, Saskia quickly dialed the police, though she didn’t stay on the line for long. Soon enough, there would be some really awkward questions to answer, but right now, she needed answers of her own.

“What is up with her?” asked Ivan, glancing back at Padhra. “She has an urumi. A goddamn urumi.”

“What is up with her?” said Saskia, hanging up the phone. “What is up with you? Since when do you keep a gun in your car?” She frowned. “What the frock is an urumi?”

“That’s an urumi,” said Ivan, pointing at the whip blade in Padhra’s lap. “Ancient Indian weapon. Really hard to master, especially a multi-bladed one like that. Why would anyone…?”

“Not so hard, with the right teacher,” said Padhra.

“How about you start by telling me how you knew there’d be more hitmen coming after me today?” asked Saskia.

“More hitmen…?” Now it was his turn to stare.

“Yeah, didn’t you hear? A nutcase came after me with a gun just after I got back in the country.”

“I’ve been…out of town,” he said. “All I know is that I have to get you away from the convention centre. Your life is in danger.”

Just as well I have more than one life, she thought. But what she said was: “And just who told you that?”

“My father,” he said. “He’s…a man with a lot of connections. And through one of those connections, he learned that someone is coming for you.”

“Your…father. How does he even know who I am? Wait, is he some kind of crime boss? I knew it! You are a criminal!”

He shook his head. “Firstly, crime is not hereditary. And second, no. Hell no. He’s a…well let’s just say he’s on the right side of the law. He just has…connections.”

“Oh, so he’s a secret government agent then? Even better.”

“This isn’t a movie, Sass.”

“So people keep saying. Trust me, my life is stranger than any movie. I wish I could…” She trailed off as her phone started buzzing. “It’s Fergus. I’d better answer this.”

The voice that spoke to her was not Fergus’s.

“Listen very carefully, Saskia Wendle,” growled the man on the other end of the phone, amidst background shouting, and what sounded like a sob. His voice sounded distant, as if holding the phone at arm’s length. “We have a gun to your friend’s head. If you don’t show yourself within the next minute, we will blow his brains out.”

“Wait! I can’t possibly get there in—”

The call ended.

She whirled on Ivan. “Turn around!”

“What?”

“Turn around now! Go back!”

“I can’t do that, Sass. It’s not safe—”

Saskia interrupted him with an exasperated grunt. It was pointless, anyhow. They were already too far away.

She flicked her consciousness back across several city blocks, into the head of someone standing in Threadless’s booth at the convention centre. Sure enough, she found herself looking at two men in Master Chief costumes, holding very real weapons. One waved a pistol at Raji and Dave. The other was holding a shotgun to the back of Fergus’s head. Behind him, a bloodstained hole had been torn in the Ironclass display stand, and a body lay on the floor in a spreading pool of crimson.

Tom.

Saskia shoved down a knot of horror and despair, and gritted her teeth. He wanted her to show herself. Well, he was about to get a lot more than he bargained for.

“Pull over, Ivan,” she said. “And both of you, try not to freak out at what you’re about to see.”

As the car came to a halt, she closed her eyes, and shifted. The world around her cracked open, and she felt herself spilling outward—and in another direction that had no name. Ivan let out a startled yelp.

For an instant—or an eternity—she floated in the between, silently communing with the undermind, telling it where she needed to be, and what she needed to happen when she got there. It made no reply, but somehow she could tell it was listening and understanding.

Then she was back on Earth, once again expanding beyond the limits of her human form, unfurling tendrils through higher dimensions; reaching, grasping. She snatched up the man with the shotgun, and pulled him away, sending his weapon clattering to the floor, even as another tendril ensnared his accomplice. He screamed; an awful wet, gurgling sound.

Saskia opened her eyes. Just two soft balls of jelly. So fragile. So squishy. Gone was the troll costume, the armour, the wig and body paint. A faint glow radiated from beneath her skin, fading with each passing moment.

What was left of one of the assailants protruded from the floor at her feet. Just the upper part of a Master Chief helmet, and a gloved hand. Beneath the visor, his eyes stared sightlessly. Blood seeped into the floor around the helmet.

Of the other gunman, there was no sign at all.

Silence filled the hall. All around her, mouths gaped open in astonishment—and horror. Some of the onlookers had their phones out, still recording. She crouched on the floor as a violent tremor took hold.

“Holy shite,” said Fergus, breaking the silence. “I need to change my pants.”

“You’re not the only one,” said Dave.

Raji knelt by Tom’s body, and slowly shook his head. A hollow feeling spread in her gut. She barely knew the guy, but he was a kindred spirit. And now he was gone because of her.

Fergus handed her his dwarven silk jacket. Gratefully, she wrapped it around herself, though it barely covered her lower parts. Until that moment, it hadn’t even occurred to her to be embarrassed about her nudity—despite the fact that she was being filmed. Compared to everything else, it just didn’t matter.

She’d been exposed to the world, in every sense of the word. And this was no accident. Whoever had sent the killers after her had intended this to happen. Ivan, too, had likely been a piece in the game, played to perfection.

Within minutes, the videos would go viral. Saskia had no idea what would happen next. But one thing was clear.

Her old life was over.

The convention centre security staff, already on the scene before she’d arrived, seemed to have regathered their wits. Burly guys in blue uniforms shouted at her to get down on the ground.

She could try to run, but she doubted she’d get far, with the police no doubt on their way, if they hadn’t arrived already. And she was pretty sure she couldn’t just duck back into the between at the drop of a hat. That tentacular trick had a long cooldown.

Suddenly, the shouting turned to cries of alarm and the sound of a scuffle. Saskia’s heart leapt into her throat. More attackers? She’d already used up her one big trick. She had nothing—oh.

It was Padhra, laying into the security guards with one of their own batons. In moments, they were on the floor, unmoving.

“Come, Old One,” said the Lingya woman, speaking in her native tongue. “This land is no place for you now. We must find our way to safer shores.”

“Where’s Ivan?” she asked.

“Your friend waits for us outside in the, ah, getaway vehicle.”

Saskia looked from her to Raji and Fergus and Dave. She didn’t know what to do. If she stayed, she’d lose her freedom and privacy, one way or another—whether hounded by the media and general public, or held as a lab rat, or targetted by foreign powers. She’d be playing into her enemy’s hands.

Unlike her, the guys still had a chance to live their lives. Staying would put them at risk, but so would leaving. And if they followed her to who-knew-where, they might never be able to return. They’d probably all be branded as fugitives.

It was Fergus who helped her come to a decision. “Go,” he said. “We’ll man the fort here. And when the time is right, we’ll sort something out. Go kick some cans, Tentacle Girl.”

“I swear, if everyone starts calling me that, I’ll hunt you down and shove a tentacle up your—okay, I’m going, I’m going!” She shot an angry glance at Padhra, who was tugging at her arm.

Exchanging one last clumsy, awkward hug with Fergus, Saskia turned tail and fled. She ran from her friends and family and her old life—so very soon after finding them again—and toward a new and unknowable future.

            

    
        Book 3, Chapter 7: Cloudtop

    
    
    
    
                I hope this dragon has good brakes.

That was one of many ridiculous thoughts that popped into Saskia’s head as they plunged down the trunk of the world tree, diving headlong toward the great blue-green expanse of Grongarg.

Ridiculous thoughts for a truly ridiculous world. They were flying a reanimated bone dragon, for dog’s sake! It was like something out of a ten-year-old’s fever dream. For the past few hours, her heart had been hammering so fast, she’d thought it might explode out of her chest. She’d kept bursting into fits of gleeful giggles, much to the bemusement of her fellow dragonauts.

“I have to ask,” said Saskia. “Can this thing breathe fire, too?”

Ruhildi looked at her blankly.

“Because dragon?” said Saskia. “No? Aw. What’s the point of dragons if they can’t breathe fire?”

“In life, this beauty were a storm dracken, not a fire dracken. Methinks you have them confused.”

“Oh, wrong type,” said Saskia. “Makes sense, I suppose. Wait, can it shoot lightning from its eyes, then?”

Ruhildi gave her the look.

“Okay, okay, I’ll shut up now.”

Slowly, they settled into a more gentle descent over Grongarg, and she began to relax. They weren’t going to crash. It had been an adrenaline rush, but it was almost over. She felt her eyes growing heavy. Just a little…

Then she was wide awake again, with a shriek echoing in her ears. The sound hadn’t come from her, she was pretty sure of that. Glancing around the cabin, she quickly found the source of the disturbance: Zarie was almost crawling over Kveld in her haste to get away from…oh.

A row of liquid brown eyes peeked out from an opening in the panel at the front of the cabin, attached to miniature bodies covered from head to toe in fuzzy white fur. Ice crept around the edges of a storage compartment she hadn’t known existed until that moment.

“Calm down, Zarie,” said Saskia. “They’re not going to eat you. They’re just babies. Look!”

A larger head rose up behind the miniature floofballs, and gave a huge yawn, revealing rows of needle-like teeth.

Zarie squeaked.

“Okay, so their mum is with them too,” said Saskia. “Still nothing to be alarmed about.”

Another fuzzy head appeared, and hissed at Zarie, who let out a little whimper.

“And their dad,” said Saskia.

A pair of eyes blinked sleepily from another hidden compartment above Zarie’s head. Saskia kept quiet about that one. Wouldn’t want to give the poor mer a heart attack.

Saskia counted nine of the little stowaways lurking in three different hidden containers around the cabin. Four adults and five babies. How in the nine howls had they managed to stay hidden for all this time without anyone noticing!? What had they been doing in there? Just chilling out? Her minimap hadn’t revealed their presence because it lumped the whole dragon and everyone inside it into one blue dot. She might have to tweak that…

“We could go back,” suggested Ruhildi. “Drop them off on Ciendil.”

“We could…” said Saskia. She really didn’t want to. They were so cute! Just looking at them made her want to melt into goo. Besides, if Ciendil became an airless wasteland, they’d be consigning these creatures to their deaths.

Sensing her reluctance, Ruhildi gave the dwarven equivalent of an eye-roll. “Or we could take them with us.”

“Yeah!” said Saskia. “Let’s do that!”

Zarie gave another whimper.

Saskia held out a hand in front of the baby adorribles, palm upward. Hesitantly, they sniffed her fingers. Then, as one, they dogpiled onto her palm. She carefully ran a finger along a fuzzy back. The creature let out contented cooing sound, almost a purr. The adults showed no sign of fear at her handling their offspring.

“See? Perfectly harmless.” She looked at Zarie, while trying to ignore the numbing cold spreading down her arm.

“Sashki…” Ruhildi frowned at Saskia’s hand, which was now covered in a thin layer of ice.

Saskia hastily returned the babies to the compartment.

It took some coaxing, but the mer woman returned to her position near the front of the cabin, while the objects of her terror settled in for another snooze. It was to Zarie’s credit that she hadn’t let her spells lapse, despite her obvious panic. While Saskia held the keys to this bony vessel, and Ruhildi kept it ‘alive,’ and gave it general movement orders, it was the tempest who was essentially piloting it with her wind magic.

Even Zarie agreed that since they were close to their destination, they should just continue on with their unexpected passengers. They could figure out what to do with the little critters when they got there.

Peering out through the dragon’s ribcage, Saskia looked over the vast expanse of Grongarg spread out beneath them. Behind wispy streaks of cloud lay craggy mountains and rolling hills, wide prairies and verdant jungles, serpentine rivers and expansive seas.

The largest of these seas covered much of the middle portion of the branch. It was dotted with islands, at least some of which appeared to be populated, if those were indeed buildings and roads she was seeing.

“Skaenwyr Isles,” said Rover Dog, following her gaze. “Home of Waverider Tribes.”

“Trows?” asked Saskia.

Rover Dog tilted his head in the negative. “Aquatic squishies.”

“Mer?”

He nodded.

Zarie’s ears perked up at this. “Those might be the First Mer the legends speak of, yes? My people were said to come to the Arnean Sea from far, far away.”

“Grongarg would certainly qualify as far away,” said Saskia.

Around the edges of the branch jutted a fan of slender, leafless branchlets. Most of these were brown and barren, but one of the larger ones was one covered in greenery, and had what looked like a river running down its length.

Far to the south was a great coiled knot of a mountain range. These mountains dwarfed the ones on Ciendil (no pun intended), and any on Earth. Olympus Mons on Mars might give some of these mountains a run for their money.

“Drackenruck Ranges, in Goldclaw Queendom,” said Rover Dog.

“Queendom?” she said, raising her eyebrows. “Are they trows?"

Rover Dog nodded. “Hill trows.”

“Do they have a worldseed?”

He nodded again. “High in Drackenruck rises seed of strength.”

The seed of strength, as Rover Dog described it, did exactly what you’d expect of a worldseed with that name, but with an added wrinkle. Essentially, it turned those born under its influence into what most people outside of Grongarg already thought all trolls to be: creatures with muscles for brains. Lifters, as they were called, formed the worker and warrior castes of Goldclaw society, serving the intelligent, but weaker mundane trolls.

This was the first she’d heard of a worldseed’s magic having a severe negative effect on people. Well…aside from the oracles going bat-guano. And the greenhands being mostly raving donkholes. And the stoneshapers…

Anyhow, the muscle trolls would be about as useful as blocks of wood for the task of sealing the rifts back on Ciendil.

There was no question as to where they’d go first. Near the trunk of the world tree, a dense cluster of spurs jutted out of the clouds like great curved claws. Here, she could see definite signs of habitation; grey-gold structures perched on the rocks and poking out from beneath sunlit treetops.

“Cloudtop Queendom,” said Rover Dog. “Sky trows live there. Interesting people. Beautiful she-trows. I like.”

“Do they have a worldseed that could help us?”

“Not worldseed,” Rover Dog. “Not magic, but much power. Culture. Inventions. Books. Library of Pinnacle best on Grongarg.”

“A trow library?” she said. “Now this I have to see.”

As they swooped toward the tallest of the spurs, she began to make out buildings big and small sprawled across its upper reaches, centred around a large castle. A row of windmills chopped the air atop the highest ridge. Spindly pylons were spaced at regular intervals down the back of the spur, linked by taut ropes or wires. Boxy gondolas hung from the lines, trundling downward at a measured pace.

Saskia’s mouth dropped open, and it only gaped wider as she took in the sight of a bulbous airship rising up from beneath the clouds. It appeared to have giant sails rather than propellers. How that worked, she had no idea. As she understood it, sails on Earth exploited complex interactions between water and air to guide a boat. Without water, it should just drift in whatever direction the wind was blowing. Except that didn’t seem to be happening here.

Maybe they could use these to evacuate the denizens of Ciendil? It might be possible, though it would be very tricky to navigate a sail-powered airship between branches—even close to the trunk where there was air to float on. Too much risk of it drifting out past the edge of the atmosphere.

Regardless, neither the dwarves nor the elves had this level of technology. And yet they thought of trolls as little more than beasts!

Ruhildi and Kveld looked as amazed as she felt. Zarie…well, Zarie clearly had other things on her mind. Her face was creased in concentration as she searched for a good spot to land.

Saskia turned to face her fellow troll. “Rover Dog, I had no idea—”

An unearthly screech tore at her ears. She looked outside in time to see a pair of large, leathery-winged furry forms launch themselves from the castle’s parapets. Sitting astride each of the oversized bats was a hunch-backed figure with long, spindly arms, curled claws and pale grey skin. Each of the sky trolls brandished a crossbow the size of a ballista.

“Crap,” said Saskia. “Shoulda known this would happen. We’ve probably scared the bejeebies out of them. Get us out of here, Zarie!”

The floor lurched beneath them as they banked sharply to the right. Saskia could feel Zarie drawing in essence for a mother of a spell. Black clouds formed in the air behind them, crackling with unreleased potential.

“Try not to hurt them. Let’s not make enemies right off the bat, okay?” Saskia stifled a giggle at her own pun—which, of course, was completely lost on her companions.

“They are trows, yes?” said Zarie. “Lightning will not kill them.”

“Maybe not, but a fall might,” said Saskia. “And I’d rather not kill those things they’re riding, either, if it can be avoided. We only need to outfly them.”

“You make everything so complicated,” said Zarie.

“Aye, that’s our Sashki,” agreed Ruhildi.

The bone dragon shuddered and swerved, and Saskia had to hold onto one of its giant ribs to keep her balance. Kveld grimaced and pointed out his side of the cabin. Rushing to his side, Saskia looked upon a giant crossbow bolt protruding from one of the dragon’s wing bones.

Fortunately, the bolt didn’t seem to affect their ability to stay airborne, and the trolls weren’t going to get any more lucky shots off. Their pursuers fell further and further behind, before finally disappearing behind the cloak of cloud cover.

“Surely those flying creatures could carry a troll between branches,” said Saskia.

Rover Dog tilted his head doubtfully. “Roptirs befuddled without branch beneath. Splat into trunk. Safer to climb.”

Interesting. There must be something about the branch that bat—roptir—brains depended on to orient themselves. Some fantasy equivalent of a magnetic field, perhaps, or the simple visual cue of a horizon to the east and west?

Saskia shivered, wondering how many trolls had made the attempt over the ages. A rare few might have succeeded. After all, there were trolls on Ciendil.

Using her minimap, Saskia guided them through the mist to a nearby sparsely populated spur. Zarie looked about ready to pass out as she landed the dragon in a sheltered little plateau halfway down the steep slope. The tempest was in no condition to do any more flying right now.

“Get some rest, guys,” said Saskia. “We should be fairly hard to spot down here, with the trees and cloud concealing us. I’ll wake you if I see anyone coming.”

The adorribles, who had already gotten plenty of sleep on the way here, emerged from their hidey holes and spilled out of the cabin. Watching them go, Zarie breathed a huge sigh of relief and curled up in the back, fast asleep the moment her head touched the floor. Saskia didn’t have the heart to tell her their little passengers weren’t going far, and would probably be back.

For the next few hours, Saskia stood guard over the others while they slept in the cabin, keeping an eye on her minimap at all times. There were only a few small houses on this spur, and the map markers in and around the buildings were grey, rather than the fiery hues that designated enemies.

At one point, the baby adorribles crept back inside the cabin, trailing icicles. They headed straight for Zarie’s sleeping form, clearly intending mischief. The tempest stirred and made a little mewling sound, as if sensing the impending rude awakening.

Bad floofies!

Saskia scooped them up before they could close the distance. As she did so, she felt a sharp jolt in her palm; a static shock on steroids. She staggered, and almost dropped them. Depositing the baby murderlings back outside with their parents, she eyed them suspiciously.

“What the hell was that?” she murmured, keeping her voice low so she wouldn’t wake the others.

The only reply she received was a row of wide, innocent eyes.

It could have just been static. As if on cue, a sharp gust of air tickled her cheek. Maybe just the wind, but…

No. She knew quite well what she was looking at. These were baby tempests. They didn’t have foci, but they were still capable of some minor magic, apparently.

The shock hadn’t been enough to disrupt her oracle abilities, thank dogs. Just as well, that, or a dry carpet would have been her undoing.

A few hours later, Rover Dog took over from her, so she could get a bit of sleep. He didn’t have her minimap, but he knew this place and the trolls who lived here, so she reluctantly agreed.

When next she woke, darkness had fallen, and it was time to discuss their next move. Zarie and the dwarves wanted to hightail it away from the land of the angry flying trolls, but Saskia wasn’t ready to give up just yet

“I’d like to return to Pinnacle,” she told them. “If we land somewhere out of sight and approach the town on foot, we might get a more welcoming reception. What do you reckon, Rover Dog?”

“Sky trows not fight other trows. Not fight mer. Other squishies…” He titled his head, clearly uncertain.

“I can come with you, yes?” said Zarie. Her eyes were alight with curiosity.

Saskia shook her head. “Sorry, Zarie. Not yet. We’ll need you to stay with the dragon, and act as air support if things get…messy.” At the mer’s crestfallen expression, she added, “You could join us after we’ve scoped the place out—and made sure mer isn’t on the menu.”

Zarie inclined her head in agreement. “I will be ready.”

“Okay, great! Now drop me and Rover Dog off part way down the spur, beneath the cloud cover.”

They were about to take off when the adorribles all hopped back onboard and returned to their containers.

“We can leave them here, yes?” pleaded Zarie.

“In the middle of a trow queendom?” said Saskia. “That would be too cruel. The trows wouldn’t stand a chance.”

Zarie gave a little shudder, but didn’t voice further objections. Saskia gave the mer access to her minimap and darksight, so she could fly in the cloud-shrouded darkness.

“Now you be good, okay?” Saskia quietly told the adorribles as the dragon came in to land about two thirds of the way up the spur. “No zapping Zarie—or anyone else. If I hear you’ve caused trouble, we’ll leave you behind next time.”

The young adorribles looked suitably chagrined, though it was hard to tell if they truly understood her.

Dawn broke shortly after Saskia and Rover Dog set off up the slope. They bounded full-troll through the sparse trees, quickly finding their way onto a wide road beneath the gondola lines.

Emerging from the clouds, they passed several pale-skinned trolls, who paid little attention to them. Only as they neared the town at the crest of the spur did a trio of troll guards step out in front of them, speaking a language she didn’t understand. Rover Dog replied in the same tongue. The guards nodded and returned to their post.

“What did you say to them?” she asked.

“We hill trows, here for trade,” said Rover Dog.

“Hill trows? Is that what we are?”

“I not know,” said Rover Dog. “Hill trows look like us, but thinner skin.”

“Wait, I can see why my race may be a mystery, but what about you?”

“I not know,” he repeated.

She stared at him. “You really don’t know what race of trow you are? How can you not know?”

“I not remember,” said Rover Dog, offering her a trollish shrug.

Bewildered, Saskia shook her head. “That’s…odd. Maybe we’ll find something in our travels that’ll jog your memory.”

“Past not important,” he said.

“I beg to differ. Anyhow, could you speak to me in the sky trow tongue? I need to train my…oracle thing.”

He did so, and by the time they arrived in the outskirts of the town, she was speaking back to him in the same language. It had some similarities to the one he normally spoke, but it had a softer, more sibilant quality.

The first thing that struck her about Pinnacle (the town, not the spur that shared its name) was the sheer scale of it. It was a town of giants. Saskia had spent so much time among dwarves and elves, she’d almost gotten used to their tiny houses and tunnels. But here, even the smallest house would qualify as a dwarven mansion.

Sky trolls were an attractive bunch, as trolls went. Sure, most of them had lumpy white moles and hunched backs and spindly limbs, but they moved like dancers, and they seemed lively and cheerful. The working class wore mostly practical clothing—furs and leathers and close-fitting bodysuits. No dresses or baggy pants or open jackets. Such things didn’t fit well on a troll body, and claws tended to shred such loose, flimsy garments. She’d learned that the hard way. A few troll women wore barely anything at all—just loincloths and straps and bits of jewellery. These looked to be the wealthiest of the bunch, lounging about on the balconies of the most expansive houses.

As they walked the bustling streets, Saskia couldn’t help but notice the looks they were getting—or rather, Rover Dog was getting—particularly from the females. Their expressions betrayed more than mere curiosity.

Saskia gave her troll with benefits an appraising look. Was he that much of a hunk to these people? And maybe not just to these people. She’d found herself drawn to him—physically, at least—long before she finally admitted it and allowed him to…

A familiar flush was creeping across her face. Dogram—I mean—aargh, now he’s got me thinking about that again!

“So where’s the library?” she asked, in a desperate attempt to take her mind off such thoughts.

“Already told you, princess,” he said. “Overlook quarter. Far side of Pinnacle. Near dirigible landing pad.”

“Oh, right,” she said lamely.

They made their way through a wide plaza, filled with intoxicating smells and enticing sights. A male troll danced around a bonfire, nude and glistening with sweat, in front of a watchful throng of females—who immediately turned their eyes to Rover Dog as he strolled past. Sticks of meat and vegetables hung from the rafters of colourful stalls. Her mouth salivated at the sight of a cow-sized beast being turned slowly on a spit over a large cookfire.

Then she saw something that made her lose her appetite. Atop a wide stone platform, two male trolls were having an all-out brawl in front of a cheering crowd; slashing and biting, ripping and tearing. The fight ended abruptly when one of the trolls ripped his opponent’s forearm clean off, holding the gory appendage in the air like a club, and drawing a roar of approval from the onlookers.

Cringing, Saskia averted her gaze.

“Will grow back,” said Rover Dog.

Maybe so, but how quickly? Would he even have arlithite to accelerate his healing? Rover Dog had suggested only royalty had access to the stuff.

As they neared the edge of the plaza, a tall female troll in a see-through bodysuit stepped up to Rover Dog, her lips curled back in clear displeasure. “You dare show face in Pinnacle again!?”

Rover Dog’s gaze flicked down the length of her body, a confused grin etched on his face. “Have we met?”

Snarling, the troll jabbed at his stomach with a clawed hand, just missing him as he stepped nimbly backward. “Have we met!? Have we met!? You made a baby with me. Left without a word. Now you return and do not even remember!?”

Saskia tried to make herself small while the troll raged at a sheepish-looking Rover Dog. Part of her wanted to stick up for her friend. On the other hand, assuming the troll woman wasn’t making it all up, he probably deserved this.

Eventually the troll stormed off, and Rover Dog was left nursing more than a few scratches across his face and body.

Well, it could be worse, thought Saskia. She could have torn off his…arm.

The library was a boxy four-story building near the edge of the spur. Far from the majestic tower of learning she’d imagined, it could nevertheless hold a lot of books.

As they approached the door, a burly male troll stepped out in front of them. “Hill folk?” he said. “What need have you for a library? Can you even read?”

“I can read,” said Rover Dog.

“I will be able to read soon,” said Saskia.

The troll looked at her, confusion etched across his heavy brows.

“I teach prin—mate to read,” said Rover Dog, covering for her. “Library good place for learning.”

“Ah,” said the troll, stepping aside to allow them entry. “That is so. Enlightenment be upon you both.”

Inside the building, Saskia swallowed. Yup, there were a metric frocktonne of books. And this was just the first floor. There were three more like this.

“Any idea where we might find books on magic, worldseeds or arlium?” she asked.

“I ask lore guide,” said Rover Dog.

He approached a female troll sitting on a stool at the back of the chamber, her face deep in a huge tome. Saskia didn’t hear what they said, but the moment the troll laid eyes on him, she was giving him that hungry look Saskia had seen time and time again as they’d made their way through Pinnacle.

A few minutes later, after far too much giggling, the lore guide rose and stretched languorously. She stepped up to Saskia, and spoke in a voice that was surprisingly soft for a troll. “Magic section is this way.”

She led them to the third floor and down a long corridor, into a large room. Every wall—every surface of the room, it seemed, was covered in books and scrolls and sheets of parchment.

Humming softly to herself, the guide sifted through the chaotic stacks, picking out books seemingly at random, and placing them in a neat pile at Saskia’s feet. She seemed to be bending over far more than was strictly necessary, and waggling her butt in Rover Dog’s general direction. When she was done, the troll sent him one last smouldering look, and sashayed down the corridor. A silly grin spread across his face as he watched her go. Saskia had no idea trolls could walk like that.

“Yeesh, could she be any more obvious about it?” said Saskia.

“I not mind,” said Rover Dog, without a hint of shame.

“I bet you don’t,” she muttered, feeling half-amused, half-annoyed. The latter was probably unfair of her. He was, after all, a commitment-free zone. He could do as he pleased, and so could she. Hell, now that there were other trolls to choose from, maybe she would! Still, to see the effect he had on other trolls…it would take some getting used to.

With some apparent effort, Rover Dog turned his attention to the books.

“Read it before,” he said, tossing one of them aside. “Read this too. And this.” He frowned at another one. “Wrote this.”

“Wait…what? You wrote a book?”

He nodded. “I explore. Sometimes I document.”

“Let me see!”

He handed her the book. It was slender, but neatly written. The words were all gibberish to her, of course, having been transcribed in one of the troll languages she hadn’t read before. But after flicking through several other books, her oracle translator took the hint and began to work its magic.

Rover Dog’s book was titled Seeking Eternity. It was an account of a multi-year search for the mythical seed of eternity, a worldseed that was said to bestow eternal life on its children. He and several other trolls had travelled the length of Grongarg, before finally concluding that the seed of eternity had either been destroyed in some long-ago age, or had never existed to begin with.

This, he summarised to her verbally, because she didn’t have time to read the whole book right now. It was an interesting tale—and a fantasinating glimpse into Rover Dog’s life—but even if this so-called seed of eternity did exist, it wouldn’t help them solve their current problem.

Another book dealt with the nature of arlium, its strange temperature-dependent properties, and its relationship to the magic of the worldseeds. This one was too technical for her to understand, but it may relate to the metamagicians they were looking for. She’d have Kveld and Ruhildi take a look at it. Feeling a bit guilty, she gave it to Rover Dog to stow under his vest. They could always bring it back later.

The next book talked about the seed of frost, in southern Grongarg.

“Oh, now this is interesting,” she said, showing the book to Rover Dog. “Could this magic cool the arlium enough to seal the rifts?”

“I not know,” said the troll. “Long ago, I journeyed to seed of frost. Could not get near. All who tried…froze solid.”

“It seems like our best lead so far, though,” she said. “What if someone did find a way?”

The remaining books in the stack dealt with worldseeds Rover Dog had either visited or knew about from other sources. They had little to add. Before leaving the library, Saskia asked her oracle interface to highlight any other books that might be relevant to their search.

It revealed a scroll in another room, written not in the troll tongue, but the language of Old Ulugmir.

“I thought Abellion outlawed the use of this language,” she said.

“This Grongarg, not Ciendil,” said Rover Dog. “Arbordeus influence diminished here.”

The scroll looked like some sort of technical design. For what, she couldn’t say.

“Kveld is gonna have to take a look at this,” she said. “I can’t make head nor tail of it.”

They walked out of the library with books and scrolls safely hidden beneath clothing—and stopped dead. A large contingent of heavily-armed guards stood in a semicircle around the courtyard. Through their ranks stepped a female troll draped in jewellery—and nothing but jewellery. Beneath artfully-arranged strings of pearls and sapphires, her skin had the texture of polished marble—as smooth as Saskia’s had been after she clawed her way out of the deepworm.

“Queen Cloudtop,” said Rover Dog, dropping into a deep bow.

“You remember my title,” said the queen. “That is something, dear Rover. But do you remember my name?”

“How I forget?” said Rover Dog. “Queen’s name is Atka, Jewel of Skies.”

A smile flicked across her lips for the briefest instant. Then it was gone, replaced by an expression of simmering anger. “Then you must also remember the name of my daughter.”

Rover Dog took on a distinct deer-in-headlights look. “Queen has three daughters.”

Queen Atka’s expression darkened further. “You know which daughter you…” Her forehead scrunched up, and she let out three rapid-fire sneezes, echoing like gunshots across the library courtyard. The guards around her tensed, placing hands on the hilts of their scimitars. “Speak, Rover, or to the dungeon with you! What is her name?”

Rover Dog’s eyes darted from side to side, as if seeking a viable escape route. “Princess…”

Saskia tensed, preparing to make a dash for safety.

“…Vask.”

Oh. He wasn’t referring to her, but to an actual princess: Queen Atka’s daughter, Princess Vask.

“Do not play games with me. We both know Vask would never…” The queen’s voice faltered, and her eyes slowly widened. “Her too!?”

Rover Dog’s ears drooped. “I mean Espet. Princess Espet.”

The queen’s eyes blazed with incandescent fury. She opened her mouth to shout at him, but before she could speak, another sneezing fit overtook her.

“Princess Zue…?” said Rover Dog, his voice tinged with uncertainty.

The queen’s mouth snapped shut. Then she opened it again. “Yes! Zue! She bore your princeling, you slithering gutworm! She confessed everything!”

“I…” Rover Dog hesitated for a moment, before seemingly abandoning all pretence. “She not complain. None of them complain. Left happy. Sore, but happy.”

Saskia planted her palm against her forehead.

Queen Atka looked as if she was about to pop a blood vessel. A storm of sneezing overtook her, the likes of which Saskia could scarcely believe. When she could finally speak, the queen’s voice was raspy, her tone shrill. “You…dung-eater! You snuffling goresnout!” She turned to the guards. “Take him to deepest dungeon! And this she-trow slattern too.”

Hey! thought Saskia. What’d I do!?

The guards drew scimitars and stepped forward, eyeing the two of them warily.

Sighing, Saskia opened up a channel to Zarie and Ruhildi. “Uh…we need an extraction from Pinnacle. Like right now. Things are getting…a bit awkward.” She pinged the extraction point on her map.

As one, she and Rover Dog turned and vaulted up the library wall. A giant crossbow bolt thudded into the stone just as she swung herself up onto the roof.

“After them, imbeciles!” shouted the queen to her guards, amidst a torrent of sneezes.

They leapt down the other side and ran down the street, past startled onlookers, toward the airship landing pad. By pure misfortune, a dirigible had landed just moments earlier, and its passengers were disembarking from the small capsule at its base.

It’s going to be tight, thought Saskia. There’s not much room for a dragon right now.

A screech rang out from overhead. Glancing up, she swore, silently. The roptirs and their troll riders were back in the air, and diving toward the two escapees. They ran around the airship capsule, past a line of open-mouthed passengers, just as an enormous bone dragon rose up from the precipice, wingtips crackling as they pounded the air.

A giant crossbow bolt thudded at her feet. Lightning crackled. There was a boom and a wave of heat, almost knocking her flat on her face. The airship’s balloon had turned into fiery bag of death, plunging toward them.

“No time to land!” shouted Saskia. “We’re gonna have to…”

They bounded toward the waiting dragon, which had turned sideways and now hovered at the precipice. Its ribs had lifted, allowing entry. Ruhildi and Kveld gazed back at her with wide eyes.

“…jump!”

She watched as Rover Dog sprang for the opening on the side of the ribcage, timing his leap to coincide with the upward motion of the wing. He managed to grab hold of one of the ribs and swing himself inside.

Then she too was airborne; legs flailing, arms reaching.

The burning wreckage of the airship struck the ground. A second wave of heat swept over her. Flames licked at her feet.

The dragon spun away.

Oh…crap.

Plunging down into the clouds, Saskia caught one last glimpse of the huge fireball billowing skyward, and the bone dragon careening out of control. She let out a strangled laugh.

So that went well.
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                Deep, cold water surged and frothed, churned up by the sudden emergence of a Cthulian nightmare in its midst. Exploding. Imploding. Solidifying. Reforming.

And then, finally, she was herself again.

Except this time, something was different. Something was very wrong.

She’d been in Ivan’s car, speeding away from the convention centre. There had been…a phone call. A gun to Fergus’s head. She had to stop him. Had to…

No, wait, that wasn’t right. She’d been running from the troll queen’s guards, leaping off the edge of Pinnacle, towards the waiting arms of her friends. And then…falling. Plunging through the clouds.

Both of those things were true. And yet…they couldn’t be, could they? How could she be both Saskia the troll and Saskia the human—in two different worlds at the same time?

She broke the surface, spluttering and gasping, arms and legs paddling frantically to keep her afloat. Long, muscular arms and legs. Fingers tipped in long claws. Yup, definitely a troll now. Were the human memories fake, then? The recent ones, at least. The memories beginning with her…her re-emergence on the side of Mount Sesayung. Re-emergence after…

Oh frock. Oh frock! What the frocking frock!?

Both sets of memories were real. Both Saskias. Her mind hadn’t been transported into a new body. It had been cloned. She was a copy. And now, somehow, she’d just received a fresh memory download from the real Saskia, who had recently resurfaced on Earth.

Her head spun, and she went under, swallowing a mouthful of salt water. It was enough to jolt her out of her stupor. Survival instincts took over, and she shoved thoughts of alternate Saskias aside. She was in a sea or salty lake, nowhere near the spurs of the Cloudtop Queendom. The shore of a very peculiar island loomed just a few hundred metres away. Atop a high peak, a giant crystalline structure, amber in colour and wreathed in light, unfolded into the sky like a crystal flower.

Normally, something like that would attract her curiosity, but right now, she was just grateful the undermind hadn’t deposited her far out to sea. She just had make it to those nearby rocks.

A large shape flitted about in the water below. Circling. Rising. Her minimap confirmed it. That thing was definitely not friendly.

Okay, better get a move on.

Human Saskia had never been a strong swimmer. But as a troll, it seemed to come naturally to her. Just as well, because she weighed a tonne. This body was not only bigger, but also much denser than that of a human. She had to work harder just to keep from sinking. The corollary was that these muscles could do things human muscles never could. Swift, powerful strokes drove her toward the shore, even as the angry red dot on her map closed in.

She wasn’t going to make it.

Something big loomed behind her. Big for a troll was pretty damn big! She glimpsed a large maw, opening wide, with far too many sharp teeth lining its insides. They seemed to go all the way down its throat. What was the point of that? Wouldn’t it just bite its own tongue? If it even had a tongue.

Saskia twisted sideways, spinning in the water, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw the jaws clamp shut around empty air. That was too close. If she didn’t do something, the beast would come around for another go at her, and next time, she might not be nimble enough to evade it.

Reaching out with clawed hands, she spun back around and latched onto the monster’s back as it crested the surface. She sucked in a deep breath. The creature let out a groaning rumble, and plunged down into the depths—carrying her with it.

This thing was no shark; that much was certain. Its back was hard, and lined with chitinous spikes that dug into her belly. It had stubby paddles for legs, and a long, slender tail, tipped in spiky fins. There was something else that drew her attention though—more than its horrifically deadly form.

A faint glow emanated from beneath the sea monster’s armoured, scaly hide. An amber glow.

Straddling its back, tearing aside the thick scales, she found what she was looking for. Wispy tendrils of the stuff, weaving its way deep into the creature’s body. Yup. That was arlium, alright.

She pressed the palm of her hand against it.

A shiver swept over her. Oh that felt good.

The monster groaned, and thrashed from side to side beneath her. Its flesh sagged. Blood clouded the water. One last shuddering groan, and it was over. Releasing her hold on the depleted husk, she kicked toward the surface, feeling a combination of horror over what she’d just done, and a lingering sense of…satisfaction. As if she’d just eaten a really good meal. Except this was a hunger that was not so easily sated. She wanted more.

Saskia swam the remainder of the distance to the shore unmolested. She hauled herself up onto the rocks, and lay there, feeling the wonderful touch of warm sunlight against her skin.

This was not a particularly large island. She could see the entirety of it on her minimap. It was high and craggy; a twisted finger, black and gold and sickly green. Gnarled, misshapen trees hunched over windswept rocks. Grasses and ferns clung to shadowy cracks. Raucous, screechy birds nested in the cliffs and branches, and flapped overhead.

The shining structure atop the island…now that was something she hadn’t seen before. It looked grown rather than made. Of course, so did most elven buildings, so she couldn’t be positive. But its colour was what really got her attention. Was that…arlium? It sure looked like arlium. And the fact that the aquatic predator’s body had contained arlium…

Maybe this was the source.

The arlium flower was one of the most beautiful things she’d ever seen. Beautiful and mysterious. Was it a worldseed? And if so, the seed of…what?

Fantasinating though it was, not even this oddity could hold a spot in the forefront of her mind right now. With the immediate danger out of the way, her thoughts once again turned inward. Examining her diverging memory strands, she tried to make sense of the chaos.

Her most recent memories from Earth seemed…shorter than those from Arbor Mundi. She—the other Saskia—had been back on Earth for about three and a half months before she went to EXP. Meanwhile, four or five months had passed on Arbor Mundi since the showdown at Spindle—the point at which their memories diverged.

And yet, that didn’t jive with the fact that time seemed to have progressed at roughly the same rate on the two worlds, prior to the split. Her time on Arbor Mundi before the Spindle incident had matched the time that had passed on Earth during her absence, give or take a few days.

Could there have been a long delay between Spindle and her re-emergence on Earth? A time her Earth counterpart couldn’t remember?

Her oracle clock seemed to disagree with that notion. It had been present on both worlds, and it had shown no such time-skip. In fact…

A quick check of her clock confirmed her suspicions. Just over a month had passed since EXP. The missing time came after her memories of Earth ended. And those memories had ended just as she’d been about to take another plunge into the between.

Human Saskia had entered the between before her. When she—troll Saskia—had followed, she’d received these new memories up to the time of her doppelgänger’s last entry. If her hunch was correct, their memories would transfer each time they entered the between, but unless they entered at the same time, they wouldn’t be perfectly in sync. One would always lag the other. That being the case, her human self wouldn’t learn about this split until the next time she went into the between, and received a fresh download of trollish memories.

There had, of course, been the dreams as well. Dreams she now knew to be real memories, leaking between worlds. But the dreams were intermittent, unreliable. The bandwidth of their everyday link to the between—to their shared undermind—was too low, it seemed, for a full sync-up every time they slept.

This was all very strange, but what did it mean for her, here on Arbor Mundi? Well, nothing in the short term. But in the long term, there were…possibilities.

Hey there, other me, she thought. If you remember this, how about you see if the Internet, or our nerdy friends, can come up with a solution to the problem of plugging arlium volcanos. And rooting out invisible assassins. And defeating gods. And getting elves and dwarves to stop hating each other. And…well, you know as well as I do what problems I—we—face. Thanks in advance!

It would probably be many months before she received an answer, if she ever did. And by then, things might have changed, rendering any newfound knowledge obsolete. Still, there was no harm in trying. Her Earthly counterpart had plenty of problems of her own to deal with, especially after this latest incident at the convention centre, but hopefully she and her friends could spare an hour or two for a bit of research.

“Sashki, are you alive? Can you hear me?” It was Ruhildi, contacting her through the oracle voice link.

Saskia jumped into Ruhildi’s head, and saw a group of concerned-looking faces gazing out through the dragon’s ribcage. They were circling around at the base of Pinnacle, flying low over herds of long-legged, bushy-tailed beasts grazing in a field, being tended by a pair of grey-skinned trolls. The trolls looked up at the dragon, open-mouthed.

Presumably, her friends were searching the place Saskia would have landed if she hadn’t tentaported away.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” she said. “I did that…thing again. The weird teleportation thing. And now I’m on an island who-knows-where. By the way, tell that donkhole, Rover Dog, thanks for nothing! He almost got both of us killed!”

Kveld, who was also in on the conversation, sagged in visible relief. Zarie, who had never seen Saskia teleport, just looked confused. Meanwhile, Ruhildi snorted, and relayed the message to Rover Dog.

“Princess had fun,” said Rover Dog. “I could tell.”

Though she hated to admit it, their escapades had been fun. Ridiculous, destructive fun. On the other hand, they’d just incurred the wrath of Queen Atka, and by extension, the whole of Cloudtop—not to mention possibly causing the deaths of some innocent trolls when the airship came crashing down. And now here she was, stuck on this island with nothing but her own skin. It had not been worth it.

They soon located her gear, which had fallen to the ground without her. That was something, at least. It would have been a shame to lose Jarnbjorn and its matching gauntlet. The wormhide armour had also been through a lot with her.

After that, the discussion turned to how the hell they were going to find her. After she described the island and the strange arlium structure atop it, Rover Dog’s eyes filled with recognition.

“Fireflower Isle,” he said. “Deep in Silver Sea.”

Saskia let out a sigh of relief. “So you know where it is then? How far is it?”

“Day of hard flying,” said Rover Dog, after Ruhildi had relayed her message.

“Assuming you don’t have to fight off angry flying trows on the way,” she said.

An unearthly screech rang out from above, and Saskia drew in a breath at the sight of a swarm of angry red dots on her minimap, spiralling down toward them.

“I just had to go and say that, didn’t I?” she said. “Get out of there! You’ve got company.”

Before she even finished speaking, Zarie was doing just that. They shot away on a stream of wind and lightning, skimming through a wide green valley with five angry roptir-riders on their tail. Word had gotten around already, it seemed, and now it wasn’t just the Pinnacle flyers in pursuit.

Once they had gotten a decent lead, they rose back up into the cover of the clouds and changed direction. The roptirs dispersed, and Saskia felt as if she could breathe again. The dragon began its long journey north, to Fireflower Isle.

“Fly safe, guys,” she told them. “I’ll be waiting.”

Making sure they still had access to her minimap, she did the oracle equivalent of minimising that window, and returned her full attention to what her own eyes and ears were perceiving.

There was nothing for her to do now but explore this island. She was hardly going to just lie here and twiddle her thumbs. Besides, she needed to find food and fresh water, and hopefully shelter too.

Rising from her warm perch on the rocks, she began to scramble up the nearby cliffside. At the top of the cliff was a long gully running between two vertical walls of rock. She was halfway through the gully when she came to a halt, her eyes drawn to several streaks of amber running down the flaky, crumbling walls of dirt and rock. The veins gave off a faint, but unmistakeable glow.

Reaching for the arlium with hungry hands, she let out a gasp. She could feel the stuff sliding through her pores like liquid fire. This was…this was too much. And yet she couldn’t stop. A violent shudder swept over her. And not just her. The rock wall was vibrating, rumbling, cracking, popping. A patter of dirt and stones rained from above. And a dark orange glow suffused the ground at her feet, reddening with each passing moment.

Oh. Crap. That new light isn’t arlium…

Drawing on every bit of willpower she had, she released her hold on this delicious source of light and magic, and stumbled out of the gully, her whole body quivering; yearning. She weaved her way between falling rocks, amidst a hail of stones, a shroud of billowing dust, and a cacophony of thunderous crashes.

Emerging into the light, she sprawled in the dirt, coughing and sneezing, and gazed up in dazed bewilderment as one side of the gully sagged like a deflating balloon, filling up the gap with fallen rocks and detritus.

A part of her railed against her own stupidity. Great job, Einstein. You almost brought a wall of rock down on your own head! The vein must have run deep. What if it went all the way down? An absurd image flashed into her mind: of herself hoovering an entire branch worth of arlium into her body; most of it hotter than molten lava.

As the dust cleared, and her tremors subsided, she began to take in her surroundings. She was in a verdant green jungle, resembling the lost islands of her imagination, save for one crucial difference. No, two differences. First, there were no dinosaurs. And second, there was arlium.

Arlium everywhere.

Crystalline chunks of faintly glowing amber littered the ground. It lined streambeds and threaded its way through rocks. And not just rocks, but the things that grew on and around them too; the roots and leaves—even a little rodent scurrying underfoot.

Pushing through the dense undergrowth, she made her way up a steep slope. With each step she took—each leaf or vine or branch she touched—she could feel it seeping into her. She burned. She shivered. Sometimes she fell in a gasping, sweating heap, waiting for the shaking to stop. Then she’d pick herself up and continue on her way, and it would begin all over again.

This shouldn’t be possible. She’d absorbed so much arlium that her body should be bursting at the seams. Her size should have tripled. And yet the only visible sign that anything had changed was the amber light leaking through her thick rocky shell. So where had the stuff gone?

Saskia wasn’t the only big, hungry thing on this island. If the growls and rustles and thumps weren’t enough to tell her that, the angry dots on her minimap gave the game away. The biggest and noisiest predators resembled squid-headed elephants, with several tentacles instead of one big trunk. They used these appendages to snatch prey out of trees and shove them into their beaked mouths. She’d call them tentaphants.

No sooner had she taken note of them than one came at her, tentacles flailing.

Saskia looked at the amber glow emanating from the veins beneath its rubbery hide, and tried not to drool. Quick as a blink, she snatched up one of the writhing appendages. Her claws tore into the rubbery flesh, exposing veins of liquid fire beneath. In an instant, they had flowed into her, and the bleeding became a torrent.

The tentaphant’s raspy growl became a roar, then a screech of pain. It lunged forward, attempting to crush her beneath wide, flat hooves. Releasing the tentacle, she rolled aside. Perhaps realising it wasn’t at the top of the food chain in this instance, the beast gave up its assault and galloped away, smashing through the underbrush, sending trees swaying in its wake. Reluctantly, she let it go. There were more easily accessible sources of arlium right here in front of her. No need to kill for it.

For a while, she lost track of time. She ate, drank, answered the call of nature. She slept. But mostly she climbed. She absorbed.

Then she crested the highest hill, near the base of the arlium flower, and stared up in awe—and hunger. She stumbled forward, arms outstretched. It would be so easy…

Oh don’t you dare, warned a rational inner voice. If absorbing a few small veins of arlium nearly brought tonnes of rock down on your head, what do you think will happen if you touch this!?

But it looked so tasty…

At the last moment, she pulled back, gasping, as she struggled to restrain herself. She needed to get away from here. She turned—

And froze. A sickening feeling crept into her bones. Something slithered up the hill toward her. A map marker the darkest shade of violet she’d ever seen.

No, not just one. There were three of them, approaching from different sides. And they were almost upon her.

She stood in horrified confusion. Something was very wrong—something other than the fact that she was about to be eaten. How had she not noticed them earlier? Her minimap had been right there the whole time, and could see for kilometres in every direction. It made no sense!

An awful hoicking, slurping sound filled her ears. In that moment, she knew what she faced, however impossible it seemed.

Not again, she wailed inwardly. I don’t wanna be worm food again.

She scrambled backward in the dirt, every muscle urging her to get away from the looming horrors and their vile, toothless, gaping mouths.

Her back pressed against something smooth and bright. Amber bright. It flowed around her; so warm; so soft—and slid into the rocky pores of her skin.

The violet map markers were gone. As was the sound; the terror. In a moment of crystal clarity, she realised there had been no deepworms coming to eat her. It had been a ruse, to get her to…

All thoughts fled.

For a timeless eternity, she squirmed and thrashed, gasping, revelling in the feeling of this warmth and light pouring into her. A distant voice pleaded with her to get a hold of herself. Was that her own voice, or someone else’s?

Sometimes, she didn’t just feel. She saw. Saw things that only vaguely registered to her blissed out brain, but which she knew to be important.

In her fevered visions, a column of white fire poured from the mouth of a volcanic island, billowing outward as it rose. Dark ash blotted out the sun, and chunks of searing amber rained down into the churning, boiling sea.

The vision shifted. A dragon careened toward the volcano, its wingbeats laboured. Sitting astride its spiny back was a troll, covered head to toe in grey armour. Attached to one arm was an enormous curved shield with a mirrored finish, which he held toward the fire, protecting him from the worst of the radiant heat. In the crook of his other arm sat a tiny figure, clad in the same armour as he.

Something struck the dragon’s wing, searing a hole straight through it. Roaring and flailing, the creature splashed down into the water—where it began to boil alive. Scales fell away from its flank, revealing angry red flesh beneath, darkening even as she watched. Its struggles subsided.

The troll scrambled down the dying dragon’s neck, wavered in indecision for a moment, then lowered his massive shield into the water, using it as a makeshift raft. Tucking his small companion behind him, the troll paddled with great gauntleted hands, bringing them ever closer to the shores of the island.

Soon, his efforts too, grew feeble, and he began to slump forward. His companion—a woman, she realised—grabbed hold of his back with uncanny strength, keeping him from tipping into the water.

They drifted forward for several agonising seconds, until they bumped into the black shores of the tiny island. Stone ruins dotted its steep slopes, amidst rivers of molten lava. Dragging the enormous troll behind one of the ruins, the woman sat there for a long moment, breathing heavily.

Then she took up his shield—holding the oversized thing over her head like an umbrella—and began to climb the steep slope.

The vision shifted again. Now the woman stood before a wall of fire atop the island. She cast the shield aside.

Her armour crumbled away, and she stood naked and wreathed in flames. Her body appeared human, yet divine in its perfection—until her flesh began to char.

She raised a blackened hand skyward.

Again the scene shifted, returning to the base of the island. The column of fire had cooled, and as it cooled, it had gone from searing white to warm amber, solidifying into…

Into a crystal flower.

Behind the stone ruins, the troll began to stir. Rising on unsteady legs, he tore off his helmet, revealing a mass of charred and blistered flesh beneath. Scarlet slitted eyes blinked about in confusion.

There was something about those eyes…

Saskia came back to herself slowly; thoughts meandering toward coherence. She was lying on her back, gazing up at the long tendril of another branch in the sky. It wasn’t Ciendil, but from this distance, she couldn’t have told the difference. She wondered how Baldreg and Garrain and the others were doing back there.

Then she sat bolt upright. What the hell am I doing!?

She lay on the lip of a wide, deep crater. At the base of the crater was a smooth, flat expanse of glowing arlium. For the first time in…well, ever, she felt no urge to absorb that arlium. Overhead, the crystal flower was nowhere to be seen.

“Saskia? Are you there?” This time, the voice pinging her was Kveld’s.

“I…I’m here,” she said. “I think. How long was I…uh, distracted? How close are you now?”

“Rover Dog says we’re nearly there,” said Kveld. “But something’s wrong. We’re all—Ruhildi and Zarie and I—our magic is… And Ruhildi…”

He was silent for a long time, so she prompted him. “Ruhildi…?”

“She’s hurt, Saskia. I don’t ken how much longer she can…”

“What!? Hurt how?”

She leapt into Kveld’s head, and through his eyes, watched as the bone dragon lurched violently from side to side, buffeted by a howling gale. Lightning crackled all around them, arcing from battered wingtips down to the churning sea. Zarie clutched the edges of her seat, eyes wide. Her hair stood on end. Sparks shivered across her skin.

Kveld’s hand, gripping one of the dragon’s ribs, had a black, glossy finish, like polished obsidian. It was obsidian, she realised, or some kind of dark rock. He’d cast the same spell that Mangorn had used in the battle outside Spindle. That was some seriously high-level magic. How had he done that? Why had he done that?

These questions evaporated from her mind the moment Kveld’s gaze turned to Ruhildi. Her friend sat in a rigid pose, clutching her chest and gasping for breath. Her face was ashen; her eyes bloodshot.

Saskia felt suddenly ill. Whatever was happening to Ruhildi—to all of them—it was her fault. The arlium…she couldn’t have absorbed that much arlium without consequences.

Examining her friend via Kveld’s eyes with her medical overlay, she saw that it was even worse than she’d feared. Tendrils of arlium now ran all way through Ruhildi’s body, from head to toe, much as it did in Saskia’s. But unlike Saskia, the dwarf lacked the regenerative ability needed to repair the damage. And unlike the creatures of this island, it hadn’t accumulated slowly. It was tearing her apart from the inside.

She waited anxiously as the dragon soared down from the sky, bringing the dark clouds of a swirling thunderstorm with it as it came in for a rough landing on the rim of the crater. Stepping up to the great bone beast, heart in her throat, she all but tore open its rib cage in her haste to get inside.

They huddled around her friend—even the adorribles, peeking out from an overhead compartment.

“Sashki,” whispered Ruhildi. She swallowed, and a shudder ran through her. “I’m so glad…” Her eyes drooped shut.

The floor trembled, and with a groaning clatter, the dragon sagged and went still.

            

    
        Book 3, Chapter 9: Essence

    
    
    
    
                Leaves rustled in the wind. Branches creaked and swayed. His leaves; his branches, reaching gently skyward, soaking in the warmth of the morning sun.

The great green expanse of Laskwood spread out beneath his boughs. He knew every tree, every burbling creek, each and every nook and cranny. All were precious to him; the lives stirring between and beneath and upon them doubly so.

One of his nestlings clambered up his own sturdy trunk, reaching the high canopy of his crown. The little one was bold; too bold for her own good. One slip and she’d fall to her doom. He could not allow that to happen, so with a creaking groan, he reached out and plucked her from his branches and lowered the wriggling nestling to the leaf-strewn forest floor.

“There you are!” cried out his lifemate, resplendent as always in her flowing day dress. She swept their daughter up into her arms. “Have you been climbing your father again?” She kissed her on the forehead, gave her one last squeeze, and set her down, whereupon the nestling ran off to join her siblings in their rough-and-tumble games.

“Now,” said Nuille, a sly smirk spreading across her lips. “How about I do some climbing of my own? I feel the need to make another nestling.”

His branches reached toward her, and with gentle deftness, untied the laces holding her garment in place, lifting it up over her head.

Clad in naught but her smooth, dappled skin and lustrous hair, she shimmied up his trunk to the crease halfway up its length, which opened wide at her approach. Crawling inside, she smiled up at the leaf-covered alvar swaddled within, waiting with barely contained excitement.

The opening slid shut behind her.


Garrain awoke with a fevered gasp, clutching Nuille tightly. Her eyes blinked open at the same moment. She stared at him, then sighed and tucked her head against his shoulder.

“That was…a very pleasant dream,” she murmured.

“I don’t think it was entirely a dream, my light,” he said, eyeing their present state of sweaty entanglement.

“Whatever it was, I want more.”

“Then you shall have it,” he said. “And some day soon, if luck is with us, we’ll bring those nestlings into the waking world as well.”

The two of them had been dreaming these shared dreams ever since the demon, Saskia, had made his lifemate her vassal. An unintended, but by no means unwelcome, side-effect. He had yet to decide if the dreams were anything more than expressions of their shared desires. Whether prophecy or simple wish fulfilment, sleep certainly came easily to them, knowing what awaited on the other side.

It was only afterward, as they disentwined from one another, that they took note of their surroundings and realised that something peculiar had happened.

“Was that your doing?” asked Nuille, raising her eyebrows at the meadow of colourful wildflowers and green shoots that had sprouted across the floor of their housetree.

“I…wish I could say that it were, my light,” he said, as his own leafy eyebrows ascended his forehead. He could feel essence dancing across the surface of his body, whether he willed it or not. Even as he watched, it seemed to shiver forth from his toes, and more greenery sprang up at his feet.

“It is you!” said Nuille.

“Not by my will,” he insisted. “Something is amiss with my magic.”

“That’s odd. Let me take a look at you.” Peering into his eyes, she cupped his moss-covered chin with her fingers, and immediately, he felt a surge of warmth pass through him. “What on all the arbor…?” she gasped. “I didn’t do that!”

She held up her hand in front of her face. A faint glow suffused it; a light that ordinarily only came forth when she worked her healing touch.

He’d felt that same warmth earlier when they coupled, but at the time he’d assumed it to be a deliberate spell cast on him to heighten his mood. Now, he realised it was something far more troubling. Her magic was acting of its own accord, as was his own.

“It seems you did,” he said. “Whatever is affecting my magic is influencing yours in the same manner. Let us see if the other greenhands also have the same problem, although I suspect we’ll find it rather has to do with a certain demon…”

The first greenhand they roused from her slumber was Nuille’s grandmother, Dieste. They found her in the arms of Amur, the debonair oracle who had been charming his way into the sleepsacks of half the alvessi in Redgrove.

“Really, Grandmother?” said Nuille, after Dieste hustled them out of the sleeping chamber. “Amur must be a quarter your age.”

“Alvessi of all ages have needs, Nuille,” said Dieste, without a hint of shame crossing her smooth face. “What is this intrusion about?”

An alvesse of middle spans, Dieste was among the last surviving members of Nuille’s once-prolific family, and the only one who had agreed to accompany them to New Inglomar. By now, with conditions worsening on the surface, those who had stubbornly remained behind in Wengarlen may already have joined their kin in the Vale of Echoes. It was a troubling notion, but there was little could be done about it now. They had made their choice. Dieste’s presence was a comfort, though. His lifemate had always held a deep fondness for her grandmother, as did he.

“I apologise for the disturbance,” said Garrain. “We merely wish to ascertain whether you are experiencing any…oddities with your magic.” He gestured at the trail of greenery that had followed him into her housetree.

Dieste let out a short, sharp laugh. “Oh, you appear to be leaking highspring all over my floor, young keeper.” Raising her wand, she cast a few simple spells. “No problems here. Perhaps the two of you shouldn’t have been so quick to bind yourselves to that demon trow. Nothing good will come of it, let me tell you.”

For the sake of thoroughness, they visited each of the other greenhands in Redgrove. Few were pleased at the early awakening, and none had any issues containing their magic.

This was all the confirmation he needed. Saskia was the source of their magic, so she must be to blame for this. It was time to hear what she had to say about it. But when he tried to speak to the demon, there was no reply; no indication she had heard him. Through the mysterious bond they shared with her, he was getting a faint sense of…hunger? The word didn’t quite fit, but it was the closest he could come up with.

Growing increasingly desperate, Garrain turned to the oracles for answers. Though not truly her vassals, the oracles sometimes had visions or dreams of the demon who had touched their worldseed. And of all the oracles, Dallim had the closest connection to her.

They found the young oracle in his workshop, standing in a basket, stoking a fire beneath the bag of hot air he called a balloon. According to Saskia, these things would be able to lift people high into the sky—and possibly all the way to another branch. Garrain didn’t know if he’d entrust his life to something so flimsy, but if the alternative was freezing or suffocating…

“Oh it’s…it’s flames…crashing, oh!” muttered the young oracle, speaking in the tongue of Saskia’s people, which Garrain could now understand, thanks to the language magic she shared with her vassals. “Oh, four or five hundred feet into the sky, and it’s a terrific crash, ladies and gentlemen. There’s smoke, and there’s flames, now, and the frame is crashing to the ground, not quite to the mooring mast. Oh, the humanity, and all the passengers screaming around here!”

As was often the case, though Garrain understood the individual words Dallim spoke, he couldn’t make sense of the meaning behind them. They did not, however, sound like the kinds of words he’d want to hear while hanging from a balloon.

“I don’t suppose you have seen what Saskia has been doing lately?” asked Garrain.

“I do be seeing,” said Dallim, without looking up from his work. “I do be seeing the funny-eared garl leaping out from under the Hindenburg. So that went well.”

Garrain exchanged a confused glance with his lifemate.

“I think we’ll have to solve this problem on our own, ardonis,” said Nuille.

As they crossed the causeway to their housetree, dodging a gaggle of frostlings that hopped underfoot, trailing icicles, Garrain came to a sudden halt. An idea had just taken root in his mind. “I believe I have deduced the nature of our…condition.”

“You have?” said Nuille. “Then enlighten me, oh wise keeper of mine.”

“The problem is one of essence,” he said. “There is simply too much of it. Before today, Saskia supplied a stream of essence for us to draw upon, but it has become a flooded river, bursting at its banks. We can no longer contain the flow by will alone, and so it…spills forth, to unpredictable effect.”

“That sounds…both good and bad,” she said. “Bad if it continues to leak out. But if we can find a way to control it…”

“That is precisely what I was thinking,” he agreed.

“Let’s try to burn off some of our excess essence with some directed spell flinging,” said Nuille. “A duel, perhaps?”

“A duel would be…most perilous, given our condition,” said Garrain. “But your suggestion is otherwise sound. Through our spells, we might regain balance.”

They hurried out into a quiet, secluded part of the grove, plants and fungi unfurling out of the damp dirt in their wake. Morchi, their constant shadow, followed at a safe distance, looking rather perturbed by the greenery springing up around him.

Garrain began with a small, harmless cantrip, bringing forth a swarm of light-giving fire gnats.

And there was light; great spinning, coiling swarms of light billowed forth from his hands, encircling the trees and spilling up toward the distant ceiling and out over Redgrove—and beyond. Numbers beyond counting; beyond credulity.

Morchi, who would ordinarily try to chase his master’s summoned fire gnats, simply sat there, his eyes darting around wildly. Nuille, who had been in the midst of summoning her own fire gnats, broke off her spell, staring at Garrain with a look of shock. The three of them were not the only ones to be treated to this unexpected spectacle. Cries of alarm sounded across New Inglomar as its residents awoke under an abruptly bright sky.

With a supreme effort of will, Garrain severed the spell’s supply of essence, and the innumerable motes of light began to wink out.

“That is the weakest spell I know,” he said after the sky went dark once more.

“Fuck!”

“I would be more than happy to, but before we do, we need to regain control of our magic.”

She poked out her tongue at him. “We should try some stronger spells. Ones that draw a lot more essence. They may be less likely to escape our grasp.”

“But the consequences if they do—”

“Can hardly be any worse than what will happen if we do nothing. We’d best separate for this, though. You…should wait here.”

Worriedly, he watched as she stalked off into the undergrowth.

Her idea was worth the attempt, though. As for stronger spells, there was one that certainly qualified. Pressing his hands against the trunk of a wide, sturdy blackroot tree, he channelled the bountiful flow of essence into the form he had in mind; a spell he’d called upon once before—and that which he’d dreamt about last night. The spell had no official name, but he called it greenwalk.

The blackroot tree shuddered and flexed. Its branches creaked and flailed about. He hadn’t yet joined with the tree, and already it was responding to his will. The leaves and twigs across his own body reached toward its branches, eager to begin the joining.

A great groaning, rustling sound filled the air around him. Glancing back, he saw to his shock that another tree was also stirring awake. No, not just another. Throughout the grove, trees and fungal towers were trembling and shuddering, flexing stalks, shifting branches and rustling leaves. Roots lifted from the soil. As one, they began to shuffle toward him.

Garrain stared, frozen in place as they closed in, reaching for him with gnarled branches. Eyeing the approaching trees warily, Morchi drew closer, pressing up against his back.

Ending the spell was far more difficult than it should have been. It was as though the spell had taken on a life of its own, and didn’t want to be halted. Finally, and with great reluctance, the trees shook from side to side as roots once more burrowed into the soil.

He stood there for a long moment, waiting for his heart to calm itself.

Turning his mind inward, he was relieved to discover that the essence leakage had greatly diminished. But his relief was short-lived. While his spell had drained off some of the essence threatening to bubble forth, there was more where it came from—substantially more. Whatever Saskia was doing out there to cause this, she hadn’t finished yet. All too soon, he’d be right back where he started.

Unless he kept the spell going permanently.

It occurred to him that he could command a warband of awakened guardian trees to bolster Redgrove’s defences—or strike at their enemies. Yes, the more he thought about it, the more he liked that idea. The dwarrows would disapprove, but they would just have to learn to live with it. With the assassin still out there somewhere, and a rival colony determined to wipe the alvari from the arbor, his people needed every bit of help they could get. The fact that it would also keep his magic under control was all the justification he needed.

Casting the spell a second time, he concentrated on holding the trees and fungi in place. At first, there were a few stubborn individuals who uprooted themselves and slithered across the forest floor toward Garrain and a very nervous Morchi. He pressed his will down upon them, and they slid to a halt.

Satisfied that they were all still and obedient, he commanded them to move again. First one, then gradually increasing in number, until all of them were moving back and forth in a simple, repeated pattern. From there, he tried some more complex movements, and different actions, such as swinging their branches, and climbing slopes.

This was almost too easy. The essence pouring into this grand magic defied belief, and yet he knew he could draw even more if he could only find some outlet for it. He was a little concerned Saskia might burn up, considering how she’d reacted last time he’d worked the same magic on a much smaller scale. Then again, she had told him that had become less of a problem after she’d consumed more foci.

A short time later, Nuille returned, spattered in blood and ichor. Dark veins crawled across her face.

“Don’t ask,” she hissed.

He didn’t ask.

She raised her eyebrows at his newly awakened army. “I wish I could do that. So much…cleaner than what I had to do. And your spell keeps on draining essence, which is exactly what we need right now.”

Eyeing his lifemate’s blood-soaked form, he could see this was going to be a problem. Nuille wouldn’t tell him what she’d done to burn off her essence, but he could guess. It hadn’t involved healing; that much was certain. Healing spells required precise control and attention to detail, but they didn’t draw upon large amounts of essence. That was why most tenders used wands as foci, rather than the staves favoured by keepers. No, today, she had clearly unshackled the dark half of her magic. The problem was that if she had to resort to cruorgy just to burn off essence, they would soon run out of wildlife for her to slaughter.

Eventually, he may be able to teach Nuille the greenwalk spell. In principle, there was nothing preventing her from learning any of his advanced magic. She had less experience with combat and plant-based magic than he did, choosing to specialise in the healing arts—until she’d forsaken her vows, and had turned to cruorgy to save his life in the cavern beneath Wengarlen. All it would take to learn his spells was time and practice, now that she had tapped into the same bountiful supply of essence as he. But time was something they didn’t have. There had to be another way.

“Thondberg’s hairy armpit! This is your doing! That light show has the whole town in an uproar, and now this!?” The voice came from Baldreg, who was stalking between the shifting trees with his crossbow drawn, accompanied by an elder female dwarrow with a slender blade. At the sight of Nuille, his eyes bulged. “What happened to you?”

She glared at him. “Pray that you never find out, Baldreg.”

Breathing a silent sigh, Garrain did his best to explain the situation.

Baldreg’s scowl deepened. “We’ve enough problems of our own already, without having to worry about being stepped on by a bollocking tree.”

“These trees may be our best line of defence against our enemies,” said Garrain. “And as I already told you, without their presence, my magic might produce something even more…spectacular, in defiance of my will. You wouldn’t like that, I assure you.”

“No,” said Baldreg. “Like as not, I would not like that. Just…see that no harm comes to anyone in New Inglomar.”

“We wish no harm on your people—or our own,” he told the dwarrow. “This is as unsettling for us as it is for you.”

“I doubt that,” said Baldreg. “But I didn’t just come here to rant at you. I came to deliver the bad news personally.”

Garrain sighed. The news was always bad, of late. “Very well, let me hear it.”

“We’ve tallied the losses, and ’tis worse than we feared. Another two hundred dwarrows have defected to Grindlecraw’s new colony in Hilterbunt. The flow of new arrivals has slowed to a trickle, and those that come bring word that Grindlecraw’s dwarrows have been spreading propaganda throughout the ’Neath, announcing the formation of ‘New Torpend,’ as he fancies it. It has been barely a fiveday since he left—not enough time for word to reach the ’Neath. Methinks you ken what that means.”

“He planned this all in advance,” said Garrain.

“Aye,” said Baldreg. “And he picked the right place to focus his propaganda. Those who have yet to venture into the Outer Hollows are less inclined to look upon your people with fondness than we are.”

Garrain gave a bitter chuckle. “Because the dwarrows of New Inglomar are our most fervent admirers.”

“I’m sensing…now what is the word the Caesitor uses for it?”

“Sarcasm,” said Nuille. “It is an acquired taste.”

“Aye, sarcasm,” said Baldreg. “Now as I were saying, most of those remaining behind in the ’Neath, being predisposed to hating the alvari, will be joining Grindlecraw’s colony over ours. ’Tis inevitable. There are a fair lot of them, and they are fair tough. They have to be tough to survive down there in present climes. It won’t be long afore they have us outnumbered, and with stronger fighters besides. That leaves us with a serious dilemma.”

“Whether to attack now, while they are weak,” said Garrain. “Or wait until they’ve grown too strong to oppose. At which point you can be assured they will strike at us without mercy.”

“Aye,” said Baldreg. “If we attack first, many of our people won’t be happy about it. We’ll stoke the fires of unrest. There’ll be more defections. And sure as shite, even if we slaughter Grindlecraw and every one of his followers, and raze their colony to the ground, another group of malcontents will rise in their place. But if we don’t strike early, we lose. ’Tis one of those situations where no matter what we do, it will hurt us.”

“We will just have to ensure it hurts them more,” said Garrain.

Baldreg frowned. “I will have to think upon this. I ken what the Caesitor would say. And Ruhildi would stand with her. But the Caesitor is too…” He trailed off, clearly unwilling to criticise the object of his worship.

Garrain spoke the words he couldn’t. “Saskia is too kind-hearted to face the harsh realities of our world. To do what must be done.”

Baldreg grimaced. “So we are in agreement, then? If we choose the…bloody option, you will support us?”

Garrain glanced at Nuille, who inclined her head at him. “I would need to consult with my people, but I think they will follow our lead on this.”

“Good. You will hear my decision soon enough. Until then, get your shite in order, alvari!” Sending them one last scowl, Baldreg and his dwarrow escort strode away.

Back in Redgrove, Garrain positioned the guardian trees and fungi outside their housetree. He wasn’t yet certain of his range of control, and nor did he know what would happen when he fell asleep. Ordinarily, a spell would fade along with his consciousness, but now he wasn’t so sure. Either way, it would be prudent to have them close at hand at first, in case of any further surprises.

Thrice more throughout the day, Nuille headed out to…well, he didn’t really want to know the details of what she was doing.

Further efforts to get answers from Saskia proved fruitless, so there was nothing to be done but try to get some sleep, and hope for the best. For a brief, blissful time, their dreams once again intertwined, and his worries melted away.

Then he awoke to the awful sight of his lifemate shivering and convulsing, her flesh flowing like sand across crackling bones.

“Oh…oh deus,” he said. “Wake up! Wake up, my light!”

She blinked up at him with the slitted eyes of a malkin. They changed colour and form even as he watched—from amber slits to red-ringed circles, to orbs as black as deepest night. “Ardonis?” murmured the shifting form lying in the sleepsack beside him. “What’s happening? I feel…strange.”

He carried her out the door, feeling his own leafy flesh tingle as her rampaging magic tried to slither into him. The awakened trees and fungi were exactly where he’d left them. They stirred at his approach, leaves and fronds rustling in the cool, dank air. Dieste, who had offered to stand watch while they slept, stared at the bundle of shifting flesh in his arms. “What is that…?” Her eyes widened.

“Stay away!” he cried. “I don’t know what her magic might do to you if you draw near.”

Morchi leapt down from a high branch, and sniffed at them. Garrain swatted his friend away, drawing a startled yowl from the grawmalkin.

Trying to calm his whirling thoughts, Garrain ordered one of the smaller, faster awakened trees to pick him and his precious cargo up and bear them away, while the rest lumbered after them.

“It’ll be alright, my light,” he said. “Once you regain control of your magic, you can revert to your true form, don’t you worry.”

“My…true form? What am I now? I can’t…I can’t see very well…” Her voice changed to a husky growl.

“You are Nuille,” he said. “You will always be Nuille, my light. Please hold onto that. Please.”

He didn’t know if his last plea was to her or to whatever god or gods might be looking out for him now that the Arbordeus had forsaken him.

Once they were away from the populated areas of New Inglomar, he dismounted, and went in search of beasts for her to work her magic on—any outlet would do, as long as it wasn’t her own body.

Near the cavern’s edge, where several underground streams fed into the lake, he came upon a river sloun den. Hurrying back to her side, he carried her to the streambank, and set her gently down outside the den. There were nestlings there, he realised. It was a terrible thing he did, but if it came to a choice between his lifemate and these meek, playful little creatures, there was no real choice.

Nuille extended an appendage that changed from hand to paw to pincer. He tensed, waiting for her magic to wring out their bodies, turning them into so much meat.

One of the young slouns crept up the slippery bank, and licked at her hand. She shivered, and shrank, and elongated.

And then he was looking down at an identical sloun, pressing a wet nose against her twin.

“Deus!” he whispered, watching her leap into the water, rubbing up against her ‘siblings.’ “Are you still…in there, my light?”

She vaulted up out of the water. And at the crest of the arc, her form shifted once more, changing into a wet—and deliciously unclad—alvesse.

Wordlessly, he clung to her, and she gripped him just as fiercely. They sank onto the damp moss, heedless of the slouns frolicking in the water beside them. For a time, the world went away, and they had eyes only for each other.

As their gasps reached their crescendo, an exasperated voice sounded in his ears. “Oh you’ve got to be frocking…again!?”

            

    
        Book 3, Chapter 10: Waveriders

    
    
    
    
                Dying. Ruhildi was dying and it was all her fault.

Angry tears welled up in her eyes as she paced back and forth along the crater rim. How could she be so stupid!? Fooled by a simple hallucination into absorbing the gigantic mass of arlium that had once towered over this island. Worse, if her suspicions were correct, the trickster who had conjured the illusory deepworms was, in some sense, herself. Her deepest self. Her undermind.

During her recent trips into the between—both her own and that of her human counterpart on Earth—she’d caught brief, confusing glimpses into her undermind’s…well, mind. In so doing, she’d begun to get a sense of its goals and motivations. They were quite simple, really. Her undermind wanted to feed off the magic of this world; to grow stronger; to expand. That was essentially the reason for her existence, from its perspective. She was just a mouth. Or mouthlet, as her father’s keystones called her.

And what better source of magic than a mountain-sized chunk of arlium?

Never mind that the sudden influx of essence brought by all this arlium had played havoc with her vassals. Never mind that it had turned the focus in Ruhildi’s chest against her own body; that it was killing her.

No, why would something so trivial as her friend’s life matter to the undermind? She could just get more vassals.

Except, joke’s on you, my eldritch psychopath, because if Ruhildi dies, the bone dragon isn’t going anywhere. And if we let her die, I quit! I’ll never feed you so much as another grain of arlium. Let’s see how you like that, you stinking pile of tentacles!

She kicked a large rock, sending it tumbling over the edge, where it smashed down onto the smooth expanse of arlium that lined the inside of the crater—all that remained after her recent binge. Had her foot not been made of sterner stuff, she’d have the mother of all stubbed toes. As it was, it simply jolted her out of her thought spiral.

About time too, because this was not helping Ruhildi. She needed to think of something. Do something.

Saskia had already used a portion of their precious supply of arlithite to turbocharge her blood, before feeding it to the unconscious dwarf. It had healed some of the internal damage, but as long as the arlium remained, it would continue to rip and tear at her insides long after the healing effect expired. It would be another day or so before Ruhldi could benefit from another dose of her blood. A bit of healing once a day was better than nothing, but it wouldn’t be enough to offset the damage.

Another obvious solution had been to absorb the arlium into her own body, the same as she’d done to the sea monster and tentaphant and various other animals on this island. After seeing what had happened to the local wildlife, she’d been a little hesitant to extract the stuff from her friend in one fell shloop. But she’d figured the two situations were different enough that it was worth the risk. The creatures of this island had absorbed their arlium slowly over time, as part of their diet, and it had formed an integral part of their internal organs. In her friend, it was a malignant growth; a magical cancer.

And so, after much cringing, she’d cut deep into Ruhildi’s arm to get at a thin strand of faintly glowing amber. She’d pressed a trembling finger against it, and…

Nothing.

No absorption. No euphoric feeling or rush of warmth. And no change to her friend’s condition.

She’d decided it must be because this arlium had come from her in the first place. There was, after all, a lot more of it inside Ruhildi’s body than had been contained in her original focus. This arlium, in some sense, already belonged to Saskia. There was no need, from her undermind’s perspective, to absorb it.

More drastic surgery was out of the question. It had been out of the question even when there had just been a single shard of arlium seated next to her heart. Ruhildi had made it plain that removing it that way would kill her.

What else, then? What can I do? Think, dogramit, think!

What about Nuille? She was a healer.

There was no way for the druidess to heal Ruhildi directly, because they couldn’t get to her. The dragon was currently a limp assemblage of metal and bones stretched out across the crater rim. Ruhildi had tied her command dead spell to the keystone, so that even as she slept, the dragon should have remained animated. The fact that it hadn’t spoke volumes about the severity of her condition. Without the dragon, even getting off this island would be tricky.

No, getting to her wasn’t an option, but Nuille did know a fair bit about healing and magic in general. Maybe she’d think of something Saskia had missed.

Seizing the possibility, Saskia dove into the druidess’s head—and found her engaged in some riverside X-rated activities with Garrain, joined by an audience of playful otter-things.

Yeesh, do they have no shame?

Afterward, the pair told her that they too had been affected by her recent ‘meal,’ with nearly disastrous results. But each of them had found a relatively safe outlet for their excess essence. Saskia didn’t ask if it was sex magic. But it was totally sex magic.

Her view wavered and distorted, sinking toward the ground, and she caught a glimpse of a…paw? Switching to Garrain’s head, she saw that Nuille had turned into a…

Oh wow, she’s so cute!

“Okay, I did not see that coming,” said Saskia, eyeing the slippery little otter rubbing up against Garrain’s feet. “Though I probably should have because druid. How does that even work? Where does all your extra body mass go when you shrink down like that? Or do you become some kinda super-dense otter? What if you turn into a tiny bug? Or a microbe? A virus? Would you still weigh as much as your original form, creating a black hole…okay, don’t try that.”

Returning to her elven form, Nuille blinked in confusion. “I…don’t know what you’re talking about. The sloun is the first stable form I’ve been able to take. I haven’t had time to try another. I was…busy.”

“Oh yeah,” said Saskia. “Getting busy, alright. Look, I’m sorry I messed up your magic, and I’m glad you managed to sort it out. But Ruhildi wasn’t so fortunate…” She went on to describe the situation.

Nuille sighed. “I’m not sure what help I can offer. What the forge master did to Ruhildi when he implanted her focus inside her body—that’s far beyond my expertise. Removing shard would have been risky at best, even before it became…something else.”

“I know,” said Saskia. “And I already tried absorbing it into my own body, the way I did to your foci. Didn’t work.”

“I wonder…” said Nuille. “What if this is simply reaction to the essence overflow that has been affecting us all?”

“Obviously it’s some kind of reaction to that…stupid, stupid, stupid thing I did,” said Saskia. “But none of you have arlium creeping through your bodies.”

“What I mean is: it has affected myself and Garrain in different ways, because our magic is subtly different, even though we are both greenhands. It stands to reason that a necrourgist would have her own unique reaction.”

Garrain drew in a breath. “But a necrourgist has mastery over…”

“Death,” said Nuille. “That is my point, ardonis.”

Saskia drew in a sharp breath. “You think her reaction to an overabundance of essence is to frocking die?”

Nuille winced. “It was just a thought. But if that is so, you should be able to undo it, simply by cutting off her supply of essence.”

Saskia smacked her palm against her forehead. “Why didn’t I think of that? It’s so easy. I can do it right here and now.”

And so she did, at the press of a virtual button on her oracle interface.

“Thank you so much, Nuille! Now I’ve got to go and see if it helped.”

Returning to the dragon, she saw that Kveld had lain Ruhildi down in the back of the cabin, near the keystone, swaddled in a pile of blankets. He sponged off her face with a damp cloth, under the supervision of nine fuzzy white critters lurking in the overhead compartments.

Saskia’s hope died the moment she looked at her friend through her medical interface. The tendrils of arlium were still there, slowly flexing and expanding; still wreaking havoc on her organs.

If it were the essence overload triggering this reaction, removing the supply should have had some effect. It hadn’t. That meant this was something different; something unique; something she still had no clue how to fix.

“Fuck!” she whispered. Her lips trembled, and a fresh round of tears formed in the corners of her eyes.

Kveld patted her on the arm. “Don’t lose hope, Saskia. She’s fair tough. We’ll find a way…”

She drew in a shuddering breath. “I just…I thought I had something there.”

“I’ll take another look at the keystone library,” said Kveld. “Mayhap there’s a spell or…”

Looking at Kveld, she saw that he’d reverted to his obsidian form. This spell drew enough essence to keep him from losing control of his magic. It was one of the few stoneshaper spells that were both essence-heavy and entirely defensive in nature, so it was a good choice, even if it made him look like a golem.

Zarie didn’t have it so easy. She stood on the far side of the crater, surrounded by a perpetual stormcloud. Now that Saskia thought about it, she could just cut off the tempest’s magic as well—and that of her other vassals, if they chose.

In fact, that might not be their only option. What if there was a way to throttle the essence supplied to all of her vassals without cutting it off completely? Before today, that had been happening automatically without her input, but apparently everything had been thrown out of whack after she absorbed a mountain of arlium. Her oracle interface gave her a little blue mana vial for each vassal that acted as an on-off switch for their magic. But there was no reason to assume they had to be buttons. What if they were slider bars instead; like volume controls, but for essence instead of sound?

Sure enough, with a quick mental tweak, she was able to change the amount of bubbling blue liquid in Zarie’s vial. She moved it to about half full.

“How’s that, Zarie?” she asked, via their oracle link.

“How is…what?” A look of realisation crossed the mer woman’s face. “Oh! My magic is more stable now, yes?”

“Yeah, but is there still too much essence? Or not enough?”

The tempest dispelled the thundercloud. “I can feel…more than before, but I can hold it in now.”

“So, about right then, I guess,” concluded Saskia. “Let me know if you need more—or less. I can change the level any time.”

After consulting with her other vassals, she dialed back their essence supply as well—except Garrain, who said he wanted to use it to maintain his ‘guardian trees.’ Because they were a thing now, apparently. Giant stompy trees could be a useful defence against any assassins who came knocking, so why not?

Then she looked at Ruhildi’s empty mana vial, sighed, and raised it to the quarter mark. It didn’t seem to change anything, but Saskia figured having access to something close to her normal flow of essence wouldn’t do her any harm, at least.

She was almost out of ideas. As expected, the keystone offered no clues as to what exactly had happened or how to reverse it. She could think of no way to revoke the vassal bond, short of removing her mouthlet from this world—permanently. Desperate though she was, she wasn’t going to kill herself on the off chance it might help her friend.

There was one more thing she could think of, but it was a long shot.

Curling up next to Ruhildi, she pressed her hand on the keystone, and asked it to send the two of them into the shared dreamspace of the between. Not physically, of course—just their sleeping minds.

Sure enough, she soon found herself in the warm, murky depths, trailing a thick tangle of glowing tentacle-vines. The light was so bright down here, it was almost painful.

On the end of a smaller coil of vines hung the limp form of her friend. Ruhildi’s skin was translucent, her skull and bones shining beneath it. Taking hold of the dwarf’s shoulders, she shook her gently. Ruhildi’s eyelids fluttered, but did not open. At her touch, the glowing tendrils attached to her friend’s spine writhed and flexed, boring a little deeper into her. That could not be good. Even as she watched, they seemed to be thickening and…sprouting?

Experimentally, she tugged at one of the vines. With surprisingly little effort, it came free in her hand.

Immediately, Ruhildi began to jerk and thrash in her arms. Her friend’s mouth opened and closed. No sound emerged, and her eyes remained shut, but it was clear from her facial expression that she was in pain.

The dwarf seemed to waver, and then it was as if she was looking at an ethereal image of her friend, dark instead of light, superimposed over her original body, but slightly out of sync. As she watched, the two seemed to separate.

In that moment, she knew what she had to do. Still holding the flailing vine, she plunged it into Ruhildi’s dark, spectral image.

There was a blinding light, and then—

Saskia jolted awake. She could feel the memory of her dream slipping away like sand through an hourglass. What had just happened? Had it worked? Checking her friend, her heart sank. Ruhildi remained still and silent, her breaths so faint, Saskia could barely feel them against the skin of her hand.

A mouth-watering aroma filled the air. Rover Dog handed her the roasted leg of a large animal, dripping with juices. She tore into it, feeling more than a little guilty that she could be enjoying this meal while her friend lay dying at her side.

“I have suggestion,” said Rover Dog, watching her eat. “Sages of Skaenwyr Isles may possess secret for healing friend squishy.”

“The mer?” said Saskia. “I heard they were good at alchemy, but what could they do that Nuille couldn’t?”

“Waverider sages talk to echoes. Learn many secrets.” He gave a trollish shrug. “Just possibility.”

“Echoes? You mean souls of the dead? Like I did with my father?” Something else about his words tickled at her mind, but she couldn’t remember why. She turned to Zarie. “What do you think? Would your people know how to heal her?”

“My people, no,” said Zarie. “But these mer are not my people. We should ask them, yes?”

Saskia closed her eyes and pulled in a long breath. It was a faint hope, but a hope nonetheless. “Okay, let’s do this. But how will we get Ruhildi there? We can’t fly, obviously.”

“I will go to them,” said Zarie. “I will bring back a boat.”

“Not boat,” said Rover Dog. “Waveriders cross sea another way.”

Saskia frowned. “How? Do they have something that can carry Ruhildi?”

Rover Dog nodded. “You will see.”

Turning to Zarie, she asked, “You think you can make it to these other islands?”

The mer met her gaze with a resolute expression. “I am tempest. Water is no barrier to me.”

“Thank you so much, Zarie,” said Saskia, blinking away the tears forming in her eyes. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” She looked at Rover Dog and Kveld. “All of you.”

Offering her a sympathetic smile, the tempest gathered up a few supplies to take with her. Just as Zarie was about to leave, Kveld ran after her. The dwarf was no longer in obsidian form, though Saskia had left enough essence for him that he could recast the spell should the need arise.

“Wait!” he said. When Zarie turned to him, his face went beet red. “I…I will see you safely to the shore.”

Zarie looked at him blankly. “I can defend myself against a few wild beasts, yes?”

“I…” said Kveld. “I don’t… I…och bollocks. I mean, I ken you can fight. ’Tis just…safer this way.”

Smooth moves, Romeo, thought Saskia.

A faint smile crossed Zarie’s lips. “If you insist. Run with me. And do try to keep up, yes?” Wind whistled around the tempest. She turned and dashed off down the slope, her feet barely touching the ground.

The dwarf sprinted after the mer, moving surprisingly quickly for one clad in heavy armour. Hopefully Zarie wouldn’t toy with him too much. Her people had funny ideas about testing prospective mates. Saskia took a couple of quick peeks at them as they made their way down to shore—just to check if they were okay.

Yup, that was the only reason. Definitely.

Damn, not so much as a peck on the cheek. You need to up your game, dude. Oh well. Maybe next time.

Without a backward glance at the dwarf, Zarie summoned a vortex of air, and stepped out onto the surface of the water, heading for distant shores.

Over the next couple of days, Saskia watched as the tempest glided across the churning windswept seas, guided by a shared minimap and Rover Dog’s directions. Zarie walked through a storm not of her making, and out the other side. She endured the baking sun and chilly nights—all while wearing nothing but a small bag of supplies and the air itself. After more than thirty hours without sleep, she slept for six hours on a tiny, rocky, deserted island in the middle of nowhere.

During waking hours, Saskia dialed up her essence supply almost to its maximum. Zarie was burning so much of it just to keep herself aloft and surrounded by a repelling vortex, there was no reason to hold back.

Late on the second day, as she entered the outer waters of the Skaenwyr Isles, she nearly came undone. Dark shapes rose up in the water beneath her, and the tangerine glow of projected danger filled the air.

“Look out!” shouted Saskia through their voice link.

But Zarie was already one step ahead of her. Swept up a vortex of shrieking air, the tempest launched herself skyward, even as fingers of lightning arced down around her, striking the gaping, toothy maws of the great serpents that breached the surface. How she managed to avoid striking herself with those lightning bolts, Saskia had no idea. The first group of tempests she herself had faced in Dwallondorn hadn’t been nearly so competent. Then again, those tempests had had a lot less essence to work with.

Lightning was all it took, in this instance. One serpent bobbed belly-up in the water, while the rest dove straight back down and didn’t come back. Smart serpents.

Zarie landed lightly on the water, and glided forward, the tips of her toes making twin trails in the frothing water. She looked remarkably unfazed by the close encounter.

“How can you be so calm in the face of…that, and yet so terrified of the fluffy little adorribl—uh, frostlings?” asked Saskia.

“Frostlings would freeze solid the sea, devour those creatures, and build nests in their carcasses,” said Zarie.

“You’re…not wrong,” admitted Saskia, remembering what they’d done to the deepworm in the mountain cave. “But they’re so cute! How can you be scared of anything so cute?”

Zarie let out a huff of air. “You will be scared when they eat your face, yes?”

“Eh. It’d grow back.”

“Trows,” muttered Zarie.

Ruhildi, meanwhile, continued to fade a little more each day. Saskia couldn’t bear to see her like this; to watch helplessly while her friend withered away before her eyes. All she could do was be here for her; mop her brow, clean her soiled blankets, and try to get some food and liquid down her throat. Whether Ruhildi lived or died was out of her hands. It was all up to Zarie now.

On the evening of the second day, the tempest came upon a trio of mer, standing on what looked like a tiny, barren island…except…

Yup, it was moving, alright. The island wobbled from side to side, and a jet of water sprayed into the air. Only then, did Saskia realise what she was looking at.

It was a whale. Or a creature that somewhat resembled a whale, with a wide, pock-marked back, and short, stubby flippers that rarely surfaced.

The whale riders were staring at Zarie in frank astonishment, gesticulating wildly. Unlike her, they wore loincloths, bras, and colourful headdresses. Zarie calmed the storm surging around her, and stepped onto the creature’s back. The three mer women lowered their bodies in clear supplication. They spoke in high, excited voices, though neither Zarie nor Saskia could understand what they were saying—yet.

“Keep them talking,” said Saskia. “My translator will kick in soon enough. I think they believe you to be some sort of goddess, or higher being…”

It wasn’t long before she—and by extension, her vassal—began to make sense of their words. The Waveriders called her a spirit walker, which seemed a bit odd, but whatever.

“You mean tempest, yes?” said Zarie.

One of the mer women tipped her head in the negative, and said that Zarie walked with the spirits of the sea. This was all very interesting, but they were on a clock here. At Saskia’s prompting, the tempest managed to turn the conversation to the issue of why she was there and what she needed from them; that it was a matter of life and death.

The Waveriders were surprisingly eager to help, and waved aside any suggestion of payment. In short order, they were on their way back to Fireflower Isle.

Two days later, Saskia and her friends were boarding the whale in front of some very confused mer. They had seen trolls before, but they didn’t know what to make of the dwarves—especially the sick one. This time, Saskia had to leave the adorribles behind. Couldn’t have the little murderfloofs freezing—and quite possibly devouring—their ride.

Journeying by whale was a surprisingly smooth experience. The great beast’s gentle movements didn’t induce the same sense of sea-sickness that boats did, and there was plenty of room to move about on the beast’s back, even for a troll. Saskia, however, was in no mood to appreciate any of that. She had eyes only for her friend. “Just a little longer,” she murmured, over and over; a mantra to calm her roiling thoughts.

On their third day at sea, a trio of green, craggy islands loomed on the horizon, and Saskia finally felt the tension begin to seep out of her muscles. Maybe the mysterious sages of the Skaenwyr Isles could help. Maybe they couldn’t. One way or another, she’d find out soon enough.

As they drew close to the largest of the three islands, inhabitants of a seaside village gathered on the shore, pointing and waving and shouting and singing.

The whale drew up next to the docks, where a crowd of excited, curious mer came to greet the new arrivals. Saskia felt a few curious glances on her, but it was Zarie who drew the most attention. Wind swirled about her, and she rose up into the air, hovering a few centimetres off the ground.

“We have need of a sage,” Zarie told her awestruck audience. “You can bring one to us, yes?”

Saskia gently lifted Ruhildi’s stretcher, cradling it in her arms as she stepped down onto the creaking platform. She set her friend down in a shady spot beneath a wide-leafed tree, and waited impatiently as the mer went to fetch someone who could help them.

Ruhildi stirred slightly, and began to mutter something in her sleep. Saskia leaned down, suddenly attentive. This was the first sign of life she’d seen in days.

Then her friend began to convulse. Foam issued from her lips. Her limbs jerked and flailed so hard, it took the combined efforts of Kveld and Rover Dog to hold her down.

Through her medical interface, Saskia could see spidery tendrils of arlium twisting, writhing, worming their way deep inside her friend’s skull. Ruhildi was gasping out her last breaths before her very eyes, and there was nothing she could do about it.

“I’m so s-sorry,” choked Saskia, stroking back her friend’s matted hair, silently cursing her claws, which, as always, were getting in the way. “We tried, Ruhildi. We tried. I don’t know what to do. Tell me what I need to do. If I have to storm the gates of your Halls Beyond, I’ll do it. I’ll do it for you. Anything. Just tell me—”

Ruhildi stopped breathing. Her body sagged and went very, very still. So still. So quiet.

No. She would not accept this. She refused to accept this.

Kneeling by Ruhildi’s side, she pumped her chest and breathed into her mouth, over and over, as the sun wobbled overhead. Ribs cracked beneath her hands. Several times, she tried to force her blood down an unresponsive throat. All the while, a small, but growing voice inside of her pleaded with her to stop. To let her friend go.

It was a long time before she listened to that voice.

Dead. It was over. All traces of life—all traces of Ruhildi—had faded. What lay before her was an empty shell. A bag of bones, slowly cooling on the sand.

Saskia sagged to the ground, exhausted. Even now, her hands clutched the dead flesh, refusing to let go. Her body trembled. Eyes squeezed shut. She couldn’t move. Couldn’t do anything. She had nothing left to give.

Hands stroked her back; one large and clawed; others small and soft and warm.

She ignored them.

Her first and greatest friend in this world, the woman who had saved her life over and over, who had always been there for her…

Just like that, she was gone. And it was her fault.

“We…we did our best,” said a distant, choked voice. Kveld’s voice. “She’s with her daughter now.”

Baldreg. She was going to have to get word to Baldreg. He and Ruhildi had been growing close after… First Freygi, now this. This would destroy him.

Something picked at the edges of her frayed thoughts. It took a while for her to realise what it was. Why was Ruhildi’s mirror still there on her oracle interface? The face on the mirror was grey and waxy, but still undeniably her friend’s. If only she could…

With metaphorical fingers that seemed to be trembling even in her mind, she reached out and touched the mirror.

Amber light. That was what she saw on the other side of the mirror. Why would death have a colour? Shouldn’t there be darkness, or nothing at all?

“Ruhildi,” she said, feeling a stirring of…something from within. “If you can hear this, please say something. Anything. Please, Ruhildi. I need to hear your voice again.”

All of a sudden, the light seemed to part, and it was as if she was looking through a blurry, tinted lens at her own desperate, tear-streaked face.

“Princess…” said Rover Dog, sounding uncertain.

“Oh my god, Ruhildi!” Rubbing away the tears, she saw that Ruhildi’s eyes were indeed open. What the hell!? How was this possible? Not that she was complaining. A tremulous smile spread across her lips. “Ruhildi, you’re ali…”

Her friend wasn’t breathing.

A quick check of her medical interface confirmed it. No breath. No heartbeat. No life.

Ruhildi didn’t say anything. Just stared up at her with unblinking eyes.
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                She were drowning; drowning in a sea of corpses. Thrashing and biting and tearing, she fought to stay afloat. The dead, ever at her beck and call, had turned on her. She were but one, and they were many. And they wanted nothing more than to drag her down; for her to be one of them, and for them to rise in her place. She felt herself slipping, sinking, and she kenned if she went any deeper, she would never rise again.

Light, pure and bright, pierced the grey sky. Behind the light, a face. She couldn’t see the face, but she kenned ’twere there for her. The owner of that face had always been there for her. With a voiceless cry, she reached for the light.

The light answered.

Something reached down for her, and she snatched at it with greedy fingers. A rope; thin and knotted. ’Twere tenuous, but ’twere all she had. She clung to the rope, and it pulled her toward light and freedom.

But she were not alone in her bid to escape the dead sea. From her legs dangled a line of corpses, crawling over each other as they too fought to escape their plight.

Her ascent faltered and slowed. The rope strained against the pull of the voluminous dead. It began to fray. She held firm, determined to fight to the bitter end. But ’twere only a matter of time afore she would fall, and vanish ’neath the waves, never to return.

Never to see her again.


The gaunt bundle of skin and bones lay in the sand, eyes open, but unmoving. Its skin was cold. Far too cold. The thing that had been her friend did not react to her touch in the slightest, but those eyes—those dark, unblinking eyes—they were locked on her face, following her every movement like a cat watching a dangled treat.

Gathered around them, Kveld and Zarie and a crowd of mer villagers all stood in frozen silence. Even Rover Dog looked bewildered, an expression she was not used to seeing on his face.

“Ruhildi?” said Saskia. “Are you in there somewhere? Say something if you can.”

Ruhildi’s lips parted slightly, but no sound emerged.

“It’s okay,” said Saskia, feeling a stirring of hope. “Try to blink your eyes.”

Slowly, as if with great effort, the corpse’s eyes opened and closed, opened and closed.

Saskia sagged in relief, feeling a fresh flood of tears spill forth. Ruhildi may have suffered a…setback, but she wasn’t gone. Enfolding her arms around her friend, Saskia felt the press of dead skin against her own. The dwarf didn’t return the hug, but she didn’t need to. Not yet.

“We’ll get through this, somehow,” she murmured.

“Saskia…’twere just a blink,” said Kveld. “It may not mean what you think it does…”

“We can easily test that,” said Saskia. “Ruhildi, blink if you know who I am.”

A slow blink.

“What about him? You know who he is, right?” She pointed at Kveld.

Another blink.

“And them?” She looked at the wide-eyed mer, gathering around them. They were staring at Ruhildi in…not quite fear, but something close to awe.

The dwarf’s eyes remained steadfastly open.

“See?” said Saskia. “Ruhildi has never seen the Waveriders before, so she has no reason to know who they are. But she does know you and me. It’s her.”

“I…want to believe,” said Kveld. “’Tis just that…no-one returns from the Halls Beyond. No-one.”

“Really?” said Saskia. “After all the weird things we’ve seen, you find that so hard to believe? Ruhildi is a necrourgist and my vassal, so who’s to say her soul—her echo—can’t return to her body?”

“Necrourgists raise dead flesh and bone,” said Kveld. “Only the flesh and bone. Echoes…they do not come back. Not even a necrourgist can recall an echo to its body. Not even the tyrant on the amber throne can do that.”

“Well someone can, because Ruhildi’s daughter came back, for a brief time, in the Battle of Spindle,” said Saskia. “You may not have seen her there, but I did. Ruhildi did. If it weren’t for Nadi, the Chosen might have killed us all that day.”

Ruhildi’s mouth opened and closed the moment Saskia mentioned her daughter’s name, but again no sound came out.

“The bone crawler?” said Kveld. “The one that broke the Chosen’s sword?”

“Yeah, I think she was in there. Then there was my dad—Calburn—who haunted my dreams for a while. Not sure if he counts, because he didn’t have a physical body, and other incarnations of him exist on other worlds. Anyhow, my point stands. It doesn’t seem at all implausible to me.”

The crowd of mer parted, making way for an elderly mer with the most heavily wrinkled face she’d ever seen on one of his kind. A glowing amber pendant jiggled on the end of a chain around his neck as he limped slowly forward, supported by a gnarled walking stick. He spoke with a high, creaky voice. “Spirits of the sea wish me to examine the revenant.”

Saskia blinked. “Spirits of the sea? The revenant? What are you talking about?”

He pointed at the waves lapping at the shore. “Spirits.” Then he pointed at Ruhildi. “Revenant.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but Zarie interjected. “You are a sage, yes?”

The elderly mer inclined his head, which Saskia took to be an affirmation. “Hilmyr, first among sages. So I am named.”

Turning to Saskia, Zarie spoke in her own language. “The Waveriders told me much as we journeyed together. They believe the sea is made of the echoes of the dead. Their great sages listen to these echoes; learn from them.”

“He seems to think he knows what Ruhildi is,” said Saskia. “Have you ever heard of a revenant?”

“No. I will ask him to explain.”

Zarie did so, and Hilmyr told them, “She is a revenant: a spirit plucked from the sea, returned to her shell.”

“The spirits tell you this, yes?” asked Zarie.

Again, Hilmyr tilted his head forward. “Spirits tell me many things. Spirits tell me you are one of our long-lost cousins returning from distant shores. Spirits tell me you travel with a demon. Spirits wish me to examine the revenant.”

Saskia drew in a breath. He may be strange, but there was clearly some truth to what the so-called spirits were telling him. There was real magic here, not just superstition. Something akin to her own knowledge magic, perhaps?

“Okay, Hilmyr,” said Saskia. “Take a look and tell us what the spirits see in there.”

Slowly, and with obvious discomfort, the elderly mer knelt in the sand, then leaned down until his nose was almost touching Ruhildi’s, and he was peering directly into her eyes. His pendant drooped across her throat, flaring brightly as it touched her flesh. The dwarf didn’t flinch back or show any sign of unease at the invasion of her personal space.

After a while, Hilmyr grunted, and rose creakily to his feet. “I must prepare an awakening ritual,” he said. Then he began to hobble away, his walking stick thudding into the sand.

“What?” said Saskia. “What did you see?”

“Spirits of the sea wish me to awaken her slumbering shell,” said Hilmyr, without stopping.

“Huh?”

“Her shell is her mortal body, yes?” said Zarie.

“Her body isn’t just sleeping,” said Saskia. “It’s frocking dead.”

“The sage believes he can wake her,” said Zarie. “We should go after him, yes?”

“I suppose…”

It wasn’t as if she had any better ideas. She lifted Ruhildi—so light; barely more than skin and bones—and stepped after the slow-moving sage.

They walked a long, windy path up onto a small bluff overlooking the surging sea. Hilmyr’s house was little more than a creaky shack, perched precariously on the edge of the cliff. It seemed odd that someone so well-regarded by the villagers would live in such a hovel. Was he some kind of monk, who gave no thought to worldly possessions?

Shelves lining the walls of the shack were stacked high with vials of liquid and containers of dried plant and animal parts. A complex assemblage of tubes and containers dominated the centre of the building. And that was when she realised. This was not his home. It was an alchemy lab.

“Do you recognise any of these potions?” she asked Zarie.

“Rejuvenation elixir,” said Zarie, pointing at a red-brown concoction resting against the floor. “Made from trow’s blood.”

“I need to find out what else goes into those,” said Saskia. “My arlithite-infused blood loses its effectiveness soon after it leaves my body, but I assume these elixirs last much longer.”

“Half a span, if stored properly,” said Zarie. “I know how to make them, but Hilmyr’s apparatus is not the same as we use back home.”

“They probably have access to different ingredients here, too,” said Saskia. “My oracle sight might be able to help us find and identify alternate ingredients. But we should ask Hilmyr, once he’s finished…doing what he’s doing.”

Muttering to himself, the sage snatched up an assortment of potions and containers and torches and unidentifiable knick-knacks off shelves, before ushering them outside. He led them to a circle of burnt ground on the cliffside, surrounded by five blackened braziers. “The revenant must lie there,” he said, pointing at the centre of the circle.

Saskia set Ruhildi down in the spot he indicated.

Hilmyr lit the braziers in a strange sequence, crossing back and forth across the circle, sprinkling a dark powder in his wake. By the time he reached the fourth brazier, she realised that the path he trod was that of a pentagram. A thick, acrid smoke settled over the area, despite the swift breeze that should have carried it away.

Villagers gathered around, pointing and whispering. One of them led a fat, bleating beast into the circle and tied it to a post. Was that…? Oh crap, that was a sacrifice, wasn’t it?

Sure enough, after Hilmyr was done preparing the ground, he drew a long knife and began to chant…not words, exactly—at least none that her oracle translator recognised—but a series of short, syllables, gradually rising in tempo and volume. As his chanting reached its crescendo, he yanked the beast’s head back and whipped the knife across its throat. It fell limply at his feet.

With the flick of his hand, he splashed its blood across Ruhildi’s face. There was an audible pop. He winced and massaged his wrist. Again, the dwarf didn’t respond in the slightest to his actions. Her eyes remained glued to Saskia.

More chanting, and the sage circled Ruhildi, scattering pale grey powder over her body.

Hilmyr drew to a halt, casting his hands into the air. His pendant flared brighter than the sun, and he spoke with a multitude of voices, cascading over one another like waves on a beach. “Awake, sister of the sea,” the voices crooned. “Awake! Awake! Be our hand, our eyes, our voice.”

The fires of the brazier went out. All was still and silent. No-one breathed.

Ruhildi’s eyes never left Saskia’s face. She didn’t blink; didn’t speak; didn’t so much as twitch a muscle.

Minutes passed. Someone coughed.

“I don’t understand,” said Hilmyr, scratching the bald spot at the top of his head. “Spirits bade her to wake. It should have been enough.”

“Well it wasn’t,” said Saskia, unable to keep an edge of anger from her voice. Was this all just a sham? The sage may have real magic, but he could still pull the wool over everyone’s eyes, pretend powers he didn’t actually have. Would her friend be forever trapped in a decaying body, unable to move or speak?

Dejected, she lifted Ruhildi out of the circle. “I’m sorry, Saskia,” said Kveld. “We’ll find another…”

“Another what?” she hissed. “Another charlatan?”

“Another way,” said Kveld.

“Princess should rest,” said Rover Dog, his face creased in sympathy. “Morrow will be better. You will see.”

“You have a place we could sleep for the night, yes?” Zarie asked the other mer.

“Yes, spirit walker,” said a young, heavily pregnant woman. “We have lodgings fit for mer and trows and…the other guests. Right this way.”

Saskia lay by Ruhildi’s side that night, trying and failing to sleep, despite her exhaustion. She felt as if she was missing something blindingly obvious, but her sleep-deprived brain just was taking its sweet time giving her the answers she so desperately needed.

She looked Ruhildi’s mirror on her oracle interface. Still there. Still grey and deathly. The blue vial representing her friend’s essence supply was still only a quarter full—

Saskia sat bolt upright, almost knocking her head on a low-hanging arch.

I am an idiot, she thought.

Ever since they’d landed on this island, she’d been feeling a continual pull on her vast ocean of essence. It was happening even now, at a time when her vassals should be sleeping. Garrain and Nuille may be awake, or maintaining spells even in their sleep. But this pull was stronger than she usually felt from them. And she now realised what it could be.

The zombies and skeletons Ruhildi raised didn’t need to eat or drink or breathe. But they had to be fuelled by something, right? That something was essence. What if it was the same with Ruhildi, in her present state? What if she needed essence simply to sustain herself? What if by limiting Ruhildi’s essence supply, Saskia had been starving her?

Of course, she could be completely wrong about this. But it was worth a try, right? Again she cursed herself for not thinking of it sooner.

Saskia slowly filled the blue vial in her mind. Up until the two thirds mark, she felt a corresponding increase in the amount of essence being drawn from her. After that, it began to level off.

Ruhildi’s back arched. A hissing sigh escaped her lips. Her eyes darting wildly from side before meeting Saskia’s.

“Sashki,” she said in a wheezing, rattling voice. She coughed, and hoicked up a mouthful of coagulated blood and mucus. “Be wary, Sashki. I’m not alone. I don’t ken how much longer I can—”

Ruhildi gasped and flailed, thrashing and clawing at the walls. And when she spoke again, it was with a different voice—or several voices, speaking as one. “Oh the sweet taste of air! Sister of the sea, we are—no! What are you doing!?”

Her friend flopped on the bed for several seconds, then sat up, reaching for her arm. There was a look of panic in her eyes; an expression Saskia had rarely seen on her. “They’re climbing all over me, Sashki! I…don’t think I can stop them.”

Saskia closed her eyes, struggling to calm her roiling emotions and consider the situation rationally. Now was not the time to freak out. Moments earlier, Ruhildi had spoken with the voices of the so-called spirits of the sea. Clearly, this was some kind of possession. When Ruhildi came back, they had come back with her. And now they were contesting ownership of her body.

Hilmyr’s awakening ritual had been a sham, but not in the way Saskia had assumed. Oh, he’d probably believed his own words, or at least chosen them carefully. Her oracle truth sense had detected no outright lies. But the spirits with which he communed hadn’t sought to help Ruhildi out of the goodness of their dead hearts. They’d been looking to hitch a ride back into the living world. That had been ritual’s true purpose.

Well frock that.

“Okay, what do I need to do?” said Saskia.

But now the eyes looking back at her were no longer Ruhildi’s. The dwarf sprang for the door, lightning fast.

Saskia was faster. She snatched up the struggling dwarf in one hand.

“Oh no you don’t,” she said. Calling out to her friends, she said, “Uh, a little help here?”

Rover Dog burst through the door, followed a few seconds later by Kveld and Zarie. After she hurriedly explained the situation to them, Rover Dog held Ruhildi, while Saskia sat and tried to think of a way to do an exorcism.

“We cannot go back, demon!” pleaded the voices of the spirits. “Please, let us stay. We will help—”

“I don’t think so,” said Saskia. “That’s my friend’s body you’ve invaded. And she wants you gone.”

Tuning out their pleas and threats, she activated Ruhildi’s mirror on her interface. The view, when she activated it, was not what she expected. She was hanging from a rope, high above a raging sea. Not a sea of water, but one made of corpses. The dead clung to her legs, and to the rope below, and some had managed to climb over her, reaching for the amber light parting the clouds above.

Instinctively, she knew that the light came from herself. And the rope represented her bond with Ruhildi; that of a vassal or…something more? From dream conversations with her father, she’d gotten the impression that a vassal’s bond would end with the vassal’s death, but clearly that hadn’t happened here.

The corpses were obviously the spirits of the dead. Parasites, the lot of them. They had to go.

“Can you hear me, Ruhildi?” she asked.

“Sashki, I do hear you. How are you…?” The voice didn’t come from her physical ears, only through the mirror view.

“Never mind that,” said Saskia. “You’re a necrourgist. These are corpses. Can’t you, I dunno, make them go away?”

“I already tried,” said Ruhildi. “My magic doesn’t work in this place.”

What was this place, exactly? A truly horrific afterlife, or just another metaphorical dreamspace? If she had to guess, she’d say it was the latter.

“Try now,” said Saskia. “I’ve re-enabled your magic.”

Actually, she’d just upped her friend’s essence supply. But she didn’t have time to explain that. And if her hunch was correct, it didn’t matter. The power of belief was paramount in dreams. If her friend believed her magic would work here, it would work.

Ruhildi was silent for a long moment. Saskia could feel her tugging additional essence. Maybe this wasn’t so metaphorical, after all? She kicked at the corpses grasping her legs. One of them fell free, and as it fell, it popped. Limbs and body parts sprayed outward, tumbling into the sea below.

“Thank you, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “Now ’tis time to put the dead in their place.”

She looked up at the corpses that had climbed over her, shoving her out of her own body; the ones that even now were speaking out of her mouth, pleading with her not to—

Pieces of them rained from the sky.

Watching the carnage unfold, Saskia felt a curious mix of relief and horror. She really hoped this place was just a metaphor, and her friend wasn’t actually obliterating their souls. No-one deserved that. Well, almost no-one.

Emboldened, Ruhildi turned her gaze downward, and began to disintegrate the corpses clawing their way up the rope behind her. She worked her way down its length, until the tower of the dead collapsed, and the rope came free, swaying violently from side to side as it shot up into the sky. The veil of dark clouds parted, and then…

She was looking up at Rover Dog’s frowning face.

“Put me down, you big brute,” said Ruhildi, glaring up at the troll.

“It’s h-her,” confirmed Saskia, her voice catching in her throat. “It really is her.”

No sooner had Rover Dog released the dwarf than Saskia proceeded to smother the dwarf in a tight embrace.

Ruihildi’s flesh was still cold and dead, and her heart still wasn’t beating, but she seemed slightly less…skeletal than before. She’d probably never look as she had before, but maybe in time, and with the right clothing or makeup, she’d be able to pass for a living dwarf.

“This is all my fault,” choked Saskia. “I’m so s-sorry. I wish I could—well, at least you’re still…you.”

“You can put me down too, Sashki. Not that I’m not fair glad to see you.”

“So how do you feel?” asked Saskia, wiping her eyes as she set her friend down.

Ruhildi frowned. “Fair odd. Can’t feel my heart. And my corpse sense is telling me there’s a corpse right here.” She thumped her chest.

“And you’re…okay with that?”

Another long pause. “I suppose so. I can’t change it. My magic can keep the rot at bay. I still have my wits. I don’t see many downsides to being mostly dead.”

“Mostly dead, huh? I guess that’s better than my word for it. So, you don’t…feel a hunger for brains or a thirst for blood? Or an aversion to garlic or sunlight?”

Ruhildi cocked her head sideways. “Like as not, your blood won’t heal me any more.”

“Not what I meant. I’m gonna assume no on all counts, unless you tell me otherwise.”

Not a vampire or zombie, then. So what kind of undead creature was she, exactly? A lich? That would fit the necromancer theme, but liches also stored their souls externally in phylacteries, so even if their bodies were destroyed, they could come back. Where was Ruhildi’s soul, if not inside her own body?

Without warning, her friend sprang into the air, higher than anyone her size had any right to jump. Saskia fell back with a startled cry. The dwarf hung upside-down from the rafters, grinning down at them.

“Methinks I like being mostly dead,” said Ruhildi. Landing lightly on the floor, she did a cartwheel. “Aye, I’m liking this a lot.”

Saskia chuckled nervously. “Let’s not be too hasty. We don’t know how much your body can handle.”

“What’s the worst that can happen? I die of it?”

“No, the worst that can happen is that you explode into chunks of meat and bone that I have to clean up.”

Ruhildi looked thoughtful. “’Twould be best if I don’t cast a bursting corpse spell on myself.”

“No. Please don’t.” Saskia felt an insane giggle bubble up from within. Before she knew what was happening, she was on the floor, laughing so much it hurt, and wiping thick tears from her eyes.

Ruhildi patted her on the back. “Thank you for bringing me back, Sashki. ’Tis not your fault, what happened. Even if you hadn’t taken in all that arlium, I’d have gotten sicker and sicker, until it killed me. Like as not, I’d have succumbed afore lowfall. ’Tis better that it happened the way it did; when it did. Now I can help you every step of the way, instead of being a burden.”

“You would never be a burden to me. I…” Saskia blinked at her friend. She hadn’t told Ruhildi about what had happened at Fireflower Isle. So how did she know…?

Looking overjoyed and confused in equal measure, Kveld threw his arms around Ruhildi, enfolding her in a fierce hug. Zarie smiled broadly and joined the embrace. The tempest didn’t know Ruhildi that well, but travelling together, even for a short time, had forged a bond between them.

Rover Dog nodded at them. “Alive or dead, I am happy have friend squishy back.”

“’Tis good to be back, Doggi,” said Ruhildi.

Hilmyr, it turned out, was somewhat less than thrilled to see Ruhildi back in full possession of her body. The spirits of the sea had apparently been voicing their displeasure to him. “You will leave,” he ordered, his wrinkled face twitching with rage.

“We’d be happy to,” said Saskia, trying not to let her own anger show on her face. “But we will need a lift off the island.”

“I don’t care how you leave,” said the sage. “Only that you do. And never return!”

“We will take you back to Fireflower Isle,” said one of the Waverider women who had transported them here. “Please, don’t take Hilmyr’s words to heart, travellers. He has grown bitter with age. But he will join the spirits soon, and then we will have a new First Sage.”

“I don’t expect his successor to look on us fondly,” said Saskia. “The spirits of this place…they are not friendly toward the living. Be wary of those who listen to them.”

The journey back across the sea was smooth and relatively pleasant. Still, it was a great relief when they finally stepped onto dry land again, and made their way up the slope to the edge of the crater where the dragon rested. No sooner had they drawn near than it stirred to life—or unlife, as it were.

“Okay, guys,” said Saskia, turning to face her friends. “We need to decide our next move. But before we do, I need to talk about what I saw in a series of visions I had while I was absorbing half this damn island. I should have mentioned it sooner, but I was preoccupied with…well, you know. It’s important, though, so here goes…”

She told them about the dragon, the woman and the troll who had set out to seal the arlium volcano that had once poured into the sky from this very island.

“I’m pretty sure the woman was one of those arlium manipulators or metamagicians we’re searching for,” continued Saskia. “She managed to turn the molten arlium of the volcano into the solid structure that gave Fireflower Isle its name. Sadly, I don’t think she survived the event. But I know the trow survived—and, in fact, is still alive today.”

“How do you ken that?” asked Kveld.

“Because,” she said, turning to Rover Dog, “the trow in my visions was you.”
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                A siren sounded in the distance. Saskia tensed, as she always did when she heard such sounds. A quick glance at her minimap confirmed that the police car wasn’t headed their way.

It had taken a while to tweak her map to pick out the police and other groups—some official, others covert, and others of a less than savoury nature—who were out looking for her. Most weren’t marked with the fiery hues of someone who meant her physical harm. After all, officially at least, she had committed no crime, aside perhaps from being an accessory to Padhra’s assault on the convention centre security guards. The police only wanted her to come in for ‘questioning.’

Saskia gave a bitter chuckle at the thought. Oh, there’ll be questioning, alright. They’ll question me from a secret underground bunker, right before the dissection.

Or maybe not. Things in the real world rarely played out like they did in movies. The police might just interview her for a couple of hours, then set her loose. She wasn’t about to take that chance, though.

The authorities had been cagey on the matter, but it was blatantly obvious to anyone with half a brain that, crime or no crime, they really wanted to find her. Helicopters had been buzzing overhead with alarming regularity. Roadblocks had been set up along all the major highways, with no explanation given as to their purpose. Unmarked aircraft had been sighted landing in various airports around the country, and speculation had been running wild as to just who they might have been carrying.

Through her own investigations beyond the means of the average Internet sleuth, Saskia had learned the identities of some of those people. Suffice it to say that there were some very powerful international players who had joined the game of tracking down one Saskia Wendle.

It wasn’t just the authorities she had to worry about, either, but the unseen enemy who had manipulated her into exposing herself; and every other nutjob out there who had seen the videos on the Internet, and wanted to kill the alien, or worship her, or marry her, or tie her up in his basement and have his way with her. Or all of the above—preferably in that order.

Flipping her consciousness into the head of the cop, she found him listening to his police radio, responding to a ‘1640,’ whatever that was.

Curious, Saskia decided to take her new ability for a spin—one she’d discovered just recently during one of her remote eavesdropping sessions. She shifted her consciousness from the cop’s head into that of the person speaking out of the radio—and found herself in an office halfway across town. From the details shown on the caller’s screen, that code appeared to represent a minor assault. Nothing concerning her personally, then.

Meanwhile, the cop sitting the next desk over was talking loudly to his wife or girlfriend on his phone. Apparently things weren’t going too well between them. On a whim, Saskia hopped into that cop’s head, then that of his partner speaking on the other end of the phone…

…while she sat in another man’s lap, fondling his…

Abort! Saskia hastily ejected herself out of the woman’s head. Maybe I should be a private detective, she thought. I keep digging up these dirty little secrets.

The van door slid aside. Saskia felt a moment of panic, wondering if someone had managed to sneak up on her in the minute or two she’d been away from her own body. She forced herself to relax. Padhra would have clobbered anyone suspicious over the head, and her minimap was showing…a blue marker.

It was just Ivan, bearing gifts of groceries.

“Took your sweet time,” said Saskia, picking out an apple from the bag.

“There was a queue,” he said. “People are buying out the supermarkets; you know, stockpiling for the upcoming nuclear winter.”

“Or alien invasion?” Saskia arched her eyebrows at him.

He chuckled. “That might have something to do with it, Tentacle Girl.”

She elbowed him in the ribs. “Oh don’t you start, too.”

Fergus’s nickname for her had been immortalised in one of the many videos that got uploaded to the Internet that day. Of course it had caught on. And yup, he was gonna rue the day—if she ever got to see him again.

She really hoped she would.

Ivan’s face turned serious. “Between these groceries and the fuel, I’ve burned through most of our spare cash. It should be enough to get us where we’re going, but if not, I’ll have to risk another visit to an ATM.”

Saskia sighed. “Let’s hope it won’t come to that.”

Along with their phones, she had to assume their bank accounts and credit cards were being monitored. This was almost certainly the case for herself and Padhra. Ivan might be in the clear, but they couldn’t say for sure. If they wanted to remain hidden, they had to stay off the grid, but that was easier said than done.

Saskia munched her apple half-heartedly as Ivan pulled out of the carpark, heading for the back road that would take them on the next leg of their journey. There wasn’t much of a view through the tinted windows in the back of the van, so she watched through her friend’s eyes between bites.

When she was done, Padhra handed her a banana, but she waved it off.

“You should eat more,” said her Lingya bodyguard. “Your mortal vessel needs sustenance.”

“My mortal vessel will make herself sick if she eats too much,” said Saskia.

A reduced appetite was one of many things she’d had to readjust to over the past few months. Regenerating damaged tissue still took a lot of calories, but for normal everyday living, she needed no more food than she had before her trolling days. A fact she’d forgotten once or twice, and gorged almost to the point of vomiting.

“I’m sorry, Old One,” said Padhra, for the millionth time. “This is no way for a goddess to live. I have failed you. I thought we might get you out of this land sooner, but it has proven…challenging.”

“I’m not a…” Saskia sighed. “Never mind. It’s not your fault, Padhra. You’ve helped keep me alive, and sane. Thank you. We’ll get through this, don’t worry.” She couldn’t tell if she was trying to reassure her companion or herself with that last statement.

They’d been back on the road for barely half an hour when Saskia spotted another roadblock on her map.

“On this quiet little road?” said Ivan, upon hearing the news. “They’re stepping it up.”

“Crap,” she breathed. “There’s a cop car following about ten kilometres behind us. And there’s another parked on the only side road between us and the checkpoint. We’re boxed in…”

“Calm down, Sass,” said Ivan. “The one following us won’t get here for another six minutes, unless he’s speeding. This ain’t exactly a high speed chase. There’s a rest area up ahead. I’ll park us there, and we can go hide in the trees until he’s gone past.”

“But if they see the van…”

“So what?” said Ivan. “It’s not mine.”

The van belonged to one of Ivan’s less scrupulous friends who had owed him a favour. Borrowing someone else’s vehicle was no guarantee of anonymity, though. Not by a long shot. What if the guy figured out what was really going on and ratted them in?

“Hell, we might’ve have gotten away with driving the Škoda,” continued Ivan, oblivious to her thoughts, “I don’t think I’m even on their radar. Thank you, Dad. They’ll probably assume the driver is taking a piss.”

“I need to piss,” said Padhra.

“Then this is very good timing,” said Ivan.

They drew into the gravel strip, parking the car behind a bank. Piling out of the car, they dashed into the pine forest.

While Padhra took to some nearby bushes to relieve herself, Ivan asked quietly, “Don’t you find it strange?”

“Find what strange?”

“The fact that she still believes you’re this thousand-year-old eldritch goddess, even though you’ve told her—many times—who and what you really are?”

“I’m pretty sure what happened at the convention centre trumps anything I might say to her,” said Saskia. “Besides, they believe their goddess has many aspects; many incarnations; some mortal, and some incorporeal. According to their religion, it’s entirely plausible that I could be both Yona’s however-many-greats-granddaughter and Yona herself—at the same time.”

Ivan looked at her sceptically. “How would that even work? You gave birth to…yourself?”

“You’re thinking about this way to literally. It’s religion. It doesn’t need to make sense to us. The important thing is they believe it. And after all the weird crap I’ve seen, who am I to say they’re wrong, and some other religion—or lack of one—is the sole source of truth in this frocked up world? Just…try to keep an open mind, okay?”

“Amen to that,” said Ivan. “Let’s just hope my dad comes through, so we can get you back to your…” He grinned at her. “…flock.”

Ah yes, Ivan’s father, the elusive Viktor Storozhenko. They’d crossed half the country to meet with him, dodging police checkpoints and unmarked helicopters along the way. Roads would only take them so far, though. There were no state lines or borders to cross. The only way out of this country was by sea or by air.

They couldn’t very well just waltz into an airport and catch a flight to Nepal. Saskia’s face—and a lot more than just her face—was plastered over every newspaper and TV screen in the country. Padhra, too, was a known associate, featuring in some of the captured videos. Only Ivan seemed to have stayed largely out of the public eye. They all suspected his mysteriously connected father had been pulling some strings.

Said father was supposed to be their ticket out of here. The problem was that she didn’t know if she could trust the guy. Ivan had told her a little about him, suggesting that he was friends with Saskia’s father, and therefore had her best interests at heart. Ivan believed every word he was saying, but that didn’t mean his father hadn’t pulled the wool over his eyes.

Viktor Storozhenko may be the best of the bad options available to her, though. At Padhra’s urging, she’d repeatedly tried to teleport herself back to Nepal. So far, she hadn’t managed to lure so much as a single tentacle out of the between. No surprise there. Her undermind must be all outta teleport juice. If all else failed, she could wait out the cooldown period, whatever it may be, but the longer she remained here, the greater the risk.

Her other options seemed even less appealing. Either she’d have to put her trust in more criminals, or try her luck stowing away on a cargo ship—an incredibly risky venture, by all accounts. Better to take her chances with Ivan’s father.

One way or another, she’d soon find out whether her trust had been misplaced. If they could just—

The wail of a police siren jolted her out of her reverie. It only lasted a few seconds, then stopped. Through the trees, she could see the cop pulling over on the opposite side of the road, and stepping out of her vehicle to have stern words with the man she’d just caught speeding.

They waited in tense silence while the officer handed the man his ticket. Finally, he drove off. The cop stepped back to her car…and stopped, peering at the van parked across the road in the rest area. Pulling out her torch, she crossed the road, and shone it inside.

She looked at the numberplate. Then she spoke into her radio.

“Ivan,” whispered Saskia. “On a scale of one to ten, how trustworthy is your friend—the one who lent you that van?”

“Erm…five? No, four.” Ivan scrunched his forehead. “Alright, three. Why?”

“Because that van was reported stolen. A month ago.”

“But he only gave it to me a week—oh.” He made a throttling gesture. “I’ll kill him. I told you we should’ve just taken the Škoda.”

“Forget the bloody Škoda. What are we gonna do? That cop isn’t going anywhere fast.”

“I also left my gun inside, so…yep.”

She scowled at him.

“I’m just as new to this fugitive business as you are, Sass.”

Oh yeah, now the officer spotted the rifle, and the box of ammo cartridges. AR-15s weren’t even legal in this country, but that was the least of their problems. It was only a matter of time before the police linked that weapon to the shoot-out in the convention centre carpark, and then…

Padhra circled around behind the officer, preparing to bludgeon her to the ground. Saskia winced. Her time in Arbor Mundi had taught her a lot. And one of the things she’d learned first hand was that that outside of movies and video games, knocking someone out came with a very real risk of death or permanent impairment.

The thumpthumpthump of an approaching helicopter drew everyone’s attention—including the cop, who in the process of looking to the skies spotted Padhra stalking toward her.

“Stop!” she shouted, whirling to face the Lingya woman. “Hands in the—”

One fist took her in the stomach; the other in the chin as she doubled over.

“Time to vamoose,” said Ivan, half dragging Saskia back to the van.

“What are we gonna do about her?” said Saskia, looking at the body sprawled across the gravel. “We can’t just leave her like this.”

“Oh yes we can,” said Ivan. “And we will.”

The helicopter was coming straight for them, and Saskia realised to her horror that it wasn’t like the other ones. On her minimap, this one was marked a dark shade of red—almost violet.

A line of red light swept over them like a laser gun. She knew all too well what that came from. Not a laser, but most definitely a gun—one whose bullet’s trajectory was being telegraphed to her just moments before it hit.

With no time to shout a warning to her companions, she simply tackled them both, shoving them out of the way. There was a sharp sting in her leg, and a splash of wetness. A quick glance behind her revealed a small cut on the back of her calf. Not enough to be a bullet wound. Just caused by a piece of gravel flung out by the impact.

The officer hadn’t been so lucky. Her head was a red, white and purple ruin. The stuff on Saskia’s legs…that wasn’t just blood.

She swallowed the bile rising in her throat. Now wasn’t the time. That would be her if she didn’t act.

She snatched up the rifle, slammed in a cartridge, and spun about, holding the weapon exactly as Ivan had taught her. One thing he hadn’t taught her, though, was how to hit a fast-moving target in the air at a range of hundreds of metres.

But Saskia had one advantage no-one else did. Her mind tapped into the ultimate targetting system: her oracle interface. That interface showed her exactly where to aim, with pin-point accuracy. She didn’t even need to lower her eyes to the gunsight.

The spot where she was aiming was way out in front of the helicopter, and even further above it. It seemed ridiculous, but if this was where it was telling her to point the gun, then this was where she’d point it.

She took one steadying breath, and squeezed the trigger. The sound of it going off made her flinch; the gun almost leapt out of her hands, and the next shot went wide.

But one had been enough.

The chopper began to spin wildly in the air. Somewhere behind that cracked windshield, the pilot was slumping over in his seat. She caught a glimpse of the sniper through the open side door, flailing wildly.

Ivan was staring at her with wide eyes. Padhra’s face held a rapturous expression. But that lasted just an instant. They both knew as well as Saskia did that they had to get the hell out of here right this second.

As they piled into the car, the helicopter completed its wild plunge to the ground. It landed with an earth-shattering crash amidst the pines. No explosion that she could see—not yet, anyhow. They weren’t going to wait and see how it turned out.

Down the road, cars were screeching to a halt. A man had stepped out of his SUV, and was staring open-mouthed at them—and the police officer’s mangled body at their feet.

Spraying gravel in their wake, they tore off down the road, leaving dozens of startled motorists to deal with the aftermath.

“How did you do that?” said Ivan. “That shot was one-in-a-squillion. You barely know how to hold a gun.”

“I have a cheat,” said Saskia. “You know, from that other world I told you about. It’s kinda like the map in my head that lets me see where all the cops are.”

“Well damn, that’s badarse,” he said. “I wish I could do that.”

“Maybe you can,” she said—and immediately regretted it when she saw the look in his eyes. She didn’t want to get his hopes up. “I mean, probably not, but there’s a possibility I might be able to share it with you, when we get to the keystone in Nepal.”

A very tense drive followed as they attempted to flee the hornet’s nest they’d stirred up as fast as possible without getting caught. Once they’d put sufficient distance between themselves and the carnage they’d wrought, they ditched the vehicle in a river, and proceeded the rest of the way by bus (with Saskia and Padhra wearing burqas to conceal their faces).

It was late in the day when they finally walked through the front gate of a multi-million-dollar waterfront holiday home in Windington. They followed a brick path around a carefully manicured lawn, surrounded by neatly trimmed hedges, fountains and bronze statues, toward a towering brick mansion.

A man in a tailored suit stepped out the door to meet them, and spoke with a light accent—presumably Ukrainian. “Miss Wendle. Miss Melakhoba. Pleasure to meet you.” He looked at Ivan. “Welcome home, my boy.”

“Saskia, this is my dad,” said Ivan.

“You must be exhausted, all of you,” said Viktor Storozhenko. “We’ll get you two ladies settled into the guest suites. Tomorrow, once you are refreshed, then we’ll talk.”

Viktor led Saskia and Padhra up an outer staircase to a balcony on the third floor, with a breathtaking view of the bay. On her left, the beach swept back into towering seaside cliffs. On the right, it curved around for many kilometres, past the sleek skyscrapers of the CBD. In the midst of it all, the sparkling sea, bristling with yachts.

The two guest suites Viktor had picked for them shared this balcony, as well as a connecting door, providing Padhra with easy access to Saskia’s room, should someone attack her in the night. A selection of clothes were piled on the gigantic bed. Most looked a bit too frilly for her taste, but any of them would be preferable to these filthy, torn garments currently hanging off her body. It wasn’t as if these were her own clothes, anyhow. She’d pilfered them off a washing line as they made their escape.

After a long, luxurious shower, she was feeling much better. She settled into the comfy bed and slept like the dead, dreaming of meme-toting elves and invisible assassins. Those dreams were getting weirder every time, but real or not, it was comforting to see Ruhildi and her other Arbor Mundi friends again.

In the morning, she dressed in the simplest outfit she could find, and stepped out into the hallway, where Padhra and Ivan were waiting.

“I had no idea your family was so loaded,” she said to Ivan. “Why did you drive such a beat up old bomb, when you came from…this?”

“Oi, don’t knock the Škoda!” said Ivan. “I’m pretty much on my own when it comes to money. Have been since the day I left home. Dad’s a firm believer in earning your way up from the bottom. Although I’m quite happy here at the bottom, honestly. With great wealth comes great paranoia.”

“Seems as if he might have reason to be paranoid,” said Saskia. “And not just because of people wanting to steal his dough. This world is a lot stranger—and more dangerous—than peons like me had any reason to suspect.”

“You have never been a peon, Saskia,” he said. “Dad has had his eye on you for a long time. Longer than you know.”

The realisation struck her like a sack of bowling balls. She felt the blood drain from her face. “When we first met—it was no accident, was it? Your father sent you to spy on me!”

“I…” He looked away. “He didn’t say why he wanted me to meet you. I thought he was playing matchmaker or something.”

“And after my accident, which you so conveniently witnessed, you told him everything, didn’t you?”

“No! Well, not at first. After you…after I thought you were dead, that was when I told him what I knew. I figured what harm could it do? You were dead. Besides, I didn’t think he’d actually believe me. Apparently he did, because he went all serious. Then within a week, he was shipping me off to stay with my aunt and uncle in Odessa—for my own safety, he said.”

Saskia forced down the anger boiling up inside her. Even though it felt like a betrayal, Ivan hadn’t actually set out to spy on her, and it sounded like he’d been dealt a crappy hand as well. Viktor, on the other hand…

“You realise this doesn’t exactly inspire confidence in your father,” she said.

“He means well,” said Ivan. “This spying shit just what he does. Information is everything to him. After what I’ve seen you do, I don’t think you’re all that different.”

Saskia scowled at him. He had a good point, damn him. She was being a hypocrite. Her oracle abilities were made for spying, and she’d had no qualms about using them lately, with her life on the line. If they ever found out what she could do, every intelligence agency in the world would want to recruit her or kill her. In fact, after seeing those videos, they probably already did.

As they walked the long, empty hallways of the mansion, Saskia asked, “Doesn’t a place this big have, like, manservants or something?”

Ivan grinned at her. “Manservants? Why? Hoping to meet some stud who bows to your every whim?”

“Maybe,” said Saskia. “But seriously, where are they? Place like this doesn’t clean itself.”

“Dad sent Boris and Natalia home for a couple of days,” said Ivan. “Loose lips sink…well, you know.”

“Sending them home might raise its own kinda red flags,” she said.

“Nah, it’s not that unusual. You’re not the first super-secret guest to stay at the manor.”

“But the police and spy agencies must have their eyes on this place, right, given your involvement in what went down?”

“About that…” said Ivan. “Turns out they still haven’t ID’d me yet.”

She stared at him. “Even after the thing with the stolen van and the cop and the helicopter? How the hell…?”

“I’m only in a few grainy security cam videos,” said Ivan. “Dad’s guys have…made them go away. Sadly, he can’t work quite the same magic on the videos of you that got us into this mess. They’re out in the wild; posted all over the Internet. There’s no way to stamp them all out.”

She frowned. “When you say magic, you don’t mean, like, actual magic, do you?”

It was sounding a lot like her own father’s photo-erasing ability. But the quizzical look on Ivan’s face told her he had no knowledge of that.

“Just making sure,” she said. “If you’d seen the weird crap I’ve seen…”

They stepped into an expansive conference room to find Viktor Storozhenko sitting at the end of a long hardwood table. “Please be seated, Miss Wendle. I’m certain you have questions. I will do my best to answer those questions.”

She sat at what she judged to be a respectful distance from the imposing man. Ivan sat opposite her, while Padhra remained standing at her back.

“Okay,” she said. “How about you start by telling me if you were the one who sent the hitmen after me.”

He laughed. “Straight to the punch. Very good.”

“And your answer?”

Viktor spread his arms wide. “I did not send those men after you. Not the man at the restaurant. Nor the men at the convention centre. Nor those in the helicopter you brought down today—very impressive shot, by the way. Though, as my son already told you, I was aware that you had been targeted in one of those incidents.”

He was telling the truth. Her oracle interface confirmed it.

“Well then who did send them?” asked Saskia. “You must know something.”

“Regrettably, Miss Wendle, I know less than you would think, for someone as well-connected as myself. Some of my contacts believe this is the work of the organisation known as the Unveilers. They have never resorted to violent means before, though, so I’m less than convinced.”

“Never heard of them.” She turned to Ivan. “Have you?”

Ivan shook his head.

“So, what, they want to unveil me?” she guessed. “Unite the world against the big bad aliens in their midst?”

“Something of that nature,” said Viktor. “They have been trying to unmask Mr Bitterbee for years, with little success.”

“How do they even know he exists? How do you? My father can literally erase himself from your memory—and from pictures or photographs, even. I wish I could do that. It would solve a lot of my problems.”

“I know Mr Bitterbee exists because he wills it. As for the Unveilers, one can only assume they have found a way to counter his power.”

“Anyone else you can think of who could be behind this?”

Viktor thought for a moment. “A foreign government, perhaps. Or your own government?”

“Yea—nope. That just sounds like paranoia to me. I mean, now they know I exist, sure they want to catch me. But before that, they had many opportunities to catch me without making a scene. They could’ve just quietly pulled a bag over my head when I walked through customs, before Padhra showed up to defend me.”

“There is also Mr Bitterbee’s old enemy,” said Viktor. “The one who calls himself The Ram.”

Behind her, Padhra muttered an oath.

“You know of him?” asked Saskia, speaking in the Lingya language.

“He has many names, Old One,” said Padhra. “My people, the Yagthumba, call him Ogunteng, the Infernal Spirit. In your tongue, the name translates, loosely, to devil. He is not just our enemy, but the enemy of all good people of the Earth.”

Saskia sucked in a breath. “Fantabulous. First an evil god, now a devil. Or maybe the Devil…”

Of course, this Ram, or Ogunteng, wasn’t really the biblical Devil, any more than she was really a goddess. He was probably just another one of her own kind. A rival undermind.

Viktor waited for them to finish, before continuing. “I do not know why The Ram would wish to expose you, though. Like Mr Bitterbee, The Ram prefers to hide in the shadows. Now that the world has seen that your kind exists, he will not have such an easy time staying hidden.”

Yeah, she had to agree with that. Underminds had managed to stay out of the public eye for untold centuries. Why throw it all away now, just to get at her? The Ram would likely have the means, but the motivation?

“Okay next question,” she said. “Who told you about the convention centre attack? Was it my father?” Ivan had already suggested it was, but she wanted to hear it from Viktor himself.

He nodded. “It was Mr Bitterbee. Or rather, one of his agents.”

“Are you one of his agents?”

Viktor shook his head. “I am a business partner. We have mutual interests. Let’s just leave it at that, shall we?”

Saskia sat forward in her seat. “Do you know where I can find my father? I need to speak to him!”

“I’m sorry, Miss Wendle,” said Viktor. “That is one thing I cannot help you with. Mr Bitterbee is a very secretive man, as you well know. If he wants you to find him, then you will find him.”

“He’s had twenty four years to contact me or my mum, and in all that time, not a word from him,” she said bitterly. “So forgive me if I don’t hold my breath.”

“That is quite understandable,” said Viktor. “Know that he is looking out for you, in his own way. To that end, I’ve invited you here to offer my assistance. I understand you want to get out of the country? I can help with that.”

“You can? Can you do fake passports and such?”

He laughed. “Of course, Miss Wendle. I have already seen to that. Though you should consider their limitations. They may fool the electronic scanners you would find at an airport, but there is the human element to consider. Your face is very recognisable. Even with a disguise, it would be a risk. I offer an alternative…” He gestured at the window.

Looking out the window, she saw pretty much the same view of the bay she’d seen from the balcony. “What am I looking at?”

Viktor grinned. She’d seen that same look on Ivan’s face many times. “What’s the biggest thing you can see out there on the water?”

“Some kinda superyacht, I guess? Looks super fancy…” She turned and stared at him. “That’s yours?”

“The Choven One,” said Viktor. “My pride and joy.”

“I thought I was your pride and joy, Dad,” said Ivan.

“If I had to choose between you or she…” Viktor tilted his hand sideways, before offering his son a mysterious smile.

“I’m sure there’s a meaning behind that name, other than the obvious,” said Saskia.

“Choven means boat in Ukrainian,” said Ivan.

“Oh.” She laughed. “Good one!”

“We must go to Lingyawon,” said Padhra. “Can you take us there?”

“I can take you as far as the coast of India,” said Viktor. “You will have to make your own way from there to Nepal.”

“India is a big country…” said Saskia.

“We can do it, Old One,” said Padhra. “I can get us across the border.”

“If you say so…” said Saskia dubiously. She turned to Viktor. “I do have one more request.”

“Ask,” said Viktor.

“My mum and my friends,” she said. “I can’t contact them without alerting all the wrong people. But maybe you could get word to them that I’m okay? Don’t tell them where I’m going, but let them know I’m safe, and not holed away in a government bunker somewhere.”

“Consider it done,” said Viktor. “One of my associates has the perfect excuse to speak to your game developer friends.”

Several pieces clicked into place in that moment. “Sergei Krasnov, the big investor in our company. He’s your guy, isn’t he?”

He nodded. “You are a sharp one. Yes, Sergei is an associate of mine.”

She’d long suspected Threadless Studios’ mysterious benefactor had ties to her father, but she hadn’t been able to figure out the precise nature of that link. Sergei himself had been elusive. Only Raji had met him, and the information she’d dug up about him online had provided few details beyond his various business dealings. No visible links to Viktor Storozhenko or Calbert Bitterbee, and presumably that was the whole point. Layers upon layers, and she didn’t know yet how deep the rabbit hole went.

“I won’t even ask why you did that,” said Saskia. “Obviously it was so you—and by extension, my dad—could keep tabs on me. I’m worried about my friends, though. Someone already used them to get to me. They may have used you too. If Ivan hadn’t driven me away at just the wrong time—if I’d been there when they showed up at the booth—I’d never have had to…do the thing I did.”

“You might also be dead,” pointed out Ivan.

“With Padhra watching out for me, and with my minim—with the other things I can do, I somehow doubt that. No, the timing seems awfully convenient.”

“I cannot pretend I have not had the same thoughts,” said Viktor. “Your father’s agents are trustworthy, but they are not omniscient. It is likely one of their sources betrayed them.”

Or maybe this was my father’s plan all along, she thought. Could he be behind all of this? “Anyhow, forcing me to expose myself to the world might have been their endgame. In that case, my mum and friends should be safe, because the damage has already been done. But I can’t just assume that. Is there anything we can do to protect them?”

“Sergei—and others—are already on the case.”

“I want details,” said Saskia. “Names, jobs, and how exactly they intend to keep them safe.”

“That is too long a discussion for this meeting. There will be time for that later, once we are away. Right now, we must prepare for the journey…”

She sighed. “I guess that’ll have to do. Thank you for everything, Mr Storozhenko.”

“It is no problem, Miss Wendle,” said Viktor. “This is just good business.”

“How much is my dad paying you?”

“Calbert’s currency is not measured in dollars,” said Viktor, flashing her a mysterious smile.

Not content to take him at his word, Saskia waited until she was out of sight, then leapt into Viktor’s head. Soon, she found herself eavesdropping on a phonecall he made to one of his ‘associates.’

The man he spoke to agreed to place some discrete security teams outside the homes of her mum and her friends. Curious, Saskia mentally leapt from Viktor’s head into that of the man on the other end of the phone.

She found him sitting on a swivel chair in a small, ramshackle office. It didn’t look like any government agency she’d heard of. A private security company, then? There was an emblem on the wall she didn’t recognise. She didn’t stick around to investigate further, because Ivan was pestering her to pick out some clothes and other gear to bring to the boat.

They boarded the Choven One that night, under cover of darkness, and set off early the next morning. Travelling on a superyacht wasn’t quite as luxurious as she’d imagined, mostly because she and Padhra spent the entire journey confined to their rooms, with the crew under strict instructions not to enter. Loose lips, and all that. Ivan or Viktor delivered their meals—which were, admittedly, sumptuous—while they did their own cleaning. Saskia spent her time watching movies, playing games, reading books and browsing the Internet via their satellite link. That was all fun and games for the first couple of days. By the fifteenth, she’d had enough. She had to be very careful about her browsing habits; couldn’t use email or social media; couldn’t work; couldn’t do anything except chill out.

It was torture.

By the time they finally arrived at the coast of India, Saskia was about ready to throw herself overboard. Which was just as well, because that was exactly what they were about to do.

Even here on the deck, in the fierce wind, Viktor still wore a suit. He shook her hand vigorously. “It has been a pleasure, Miss Wendle. Miss Melakhoba.” He looked at Ivan. “Keep her safe, my boy.”

“I will, Dad,” said Ivan. He stepped backward—and dropped over the edge, repelling down to the tiny dingy bobbing in the water, far below.

Saskia followed a moment later. She very nearly missed her step and took a dip in the icy water, but Ivan caught her rope and tugged it to the side, allowing her to preserve her dignity for a while longer. Then Padhra landed lightly beside her, and they were ready to go.

They paddled ashore under cover of darkness—though of course it wasn’t dark to Saskia’s oracle-enhanced eyes. It was a blustery night. Waves threatened to capsize their tiny raft at any moment, or dash them against rocks. So it was with great surprise when her feet set down upon the sands of India.

They had a lot of ground to cover. But if they were careful, and didn’t draw too much attention to themselves, they’d just look like any other group of foreigners passing through. Their destination: a reclusive temple on the slopes of Mount Sesayung, in eastern Nepal. A place with many secrets she’d only begun to plumb, and with a weapon or two she might deploy against her enemies, if they should come for her there.

Gazing back at the elegant curves of the Choven One, something compelled her to cast her consciousness back into the suit-clad figure standing on the upper deck, staring into the darkness with a phone to his ear.

“It is done,” said Viktor Storozhenko. “They are on their way, as safe and sound as can be expected, given the circumstances.”

Could he be speaking to her father? Probably not, but she had to know for certain. She dove into the head of the person at the other end of the phone—

Or, rather, tried to dive into his head. Instead, she felt a sudden, sharp pain in her temple. A violent tremor shook her body.

When it finally subsided, she was herself again. Padhra and Ivan were eyeing her with worried expressions.

“I’m okay,” she said, pulling her jacket tight against the howling wind and lashing waves. “Let’s get going.”
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Saskia let out an exasperated sigh. “Please stop!”

Ruhildi blinked at her. Blinking no longer came naturally to the undead dwarf, so this was clearly a feigned expression of confusion. “Stop what, Sashki?”

“That thing you’re doing with your hand.”

Her friend looked at the splayed assemblage of twisted bones and dislocated joints that may, if one squinted hard enough, resemble a hand. After another teeth-grinding series of crackles and pops, the hand reverted into a more natural configuration.

“Don’t get grit up your butt,” said Ruhildi. “I were just practising.”

“Practising weirding me the hell out.”

It was safe to say that the novelty of her friend’s ‘condition’ had begun to wear off. Sure, being the walking dead had its definite advantages (for one thing, it made her really hard to kill), but there were times when Saskia would have given anything to have her old, living, breathing friend back. Well okay, Ruhildi could still breathe if she chose to, but it was no longer a biological necessity. She tried to tell herself that as long as her friend was happy, that was the most important thing. And Ruhildi genuinely seemed to be having the time of her (un)life. It was just…ugh…so damn creepy!

“Mayhap I could grow claws like yours,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia groaned.

Ruhildi gave the dwarven equivalent of an eye-roll. “Alright, I’ll stop plucking your petals, och sweet flower trow.”

“Princess just being princess,” said Rover Dog. The troll sat at the back of the cabin, slicing open his hand and using it to paint a strange pattern across a strip of cloth. What was up with that?

“To be true, this ability might save your life one day, so ’tis worth perfecting,” said Ruhildi. “But I’ll give your eyes and ears a rest. I ken how unsettling this must be to you. If I weren’t already a necrourgist, I amn’t sure I’d have coped with the change.”

“Actually, I think it was only the fact that you’re a necrourgist that allowed it to happen in the first place,” said Saskia. “This is like…your final form. Garrain became a tree, Nuille an otter, and you…died. I’m half expecting Kveld to turn to stone and Zarie to turn into…I don’t know, a stormcloud, or something.”

“I can already turn to stone, with the obsidian form spell,” pointed out Kveld, who was sitting at the front of the cabin with Zarie.

“I hope I don’t change form,” said the tempest, running a hand across the white-and-blue skin of her breast. “I like my body the way it is.”

Kveld reddened. Apparently he too liked her body just the way it was.

A thunderous growl sounded from the jagged hills below. Peering out between the dragon’s ribs, she could see an enormous form sitting on a flat rock, eyeing them hungrily. It was shaped vaguely like a troll, but with a smaller head, and dark fur. Also about ten times as large.

“Behemoth,” said Rover Dog. “Avoid.”

“Yeah, because I was planning to jump down and pet it,” said Saskia.

“Never can be sure with Sashki,” said Ruhildi.

The behemoths were just the latest entry in a long list of things that would best be avoided in this land of nope—some of which Rover Dog had described to her, and others she’d witnessed first-hand. Creatures with paralysing bites and stingers and poisonous spit. Snakes as fat as a car; spiders as big as a dog. Immense flightless birds that tore apart prey—and smaller predators—with vicious serrated beaks and scythe-like talons.

Then there were the slithering lumps of yuck that piled onto their hapless victims, dissolving their flesh in seconds. They were the closest things she’d seen to the slimes from games she’d played on Earth, but they weren’t green, and the cute little video game jellies didn’t come close to the true horror of watching these things feed.

Even the plants had meat on the menu. Step in the wrong spot, and it’d be game over: crushed between giant pincer leaves, or dissolved in a pool of digestive juices.

Worse, some of the rocky, grass-covered hills she spotted in the distance…weren’t hills. She’d seen them move, extending great spindly pincers to snatch unwary beasts that ventured too close to their waiting maws.

Welcome to Krakura, she thought. Please don’t feed the wildlife.

Deep in these untamed lands lay one of her father’s bases of operations: a site called the Night’s Dream. It was the only such site shown on the keystone’s map of Grongarg, so it had seemed like a good place to visit in their search for answers.

Now, as they drew close to the spot where it had been marked, Saskia was beginning to have second thoughts.

“I really don’t think we should be landing here,” she said. “This dragon isn’t exactly stealthy. We’ll draw every predator within a ten kilometre radius. There’ll be corpses piled higher than Mr Underhill over there.” She pointed at the hill-sized crab monster. “Unless Mr Underhill joins in. Then it’ll be our corpses piled in his stomach.”

“Not problem,” said Rover Dog. “Land in Firespring.”

“Firespring? What is that?”

“Sacred place. Big walls. Neutral ground, shared by all queendoms. Home of scouring pools.”

Saskia frowned. “Wait…scouring pools? Where trow royals go to melt their skin off?” She gave a little shudder.

Rover Dog nodded. “It grow back smooth, hard, strong.” A grin spread across his face. “Princess shell already strong, but scouring pools make smoother.”

Saskia’s eyes narrowed. After she’d pointed out the location of the Night’s Dream, Rover Dog had been awfully quick to suggest they come here next.

Though he’d helped the human-seeming woman seal the arlium volcano at Fireflower Isle, Rover Dog couldn’t remember the part he’d played in the epic quest. He couldn’t remember his human companion. He didn’t even know how long ago it had happened. Saskia’s attempts to jog his memory had failed. A search of the island had turned up nothing.

With little else to go on, their options had been the Night’s Dream, or visiting one of the other troll queendoms, or going straight to the seed of frost, which was further south along the branch. So here they were. It had seemed the most logical choice at the time.

“What an awfully big coincidence that our destination is so close to Firespring,” said Saskia.

“Not just close,” said Rover Dog. “Inside walls. Firespring built on ancient ruins. Those ruins…”

“Must contain the Night’s Dream.” she completed for him. “But it’s a sacred place, you said? Won’t its defenders try to shoot us out of the sky the moment we go near, just like Cloudtop Queendom did?”

“We drop banner.” He held up the cloth he’d been painting in his own blood. “They see this, they allow entry. I friend of Firespring. Very popular with visiting princesses.” He frowned. “Less popular with queens.”

Saskia’s lips twitched, as she struggled to suppress a laugh. “What if someone from Cloudtop is there?”

“Neutral ground,” said Rover Dog. “Fight not allowed inside walls. Parakumakorai kill any who break rule—even queen.”

“Paraku—what now?”

“Guardians of Firespring. Not pick fight with them. Not end well.”

“Okay well I guess that’s that, then. You’ve thought of everything. Firespring it is.”

Suddenly, the dragon lurched to the side, wobbling ominously as it dropped lower in the air.

“By sea and sky!” cried out Zarie. “It flew right into us!”

Saskia stared out at the dragon’s wing, where a smoking carapace was caught between two of its metal blades. Their unwanted passenger was long and lumpy, with innumerable hook-like legs and four sets of gossamer wings. The result of the collision had been…electric. Mr Crispy had died instantly, but now its carcass was affecting their stability.

“Crap!” breathed Saskia. “Okay, uh, can you raise the corpse and make it work itself free, Ruhildi?”

“Already trying,” said the dwarf. “’Tisn’t working.”

Indeed, she could see the creature’s little hooked legs waving in the air, but it didn’t seem to be doing much good.

“We need to find a place to land, yes?” said Zarie.

She was right. They’d have to prise the corpse free from the ground. Saskia quickly scanned the rugged landscape for a suitable landing site. She found only one. “Set us down on top of that big rock over there, if you can make it.”

That rock, at least, was not a giant monster in disguise. Her minimap confirmed it. Up there, they should be reasonably safe from the horrors lurking below.

Unless they could climb.

Crap, I just had to think of that, didn’t I?

“I will try,” said Zarie, her face a mask of concentration.

The dragon descended sharply, circling in a wide spiral until its claws gained purchase on the rough stone, and it settled into a precarious perch. There was barely enough room for them up here, so the only way to get to the clogged wing blades was to climb out out across the wing.

“Time to make myself useful,” said Saskia. If there was one thing she could do well as a troll, it was climb. The wing should be able to support her weight, and if anyone was strong enough to extricate the charred carcass, it was her.

After making sure Zarie had de-electrified the wings, Saskia shimmied up the dragon’s ribs onto its back, and from there, made her way gingerly across one of the gigantic wing bones. If this were a human arm, the bone would be called the humerus. She had no idea what the equivalent bone of a dragon wing was called, but this was no laughing matter.

Something big and hungry shoved its way through the trees, stopping at the base of the rock, huffing loudly.

Reaching the oversized bug’s carcass, she began to wriggle it loose. Damn, it was as if the suicidal creature had been trying to jam itself in there. The metal blade had sliced deep into its carapace, and as it cooked, it had fused with the metal.

From below came a scritching sound and a series of thuds. Claws against stone. Something heavy clambered up the side of the rock.

Saskia prised the carapace apart in a shower of ichor, and tore the carcass loose. It slid off the wing, bounced, and then…

A wet crunching sound issued from below.

Scrambling back across the wing, she called out to Zarie to lift off.

An enormous dark-haired head rose up, regarding her with red, slitted eyes. Its mouth opened wide, revealing a very impressive row of incisors, and breath foul enough to knock out a deepworm.

“Go!” she shouted. “Don’t wait for me! Take off now!”

Her muscles went suddenly rigid as electricity coursed beneath—and through—her. Almost, she fell, but some desperate instinct allowed her to fight off the paralysis and make a desperate leap, even as the wings drove them high into the air, barely avoiding the behemoth’s reaching claws.

Her hands closed around empty air. She bounced off the dragon’s ribs and fell backwards, arms flailing. The only thought going through her mind was: Not again…

Claws closed around her ankle, slicing into her flesh. She felt herself being hauled upward. In a moment, she’d be staring into a hungry maw.

Wait, that wasn’t right. She was far too high up for the behemoth to have snatched her. She glanced up at a toothy grin, attached to an oh so welcome face.

“Princess need learn to jump,” said Rover Dog as he hauled her through the opening.

She lay panting on the floor of the cabin, exhausted and more than a little shaken. Her minimap was flickering, and showing no markers for the no-doubt innumerable monsters swarming below. It was the electric shock that had done it, of course. Not as severe as the lightning strike she’d endured in her first encounter with the mer, but strong enough to disrupt her oracle interface for a while.

“Are your maps as messed up as mine?” she asked. Her vassals had been keeping their own copies of her map active most of the time, in case she missed something.

Ruhildi nodded. “Don’t worry, Sashki. We’ll survive without it for a time.”

The dragon rose high above the craggy hills, soaring toward the colossal column of…wait, what?

“Uh…Zarie,” said Saskia. “We’re going the wrong way. Firespring is south, away from the trunk.” 

“Oh!” said Zarie. Her cheeks turned a darker shade of blue. Someone had been getting a bit too used to having the map around…

It wasn’t long before they discovered they weren’t the only ones heading that way. Ahead, a trio of giant bats—roptirs, they were called here—bore their troll riders toward the distant citadel.

“Cloudtop Queendom, I presume?” said Saskia.

Rover Dog nodded.

Distant screeches were her first indication that something was wrong. Then the roptirs began to weave about in the air, ears twitching as they struggled to evade the long, gossamer-winged shapes coming at them. Their riders shot at their assailants with oversized crossbows. Two of the giant bugs fell from the sky, skewered by spear-sized bolts. But there were plenty more where they came from.

“I think they’re in trouble,” said Saskia, somewhat redundantly.

“We help them, princess,” said Rover Dog. “Regain favour with Cloudtop.”

“Assuming they don’t shoot us down as well,” said Saskia. “Okay, bring us closer, Zarie. Let’s see what we can do.”

“I can call a storm to knock some of them out of the sky,” said Zarie. “It will not be easy to do from afar, while flying the dracken. I will need every drop of essence you can give me, yes?”

“Done,” said Saskia.

The word had barely left her lips when she felt the tempest drawing in vast torrents of her essence. A black cloud formed in the air overhead, sending a spear of lightning arcing down through several of the bugs. Blackened carapaces careened toward the ground…

…only to rise up again, as Ruhildi took control of the corpses, and turned them against the living.

Saskia fought down the urge to throw open the cabin door and fling Jarnbjorn at the swarm. Knowing her luck, it would carve a hole straight through the floor on its way back to her hand. Right now, the best she could do was watch, and feed her vassals all the essence they needed.

Soon, the dragon was in the midst of the swarm, biting down on the hapless creatures, and swatting them out of the air with electrified wings. They were risking a repeat of what had grounded them earlier, but they needed the trolls to see they were here to help.

Oh yeah, the trolls had noticed them, alright. Eyes widened; clawed fingers pointed; voices shouted, their words drowned out by the howling wind and clashing thunder, and the screeches of their panicked mounts.

One of the roptirs twitched, and fell into a wild tumble. Jagged mandibles tore into its throat, while a multitude of hooked legs ripped its soft belly open. Its rider, a smooth-skinned troll woman, tumbled off its back, scarlet eyes wide with terror.

Without needing to be prompted, Zarie sent the dragon into a steep dive, plunging after the falling troll. Saskia clutched the dragon’s ribs, heart thumping in her chest as a rocky hillside rose up to meet them.

With the loud whump of a powerful wingbeat, they arrested their fall.

“I’ve got her!” said Ruhildi.

Saskia couldn’t see from her vantage, but apparently the dragon had caught the troll woman in its clawed feet.

Then she caught a glimpse of movement below—a lot of movement—and she came to a sudden, awful realisation.

“Pull up!”

“Pull…up?” asked Zarie, confused.

“Climb!” shouted Saskia. “Go higher! Get us out of here! Hurry!”

Now the tempest saw it. Her eyes widened. The floor tilted upward as dragon shot skyward, away from a horrific assemblage of great clacking pincers that reached up from the base of the hill that was not a hill. 

There was a terrible crunching, snapping sound. A sudden flurry of movement. Then they were careening wildly in the air. A long moment of white-knuckled, stomach-churning dizziness followed. Someone yelled. It might have been her.

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught sight of another roptir plummeting toward outstretched pincers and an enormous gaping maw.

A second tooth-rattling impact. Saskia smashed against the ceiling, then the floor again, and lay there for several seconds, stunned, before the world stopped spinning, and the gravity of their predicament settled over her.

At her feet, someone groaned. It was Kveld, in his obsidian form. Rover Dog stirred beside him, while Ruhildi picked herself up off the floor as if nothing had happened. Several fuzzy white heads emerged from compartments around the cabin. The adorribles had been pretty well padded in their tiny homes; they should be okay. Zarie though…now this was more worrying. The tempest lay unmoving at the other end of the cabin, with a gash across her face, bleeding profusely.

Saskia squeezed past the others to reach her fallen companion. Zarie was breathing, but unconscious and in pretty bad shape. Her limbs were twisted at odd angles, and her body was a mass of cuts and scrapes and rapidly-forming bruises. Wasting no time, Saskia got some of her arlithite-charged blood down the tempest’s throat, and did her best to straighten the broken arm and leg. That was all she could do for her now. Zarie would survive—if any of them did.

Only then did she turn her attention outside, where her friends stood in a tangle of splintered trees and churned-up earth.

One of the dragon’s wings was bent awkwardly beneath it. The other was…gone. As was the troll they’d plucked out of the air. Saskia feared for them both. They might very well be in the belly of Mr Underhill, who loomed just a few kilometres away.

Grunts and growls and chitters and hoots emerged from the torn trees. Oh yeah, they were deep in the crapoodles now.

The floor lurched, and the great assemblage of bone and metal and arlium rose up onto its hind legs, propping itself up on a single wing. It teetered there for a long moment, before lowering itself shakily back down to the ground.

“Bollocks,” said Ruhildi. “Without the other wing, the dracken won’t be walking or flying. We must go on foot, fetch the wing, and larn if it can be repaired.”

Saskia nodded. It was a shame this thing wasn’t more like a typical fantasy dragon, with four legs plus wings. It would’ve had no trouble walking then. Flamethrower breath would’ve been fantabulous too. This thing was actually more like a wyvern, come to think of it, even though she’d heard the elves speak of ‘wivorns’ as a separate species, smaller than ‘drackens,’ that lived in swamps and had poisonous fangs. She was kinda glad she hadn’t come across one of those in her travels.

“Zarie is in no state for a trek through these hills,” said Saskia. “She’ll have to stay. But I don’t like the thought of leaving her alone here.”

“I’ll stay with her,” said Kveld. “Methinks we’ll be safe inside the cabin, but if not…” He hefted his warhammer.

The rest of them gathered up their gear and set off into the jungle without further ado.

Saskia had barely taken three steps when something cold brushed up against her neck. Craning her head around, she spotted the culprit—or culprits. There were three tiny white forms nestling in her backpack, blinking up at her with liquid eyes. Adults, all of them. The babies and their parents were still safely tucked away in their cabin compartment.

Saskia rolled her eyes at her little passengers. “Shoulda known you’d want to come along. Scoot back, will you? If I start to freeze, I’m gonna make you get out and walk.”

They shifted backward, creating a buffer between their icy bodies and her own. It wouldn’t exactly be comfortable, but she couldn’t bring herself to send them away.

“Careful, princess,” warned Rover Dog, pointing at the jagged trapdoor jaws of a carnivorous plant hanging from a nearby tree.

Saskia shivered, and not just because of the little ice-makers she carried. She didn’t want to think what would happen if she moved her head too close to those jaws. There were plenty more where that thing came from, and her oracle interface was still on the fritz, so she couldn’t count on an early warning.

As if summoned by her worried thoughts, the colourful, crested head of an enormous flightless bird emerged from the underbrush, rising up into the air, higher and higher, as its long neck seemed to stretch beyond the limits of credulity. The monstrous bird cocked its head sideways, regarding them with hunger in its violet eyes. There was blood on its beak.

Screeching, it lunged at her.

A minute later, a carcass rose up from the ground, its head now drooping upside down from a nearly-severed neck. The corpse of the oversized ostrich fell into step beside them as they continued on their way.

They were halfway to their destination, with a small retinue of zombie minions in tow, when a voice sounded up ahead, snarling and shouting in the language of the sky trolls. “…back, you thumping goresnout! You dare try eat me!? I will choke you with your own tongue! I will pop your eyeballs like—raargh!”

“I know that voice,” said Rover Dog, frowning.

The trees shook, and she heard a series of distinctly un-troll-like growls and huffs.

Pushing over the next rise, they found a behemoth standing at the base of a tall tree, gazing up at a troll woman perched in its highest branches. Apparently deeming it too flimsy to climb, the behemoth shook the trunk between great clawed hands. The tree swayed violently from side to side, creaking and cracking, while the troll clung for dear life, even as she tried to line up a shot at the beast with her oversized crossbow.

Saskia had glimpsed that troll in the air, but now they were closer, she realised there was something awfully familiar about that face; the smooth, yet rock-hard skin; the jewellery that adorned her body in lieu of clothes. She looked younger than Queen Atka, but the resemblance was striking.

“Princess…” murmured Rover Dog, eyeing the troll with an unreadable expression.

            

    
        Book 3, Chapter 14: Princess

    
    
    
    
                “Which princess is she? The one you knocked up, or one of the others you tried to knock up?”

Saskia spoke softly, so as not to give away their presence to the great brute of a monster, who at this very moment was trying to shake the subject of their conversation out of a tree. Still, she was unable to keep a hint of annoyance out of her voice.

“Princess Vask,” murmured Rover Dog, displaying not a hint of remorse.

“Fantabulous,” said Saskia. “Let’s go save your girlfriend, then. She might be able to get her mother off our backs, at least.”

Ruhildi gave a dwarven eye-roll. “If we don’t act now, there will be naught to save but chewed bones.”

“Yeah yeah,” said Saskia. “Okay, let’s do this!”

In answer, Ruhildi pressed her hands to the dirt and tugged hard on Saskia’s essence. The ground shuddered, and the behemoth suddenly found himself—yeah, it was definitely a male—sinking into soft earth. At the same moment, spikes of stone rose up from the ground, stabbing into his legs and feet. Stones sprang into the air, detonating dozens of miniature explosions in his snarling face.

From the shuddering earth rose creatures of stringy sinew and dessicated flesh, flapping like torn cloaks from clattering bones. They came in a variety of shapes and sizes; some formed piecemeal from what must have been multiple incomplete skeletons. All of them were horrifying to look upon, and yet she couldn’t look away.

At the same time, the monstrous zombies raised from their recently slain aggressors lumbered and slithered and hopped into battle, biting and clawing at the behemoth’s legs.

Saskia gaped at her friend. Ruhildi had cast all those spells in seconds, without breaking a sweat. Not that she could sweat, but whatever the undead equivalent of sweating was, she wasn’t doing it.

Growling, the giant bipedal monster tore at his attackers, peeling them off and chomping down on them. Bones shattered. Blood sprayed. The skeletons and zombies were huge and hard to kill, but they wouldn’t last long against such a display of brute strength.

Deciding it would be prudent to keep her distance, Saskia hung back, hurling Jarnbjorn again and again, slowly slicing away the flesh from the beast’s throat. Rover Dog stood at her side, flicking rocks with his staff sling. Even Princess Vask contributed to the battle, firing a spear-sized crossbow bolt into the creature’s back.

The behemoth plucked the bolt out, crushed it between his fingers, and tossed the splinters aside. The wounds were already beginning to heal over. Frocking fantabulous. The monster was trollish in more than just appearance.

“’Tis taking too bollocking long,” muttered Ruhildi. The undead dwarf shot forward, lightning quick.

“What the hell are you doing!?” shouted Saskia.

Heart pounding, she ran after her friend. Rover Dog followed just a few steps behind. Almost immediately, the behemoth ceased his zombie dismemberment, regarding them with ravenous eyes.

His hand shot toward Saskia.

She leapt back with a cry of surprise, even as she flicked Jarnbjorn at the reaching fingers. Her shock wasn’t due to his action, but his sheer speed. The severed tip of a clawed finger flew through the air. But she wasn’t the only one to have scored a hit. Her chest burned, her armour flapped open, and she saw that the tips of a pair of razor-sharp claws had traced a red line down her midsection, tearing through wormhide and hardened troll flesh as if they were tissue paper. One step closer and he might have split her in two.

Rover Dog thrust a long wooden pike deep into the beast’s palm. It snapped and splintered as the hand drew back and the behemoth roared in pain.

Seizing advantage of the creature’s distraction, Ruhildi raced around the side and sprang up onto his back. He tried to snatch at the dwarf with a bloody hand, but she nimbly dodged aside, and continued her leaping ascent.

Throwing Jarnbjorn, Saskia managed to sever another of the beast’s reaching fingers. Again, he went for her. She dove between his trapped legs, slicing at his inner calves with her claws and axe. A trio of white fuzzballs leapt off her back, racing up the monster’s legs after the dwarf.

Then she too began to climb, her claws sinking deep into the thick skin as she shimmied up his back. Rover Dog joined her a moment later, grinning like a loon.

It was getting crowded up here. She and Rover Dog were racing up its back, Ruhildi had almost reached the neck, and the adorribles…

She winced, feeling a sudden sympathy for the monster. He let out a high-pitched yelp and clawed between his legs.

Now that was a case of blue balls she wouldn’t wish on her worst enemy.

Ruhildi drew to a halt on the back of the behemoth’s head. She pulled aside a flap on her satchel, and from it poured forth…

Spiders.

Bone spiders, to be precise. Saskia had seen her crafting them back in New Inglomar, but she’d had no idea her friend had this many of them. She counted six of the tiny horrors scuttling around the side of the behemoth’s face, heading for his eyes and nose.

Meanwhile, the dwarf pulled out a long, slender sliver of stone, placed it point-first against the back of the head, and with a powerful surge of magic, sent it spinning, boring its way through the immensely thick skull.

The beast howled and reached out seemingly at random, trying to pluck his attackers free—minus a couple more fingers, thanks to Saskia’s axe. He only succeeded in slicing bloody trails across his own flesh.

Saskia and Rover Dog reached his throat, and began peeling it back with their claws, but it was a token effort. The behemoth was already done for.

They all leaped for safety as he came toppling down, carving furrows into the earth as he twitched and died. Blood-slicked bone spiders crawled out of his ears and nose and the ruins of his eyes.

A minute later, Princess Vask stood before them, her gaze shifting between Rover Dog and the newly risen behemoth looming over them like a meat statue. Then she let out a squeal and tackled Rover Dog to the ground. “For your contribution to my glorious triumph, I have decided to grant you the honour of laying with me one more time, sweet Rover.”

“How generous of you,” said Saskia dryly. “But this is hardly the time or place for that.”

“Princess welcome to try,” said Rover Dog grinning up at the two of them. “Any time. Any place. I not mind.”

Saskia had no idea which princess he was referring to. Right now, she didn’t really care. She kicked him, hard, digging her claws into his butt. “Get up! We’ve got to get our wing back, before we have to fight off this entire howlscape.”

“You dare lay a claw on my claim?” shouted Vask, glaring at her. “Why you’re nothing but a…” The princess’s voice trailed off as she beheld the hard stone flesh across Saskia’s chest and belly.

Looking down at herself, Saskia remembered that with her armour torn open, she was flashing her boobs. She hastily began to tie her vest shut with a rope from her backpack.

“Princess Vask,” said Rover Dog. “Princess Saskia. Not need fight. Sharing better. At same time, perchance?” His expression turned hopeful.

Saskia couldn’t decide whether to laugh or kick him again, so she did both. “Up! Now! Life-or-death situation, remember?”

Meanwhile, Vask’s eyes were nearly bulging out of their sockets.

“She is a princess!?”

Rover Dog nodded.

“Of what queendom?”

“Earth,” said Saskia. Actually Old Ulugmir. And I guess I’m more of a queen, given that Calburn’s avatar on this world is dead. But let’s not complicate things.

“I have not heard of such a place,” said Vask.

“It’s very far away,” said Saskia. “Get the hell up, both of you. I’m not going to say it again. This isn’t a good place for a chat.”

Staring daggers at her, Vask rose to her feet. Rover did likewise.

“’Twould be safest if we sit astride my minion’s shoulders,” said Ruhildi, pointing up at the behemoth.

Saskia gave a little shudder at the thought of riding a mangled corpse, even if he didn’t yet smell any worse than he had when he was alive. The dragon was different, because it had no flesh and its bones were clean. Still, her friend had a point. That thing could walk faster than they could, and most predators would leave them alone up there.

“Oh alright,” said Saskia. “All aboard, everyone.”

A giant hand reached for her, and she stepped onto the upraised palm alongside her friend. The behemoth raised them gently up to his shoulder, and they stepped across.

The hand lowered for the other two trolls. Rover Dog stepped aboard, but Vask just stood there, wrinkling her nose. “I am not going up there!” she snapped.

“Oh yes you are!” called out Saskia. “It’s either that or we leave you here. You can find your way back to the dracken, or stay here and die, for all I care. Your choice, princess.”

“I could bid my minion seize her,” suggested Ruhildi in a quiet voice.

“Let’s not go too far,” murmured Saskia. “I don’t actually want her as my enemy. She just rubs me the wrong way, is all.”

“Och, there’s a right way to rub you, then?” said Ruhildi.

“Oh yeah, there so is,” said Saskia, glancing pointedly at her troll with benefits.

Still glaring up at her, Vask stepped onto the behemoth’s hand beside Rover Dog. The undead creature lifted them up to his shoulder, where they sat next to Saskia. Then they were off, striding toward the looming rocky hill…which was actually Mr Underhill, the gigantic crab-thing that had snapped off the dragon’s wing.

“My outriders,” said Vask, peering up at the sky, which was now clear of both roptirs and giant bugs. “Where are they? I shall have them thrown in the dungeon for leaving me here!”

“Actually…” Saskia hesitated.

The silence lingered, until Vask demanded, “What is it?”

“I think they might be dead,” said Saskia. In the midst of the chaos of their crash she’d glimpsed one of the other roptirs falling from the sky. There’d been no sign of them afterward. And she doubted they’d just abandon their liege, no matter how annoying she was.

Vask’s face paled. Which was quite a feat, given how pale she was already. “I…hope that is not so.”

Saskia felt a moment of sympathy for the princess. Maybe there’s a decent person hiding under that prickly shell, she thought

“They should have fought harder,” added Vask. “Now I will have to pay recompense to their families.”

Or…maybe not.

“Just so you know, we’re heading straight into danger,” said Saskia. “The monster that knocked us out of the air—it tore off our dracken’s wing. We need to get it back.”

Vask glared at her. “You think I am afraid? A princess of Cloudtop fears nothing and no-one! I will slay the great lurker. In return, you will take me where I need to be.”

“Firespring,” said Saskia. “We’re heading that way ourselves. You’re welcome to join us—after we’ve retrieved the wing.”

The princess eyed Saskia disdainfully. “Yes, I see you are in dire need of a scouring. Have you no shame? Your skin is like rough-hewn granite. How could a princess let it become thus?”

Saskia shuddered. The whole idea of having one’s skin dissolved and regrown for the sake of vanity was just…nope. “Yeah well, you try being burnt to a crisp by an exploding worldseed.”

Vask stared at her, seemingly lost for words.

Saskia changed the subject. “I ask one more thing of you. After this is all over, you will try to get your mother to…uh, forgive what Rover Dog did. What we did when we made our escape.”

The princess barked out a single short, bitter laugh. “She will not listen to me. We had a…quarrel, over that very subject. I wish nothing but the best for my sweet Rover, but mother is a stubborn old…” She bit off whatever she’d been about to say.

Saskia sighed inwardly. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy.

“But if you, as a princess of a foreign queendom, lay claim to him…” said Vask. “She would have every reason to grant you both clemency. To do otherwise would be to risk war.”

Saskia turned to Rover Dog. “Could that work?”

“I not know,” said Rover Dog. “Minds of queens and princesses mysterious. Bodies less mysterious. Bodies, I like.”

“If you are truly a princess, how do you not know such things?” asked Vask.

“Princess, but not of Grongarg,” said Rover Dog.

“An exile?” said the princess. “That would explain much.”

“Enough questions,” said Saskia, who wasn’t in the mood to get into a discussion about her bizarre lineage. “Let’s just worry about getting out of here alive. Politics can wait.”

The princess didn’t reply for several long seconds. And when she did, it was with actions rather than words. She bit deep into her hand and held it out to Saskia.

Saskia eyed the bloody palm dubiously, recognising it as the trollish equivalent of spitting in your hand before shaking. Then she shrugged, bit into her own hand and pressed it against Vask’s.

When she saw how quickly Saskia’s self-inflicted wound sealed shut, the princess’s eyes went wide. “You have taken the divine dust!”

“Yeah, of course,” said Saskia. “My companion was injured.”

Vask looked at her blankly, apparently not getting the connection between arlithite and healing others. Understandable, perhaps, if she didn’t have any non-troll friends.

At that moment, something leapt up at them from the shadows. Saskia raised her axe to hurl at whatever it was, but before she released the blade, the behemoth snatched it out of the air, hurled it onto the ground and stomped on it, leaving a mangled, bloody pancake in place of the would-be predator.

“This magic of the dead you wield,” said Vask. “I have never beheld its like. Your queendom must indeed be powerful, to covet a worldseed that can bestow such a wondrous gift.”

“You mean it doesn’t creep you out?” said Saskia, surprised at the reaction. “Anyhow, that’s not me.” She pointed at Ruhildi, who had hopped up onto the back of the giant undead bird, with the adorribles sitting behind her.

The princess frowned. “That is a corpse too.”

“No, the dwarrow riding it—oh, I suppose she’s also…” Saskia still had a hard time thinking of her friend as a corpse.

Vask didn’t answer, but her astonishment was writ plain across her face. Undead beings who retained enough sense of self to cast spells were unheard of on this world, even if that kind of thing was a dime a dozen in video games and fantasy novels. There was no word for lich here. The term Hilmyr had used for her—revenant—was not spoken outside of the Skaenwyr Isles. None of her friends had heard it before—not even Ruhildi, who was supposed to be the expert in all things dead. In their experience, the dead were mindless automatons who acted out scripts devised by their necrourgist masters, not sapient creatures in their own right.

As they neared their destination, Saskia’s minimap stopped flickering, and map markers once again began to appear on it. This was a much faster recovery than last time lightning had disrupted her oracle abilities—presumably because the electric shock she’d received this time had been minor in comparison.

The dark violet marker on her map was telling her to get the hell out of here. If only she could.

Soon, they found themselves approaching the hollow beneath Mr Underhill’s rocky shell. The pincers and head must be lurking somewhere in there.

As for the wing itself, she could see…pieces. The bones were all there, and mostly intact, though chipped. But some of the metal blades had been broken off. Others were missing. Her oracle interface revealed no sign of them, so she could only assume they were inside the monster’s belly. Maybe it would choke on them.

Saskia exchanged a worried glance with her friends.

“We’d best dismount now,” said Ruhildi. “My minion will try to hold off the lurker, while we grab what we can. We won’t have much time.”

That made sense. The behemoth would be the biggest, tastiest target, so he’d serve as a distraction, while the three trolls hauled the wing pieces away. She was about to run in, when Ruhildi raised her hand, forestalling her.

“I’ve thought of a better way,” said the dwarf. She frowned in concentration, tugging on Saskia’s essence.

The scattered dragon bones began to wobble, then flop across the broken rocks, dragging the metal blades behind them.

“We’ll still have to fetch the snapped-off metal parts by hand,” pointed out Saskia.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “But let’s away these bones first.”

It was a good plan, with just one flaw. The clatter of bones and metal across the rocks made a huge racket.

A spindly forelimb emerged from the hollow, followed by a chitinous head, covered in swivelling eyestalks. It bore only a passing resemblance to a crab, up close. The pincers at the end of the forelimb were about the length of a troll—tiny compared to the limb itself—but there were several sets of them, snapping together like scissor blades. It was…a very odd creature.

“Change of plan,” said Saskia. “Time to send in the distraction.”

The behemoth lumbered forward, sending up clouds of dust as his feet pounded into stone and smashed aside boulders. Smaller skeletons and zombies hung off his body and swarmed in his wake. They were tiny gnats compared to the colossal crab-thing, but there was no reason to hold them back now.

Mr Underhill’s eyes swivelled to face its new meal. Then it darted forward, reaching with four limbs, and twelve sets of pincers. The behemoth leapt aside at the last moment, flattening an undead snake, before continuing its charge.

“Now!” said Saskia.

She and Rover Dog and Vask broke into a sprint, rushing forward to pick up the loose metal blades, and fling them to safety.

Above them, a battle of titanic proportions waged. Claws raked. Pincers snapped. Jaws fastened around flesh and chitinous armour. It was a battle that could have only one outcome. The only question was whether the behemoth and his entourage would keep his larger foe occupied while Saskia and her companions got what they came for.

The answer: almost.

Saskia had snatched up her third wing blade when a shout rang out. “Get out of there, Sashki!”

As if Ruhildi’s warning weren’t enough, an expanding pool of red light appeared across the ground around her. Hurling her burden out of the way, Saskia dove backward, landing awkwardly on the jagged rocks just at the edge of the telegraphed death zone.

A terrible grinding crash sounded at her heels. Rocks sprayed outward from the tips of twitching pincers gouging the earth behind her. Spears of stone drove into them from both sides—Ruhildi’s attempt to pin them in place. But it was the stone that broke, not the monstrously hard chitin.

Rolling to her feet, she kept running, even as her eyes frantically sought the other trolls. Vask was half-collapsed on the ground by Ruhildi’s side, breathing heavily. But where was…?

Her jaw dropped.

Rover Dog dangled from the tip of a snapping pincer, while the adjacent pincers clacked shut around empty air. Each of his swings took him narrowly out of reach of serrated chitin-blades that sought to cut him in half. Above the troll, a long blade of metal jutted from the inside of the scissor-like appendage. Between snaps, Rover Dog wrenched it free and tossed the shard of metal to the ground at Saskia’s feet.

Then, with a gravity-defying leap, he hurled himself onto a tall rock. Sliding down the side of the rock ahead of a flurry of swipes and snips, he hit the ground running. Mr Underhill kept up its furious assault, carving up the earth around him as he zigzagged and cartwheeled. Passing beyond the limits of its reach, he stopped and dusted himself off, while furious pincers ploughed the earth behind him.

Idiot, thought Saskia. This is the point in the movie where the shark leaps out and bites your head off.

The moment Rover Dog drew near, Vask turned and raked her claws across his face, before sweeping him up in a fierce hug.

“You bone-headed demoniac!” shouted the princess.

For once, Saskia was in complete agreement with her.

“Let’s pick up the pieces and get out of here,” she said. “I don’t know how fast that thing can move its hill-home, and I’d rather not find out.”

It was a slow journey back to the dragon, with the trolls hauling the assorted bones and metal parts as best they could. They had to stop several times to fight off predators along the way—although the corpses of said predators served as useful pack-mules thereafter.

By the time they returned, the sun had just begun to wobble below the horizon, and an uneven darkness was closing in. They found the area around the dragon strewn with huge animal corpses, churned up dirt, and smashed trees. Kveld stood guard in his obsidian form, while a pair of adorribles sat watchfully atop the dragon’s spine. Zarie sat inside, nursing her head. Saskia’s blood had run its course, and the tempest was much improved, but not yet fully healed.

“You have been busy,” said Saskia to her dwarven friend.

“You found the wing!” said Kveld, watching as they set the wing bones in place, and Ruhildi worked her magic to bind the bones together. He looked at Vask with a curious expression.

“Most of it,” said Saskia. “We’re missing a few of the metal blades.”

“’Tis but a temporary measure,” said Ruhildi, eyeing the bones with a critical expression. “Normally, my skeletal minions would collapse into a pile of bones the moment I release my magical hold on them. This dracken is not like that, though. The metal and arlium holds them together even without my magic. Necrourgy only serves to awaken them. But as for this wing…”

“It’ll fall off if you let your spell fade,” guessed Saskia.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “And I can’t repair or attach the blades here. For that, we’ll need a forge, and some spare metal. The dracken won’t fly like this. But it can walk.”

“Is there a forge at Firespring?” she asked the other trolls.

Rover Dog nodded.

“I guess we’ll be going the slow way then. At least it’s not that far from here.”

They piled the wing blades—and themselves—inside the cabin, and began the slow and shaky march to Firespring, surrounded by a growing entourage of Ruhildi’s pets.

There, they’d make their much-needed repairs, unearth the secrets of the Night’s Dream, and no way in hell was she going anywhere near those scouring pools.
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                “Och, now that’s one fair imposing fortress.”

Saskia nodded wordlessly at Ruhildi. Imposing barely began to describe it. The great walled enclave of Firespring stood atop a high plateau, surrounded by cliffs, with only a narrow causeway leading up to its tall iron gates. The walls bristled with defences. She spotted archers, slingers, cauldrons of…something, trebuchets and ballistas.

Those defences were now aimed squarely at them.

Rover Dog’s banner, draped across the dragon’s ribcage, wasn’t having quite the effect they’d hoped it would. Either the guardians of Firespring—the parakumakorai, he called them—couldn’t see the banner from that distance, or they were ignoring it because it was attached to a bone dragon.

That seemed perfectly understandable to Saskia. If she saw a bone dragon lumbering up to her doorstep, she wouldn’t have invited it in for a chat, no matter who claimed to be chilling out in its belly.

“Time to show our faces,” she said.

Opening the ribs, she stepped out onto the causeway behind Rover Dog and Princess Vask. She waved at the guards atop the walls. “How do you do, fellow trolls?” she murmured.

Vask bellowed up at them in a language she didn’t recognise, though she did recognise the words Vask and Cloudtop. One of the guards called out in kind. The princess replied with Rover Dog’s and Saskia’s names, and the word Earf, an obvious mispronunciation of her supposed queendom.

After a little more back and forth, the gates swung open, and a band of troll men in loincloths and feathery capes marched out to meet them. They were neither sky trolls nor hill trolls. Their skin was a deep, dark green, and they were tiny. Well, not tiny compared to the other demihuman races. But tiny compared to other trolls. They stood a little over two metres tall, coming barely up to Saskia’s midsection if she stretched up to her full height. Their bodies, however, were clearly those of warriors: muscular and graceful. Though they were trolls, they reminded Saskia of the Spartans from the movie 300 (she’d watched that movie six times as a teen—for the plot, of course).

“Not call them tiny,” said Rover Dog, when she mentioned their diminutive stature. “Parakumakorai will rip tongue out and feed it to goresnouts.”

“Okaaay,” said Saskia. “Don’t provoke the Spartan pygmy trolls. Got it.”

After some more discussion between Vask, Rover Dog and the guards, Saskia began to pick up the new language.

“The princess and the rover and their menagerie desire to make use of your foundry,” Vask was explaining. “You will make available whatever resources they require. I will reimburse any and all expenses incurred, as payment for their…assistance.”

Huh. That was actually quite generous of her. The repairs wouldn’t come cheap.

After some further negotiations, the guards stepped aside, allowing the dragon entry.

Stepping through the gates, Saskia’s nose wrinkled. The air had that distinct ‘rotten egg’ smell of sulphur. She’d gotten a whiff of it outside the walls, but here, it struck her sensitive troll nose full-force. The clouds of steam wafting up from a walled-off area in the centre of the enclave were the obvious source of the odour.

Before her lay patchwork fields, tended by parakumakorai and a smattering of other troll races. Orderly rows of Spartan pygmy trolls lined the road, bearing spears and shields. They watched the dragon with wary expressions, while some of their gazes turned on Saskia. She did her best to look non-threatening. Here, it seemed, she was the tallest troll in town.

As Rover Dog had mentioned earlier, this town was built upon the ruins of a much older settlement. Ancient stonework dotted the fields, partially buried and completely overgrown. Some newer buildings had been built around the ruins of the old, but most had been left untouched. On her minimap, she could see that the ruins extended far below the surface, though most of the subterranean sections seemed to have collapsed.

At the north end of the enclave was the market and craftsman’s terrace, containing the foundry they’d need to make their repairs. A large airfield lay to the west; though there were no airships or flying creatures present, her minimap labelled it as such. She wondered if Cloudtop was the only queendom that had airships. Rover Dog had made it sound as if the sky trolls were uniquely knowledgable about such things, but if Earth was anything to go by, technology like that had a tendency to spread.

To the south was a huge stone building—a castle, really—with crumbling stonework covered in the local equivalent of ivy. It had a larger basement than any other structure in town; one that connected to one of the few intact tunnels left unburied. That, she decided, must be the Night’s Dream.

When she pointed out the building, Rover Dog said, “Guest palace. Princesses stay there.”

“Oh,” said Saskia. “Well that’s convenient.”

“I will see that it is prepared for our arrival,” said Princess Vask. She sent Rover Dog a smouldering look, before stalking off.

They parked the dragon in front of a large pavilion, with rows of forge fires blazing beneath a thin roof. The trolls working the forges stared at the great bone beast in open-mouthed astonishment. A large contingent of guards stood watchfully nearby, just in case the dragon went on a rampage.

Ruhildi and Kveld also drew their measure of curious glances. These trolls had never seen a dwarf before, living or dead. The pair immediately set to work at the forge.

“This will take some time, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “Days, leastwise. Mayhap much longer. We won’t ken until we’ve tried to work this metal.”

“Okay, we may as well leave you to it then.” Saskia lowered her voice so the guards couldn’t hear. “I suspect the Night’s Dream is right there under the guest palace. Let’s see if we can find it tonight.”

“I wish I could join you, Sashki, but I’d best stay and mind the dracken, lest one of the locals do something drastic. Kveldi can go with you, though, after we’re done here.”

“Good point,” said Saskia. “In the meantime, I guess it’s time for me to act like a princess.”

“Princess always act like princess,” said Rover Dog.

They found Princess Vask sunning herself in the garden outside the palace, while a sky troll stood over her, using a quill dipped in blood leaking from his own wrist to jot down notes on a sheet of parchment.

“Princess Saskia will be here shortly,” Vask was saying. “I know nothing about this Earf Queendom she claims to represent—it all sounds rather dubious—but Rover vouches for her, and she bears the divine dust, so we will take her at her word for now. She will be joining us in the scouring pools on the morrow.”

Wait…what?

“Now hold on—” said Saskia.

Rover Dog pressed his hand around her mouth, pulling her back out of sight. Grinning, he tilted his head sharply to the side. No.

“Very good,” said the sky troll, whom she took to be some sort of attendant. “I think you will be pleased. The acid is especially potent this season.”

“Mmmf!” said Saskia.

“Have the other guests arrived?” asked Vask.

“Not yet,” said the attendant. “Princess Aele of the Goldclaw Queendom and Princess Nuhu of the Riverside Queendom are due to arrive a few days hence.”

Vask frowned. “Not Princess Liet?”

“Princess Liet sends her apologies. She is with child, and cannot risk the baby, so her younger sister will come in her stead.”

“How inconsiderate!” said Vask. “No matter. I look forward to breaking in—ah, I mean meeting—young Princess Nuhu.”

Saskia was getting a really bad feeling about this.

Rover Dog released her, and she rounded on him. “If she thinks I’m just gonna hop into an acid spa with her, she has another think coming.”

“Reconsider,” he murmured.

She blinked at him. “What?”

“Reconsider. You not have allies among queendoms. After tomorrow, you have…friend. Good friend. You will see.”

“By having my skin melted off? I’ll pass.”

“Will grow back,” said Rover Dog. “Princess endure pain. Show strength. Grow stronger. Earn respect. Forge bond.”

“You’re saying it’s not so much beauty treatment as a rite of passage? A way of bonding with these…masochists?”

He nodded.

Saskia let out a long breath. She’d survived the deepworm. Maybe she could endure this too. She would have to think about it.

“Ah, there you are!” said Vask, as they stepped back around the corner. She rose, and beckoned for them to follow her inside. “Come. This will be so much fun!”

Still quietly seething, Saskia stepped through the huge doorway. The interior of this ancient palace was very well-kept, with nary a cobweb nor spec of dust in sight. Vask led them through a maze of hallways to their rooms. These too were a vast step up from the places she was used to sleeping on this world. There were things resembling actual beds, neatly made, though lacking in blankets. Tapestries hung across the walls, depicting scenes of…oh wow. Her face grew hot. She had no idea trolls could assume those positions.

Rover Dog caught her gaze and grinned wolfishly. “We try that one next time.”

“No thank you,” she said. “I wouldn’t be able to stand for a week after that.”

“I help straighten spine afterward.”

“Can we talk about something else?” Saskia turned to Vask. “Why is this place out here in the middle of nowhere? Why go to all this trouble? If searing your flesh off is so important to you, can’t you just set up a scouring pool in the safety and, uh, comfort…” Really not the right word. “…of your own homes?”

“A princess who cannot endure the journey to Firespring is not worthy to be called princess,” said Vask. “That is why we come here. That, and the fact that it is neutral territory, shared by all queendoms. Many an alliance has been forged within these walls. It is not easy to reach, but once here, our safety is assured.”

“What would happen if someone assassinated a rival queen in this place?”

“That…has happened, once,” said Vask. “The queendom responsible for the deed no longer exists. It was purged from this world by the combined might of every other queendom of Grongarg.”

“I…see,” said Saskia.

This place made a strange kind of sense now. Instead of playing golf, the leaders of various troll nations would hang out together in torture pools. Ick-factor aside, it beat the Ciendil way—all-out apocalyptic war.

That evening, they reclined on wire chairs in a spacious dining room, while troll attendants served them appetiser dishes of crispbread, glazed root vegetables, wriggling grubs, and…yup, those were eyeballs.

After the appetisers came a main course that would have fed an army battalion back on Earth. They drank a bitter-tasting alcohol, not unlike beer, but it went to her head faster than any beer she’d had on Earth. And that was saying something, because on Earth, she was a real lightweight, but here she had an iron stomach. Then came dice games, and nude dancers, and…wow this stuff was strong. Saskia waved off the third cup, hoping her trollish liver would quickly filter out the alcohol already in her system. She wanted to be clear-headed tonight, while they went delving for the Night’s Dream.

They were heading to their rooms when Vask stepped in front them, holding out her hand in invitation. “Tonight, sweet Rover, you may take your reward. And Saskia, you will join us too, I trust.”

Saskia stared at her. Is she proposing what I think she is?

“Not tonight, princess,” said Rover Dog, looking a little too regretful. “We…tired.”

Vask laughed. “Oh Rover, since when have you been too tired for me?”

“I older now,” said Rover Dog. “We both older.”

Vask’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t look to have aged a single day.”

“Age not show on outside,” said Rover Dog.

Vask pouted. “Feh! Another night then. Rest well, both of you.” She licked her lips. “You will need it.”

“Just so you know,” said Saskia, as they went their separate ways. “I am not down with that. You can do as you please with her, but don’t expect me to join in.”

“After tomorrow, maybe princess reconsider,” said Rover Dog.

“Not a chance.”

“I can watch, yes?” said a rather woozy-looking Zarie, staggering after them.

“What? No!” Saskia frowned at her. “Why would you want to?”

“Trow mating is…fascinating!” said Zarie. “Such ferocity! Lesser creatures would not survive the…” She shivered, then stumbled, before catching herself against a doorway.

“Go to bed, Zarie!” said Saskia, shoving her gently into her room.

Kveld appeared later that night, bearing unpleasant news. “Repairs will take a fistful of fivedays,” he said.

Saskia stared at him. “Five weeks? We’re going to be stuck here for five weeks?”

Kveld nodded sadly. “’Tis our best estimate. The alloy of the wing blades is unique—uniquely light, uniquely strong, and uniquely difficult to work with. We could try another material, but…” He sighed. “Once we have the process perfected, we can carry a stockpile. If this should happen again, repairs will be much quicker.”

“Frock,” said Saskia. “Well, just do the best you can. And maybe have a backup plan, in case we need to leave sooner. We don’t know how long Ciendil can hold out. Or whether our welcome will wear out. Now, who’s up for some exploring?”

A soft snore emerged from Zarie’s room.

“Not her,” said Kveld, smiling faintly.

“Yeah, she’s…sleeping it off,” said Saskia. “Trow booze is powerful stuff.”

Avoiding guards and attendants with the help of Saskia’s map and some well-timed distractions, they made their way through dimly-lit hallways and down into a basement stocked with food and drink and other supplies. A hatch led down to another storage area, only partially filled. It was on this floor that they ran into the walled off area. Kveld worked his stoneshaper magic to dissolve the wall, and they found themselves in a dark and damp and dingy corridor, crawling with bugs and rodents.

A second wall awaited them further along the corridor—this one thicker than the last. There was a blue arlium panel on the front of it, but it wasn’t shaped like the palm-scanners back on Ciendil. A jagged crack ran across the blue glassy surface. Saskia pressed her hand against it, not expecting much. Predictably, there was no response.

“You’re up, Kveld,” she said.

A minute later, the dwarf stood frowning at the still-intact wall. “’Tis warded,” he said. “Or something like a ward.”

“We could try to tunnel around it,” she suggested.

“Methinks the ward blocks entry from all sides,” said Kveld.

“Dogramit,” she breathed. “Back to the drawing board, I guess. We can’t spend too long down here, in any case, or someone will notice we’re gone. And I’m…really kinda tired, actually. We’re gonna be here a while, so there’s no rush. Let’s come back later.”

The next morning, Princess Vask burst into her room, looking far too cheery. “Come, princess! We’re going to be late!”

Saskia blinked up at her. “Late for…?”

“The scouring, of course! Up you get! Do not bother getting dressed. No need for clothes where we’re going.”

“Wait, I never said—”

Vask grabbed her by the arm, hauling her bodily out of bed with surprising strength.

“Okay, okay! I’m coming!” Saskia’s mind raced. She hadn’t actually agreed to this, had she? Was she really going to submit to this barbaric ritual?

The answer was yes. Yes she was going to do this. Because the alternative would be to show weakness in front of one of the few allies she might make on this world.

A short time later, together with Princess Vask, a grinning Rover Dog, and dozens of attendants, she staggered out the door and down the path, toward the walled-off area at the centre of town. She hadn’t even bothered to wash, because frock it, what was the point of cleaning skin and hair that were about to be melted off?

Stepping through the gate, she found herself standing before a stinking, steaming pool of nope. Large bovines grazed around the edges of the enclosure, as far from the pools they could get without jumping the walls. What was up with them? The liquid of the pools was reddish-brown, not green and bubbling like video game acid. But when she dipped a toe in, she pulled it back with a hiss. Yup, definitely acid.

She and Vask each took a generous mouthful of arlithite—the so-called ‘divine dust.’ Saskia wondered where the princess got hers. It seemed pretty scarce on Grongarg. Her own supplies had been dwindling since she got here. She rather doubted Vask would tell her if she asked them, given that each royal family hoarded and jealously guarded their supply. Should they lose their monopoly over the substance—and the clear signs of its use—the peoples’ respect for them would likely fade as well. Maybe that was why most of the trolls seemed to just accept her rather flimsy claims about her own royal lineage.

Vask pointed to one of the larger pools. “We will share this one.”

Saskia swallowed hard, and gave a wordless nod.

Vask stood at the pool’s edge for a long moment, breathing in short, sharp gasps. Saskia could see she was trembling. Closing her eyes, she stepped forward, tipped and…

Splash!

The liquid began to froth. Jets of steam billowed upward. A muffled shriek emerged from beneath the waves.

This went on for some time. Then something red and oozing rose up out of the liquid, reaching out her hands to Saskia. There were no eyes. Her hair was gone, as was most of her skin and some of the tissue beneath.

Saskia looked away, retching. Oh god. This was so frocked up. This couldn’t be happening. Images and feelings and…smells, long buried, were clawing their way out of the deepest, darkest recesses of her mind. Pulsating walls of flesh, and slime, and rolling boulders; a churning sea of horror.

Forcing herself to look back at the princess, she could see the flesh already reforming.

Saskia stepped to the pool’s edge, heart hammering. I’ll go on three, she though to herself. One, two, three!

She couldn’t move. Couldn’t make her legs obey her. She cast a pleading glance to Rover Dog, who stepped up behind her.

“I can’t do this,” she whispered. “I can’t—”

A great clawed hand shoved her forward, and she fell with a loud cry. In the moment before she went under, she caught a glimpse of Rover Dog’s face, flashing her an apologetic smile.

Oh he’s gonna pay for this!

She sank beneath the fizzing murk. And for a moment, a strange calm settled over her. Actually, this isn’t so ba—

Then the pain struck.

Fire engulfed every nerve ending in her body, from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. Her flesh began to peel, even as her frenzied regeneration fought to turn back the damage. A low moan escaped her lips, bubbling up to the surface of the pond.

A hand—or what was left of a hand—squeezed her own. Though it only amplified the pain, she took a strange comfort from the touch. Here was another soul who was suffering as she was. A sister in torment.

Slowly, Saskia bobbed to the surface, gasping in a lungful of rancid air. Her eyes stung, but strangely, she could still see.

Her gaze was immediately drawn to edge of the pond, where one of the attendants dragged a bleating bovine. In that moment, Saskia finally understood their purpose. The attendant slashed the beast’s throat with his claws, and let it drop, twitching on the bank.

Letting out near-identical feral snarls, the two princesses lunged for the carcass, sinking eager teeth into its flank. As they lay there, feeding, attendants gathered around them, rubbing their singed and bloody bodies down with smooth rocks.

Only now did Saskia notice the difference between the state of Vask’s body and her own. Where the other troll’s skin was just now beginning to regrow across the exposed muscles and tendons of her back, her own skin was red and peeling, but otherwise intact. It still hurt like a million bee stings—in fact, it was probably more painful for Saskia, simply because she still had living nerve endings—but the damage itself was minor. She barely even needed to feed, though she wasn’t going to let that stop her.

Saskia tore off great strips of meat with her teeth and swallowed them whole. She gorged until her belly felt as if it was going to pop. Then she sank back down into the pool, and lay there, still as a stone, feeling the acid froth and churn against her raw flesh.

Her nerves screamed in protest. She shoved the pain aside into a distant corner of her mind. It was still there, but no longer important. She’d been through worse—so much worse.

Keeping an eye on her body through her medical interface, she sat at the bottom of the pond, and waited. Waited for her flesh to scour away, and come back, again and again. With each regrowth, it came back stronger.

She waited as the sun wobbled its way across the sky, dipping behind branches, and out the other side. Sometimes, she rose to breathe. Other times to feed. Each time she sank below the surface again, to scour anew.

The fire in her nerves began to recede—not because the nerves were destroyed, but because the acid was now causing very little damage.

She stood, and waded ashore. The trolls were staring at her—every last one. Her skin gleamed in the fading sunlight. Aside from the pond sludge that clung to her flesh, there was not a mark on it.

Lying in the grass, she let the attendants work their smoothing stones across her body. It felt good—a little too good—but she didn’t think they were achieving any noticeable results. Her skin was already quite smooth, but any blemishes were here to stay, because she was now almost completely immune to the acid of the scouring pools, and the stones themselves were softer than her shell.

Experimentally, she ran her claws across her wrist. Not even a scratch.

This could be a problem. How could she heal anyone if she couldn’t draw blood?

Vask ran a hand down Saskia’s arm. She looked more than a little shaken. “Never have I seen anyone stay in the pools so long—and to come out looking like this? Not even the most ancient queen…”

“Try getting eaten by a deepworm,” suggested Saskia. “It does wonders for your complexion.” She looked at Vask’s pearlesque skin in admiration. “Though yours is already quite lovely.”

To her surprise, she no longer felt any animosity toward this silly, arrogant princess. They had gone through hell together, and come out of it as something close to friends. Rover Dog, on the other hand…

She stood abruptly, shaking off the attendants, and advanced on her troll with benefits. He had the look of a cat who had been caught licking the icing off a Christmas cake.

“You!” she said. “Take some of this.” She pulled the knapsack from his back, snatched up a satchel of arlithite within, and handed it to him.

He frowned. “I not need divine dust.”

“Oh yeah you do. Eat!”

With a trollish shrug, he tipped back the satchel and swallowed a generous portion.

She smiled at him, making sure she showed a lot of teeth. Then she drew him into a tight embrace.

For a moment, he grinned at her, but his grin faltered as she stepped closer to the pool, still holding him close. A look of panic flickered in his eyes. “Princess, what are you—”

Saskia launched herself backward, pulling him with her.

Some time later, he staggered ashore, diving head first into the half-eaten carcass. She snatched up a smoothing stone from a startled attendant, and ran it over his burnt and bloody body.

As she worked his regenerating flesh into a gleaming finish, she leaned down and murmured into his ear: “Who’s the princess now, huh?”
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                Saskia drew in a deep breath of crisp mountain air. It felt good to be back.

More than good. It felt…right.

Though she’d been eager to get back to her mum and her friends and her old life, there had been something magical about her time in Nepal. Something she’d only appreciated after it was gone. Now, as she and Ivan and Padhra walked the frozen path through the snow-dappled trees at the foot of Mount Sesayung, she felt that familiar sense of peace seeping back into her soul. This was where she was meant to be. She could feel it in her bones.

Ahead, the forest path opened out into a wide strip of houses and farms, nestled on the side of a steep slope, overlooking a swift-flowing mountain stream. The settlement of Tengsanpalem was not marked on many maps. There were no roads. They didn’t have electricity or running water. The only way to get here was to hike through endless kilometres of rugged, untamed wilderness. Even by the standards of other Himalayan villages, it was remote. Trekking groups rarely came through here, and never stayed for long. Most of the local clan liked it this way.

And right now, so did Saskia.

Not that she was under any illusions that her presence here would remain a secret for long. Everyone with an interest in finding her knew of her little cult following in the Himalayas, and they’d surely have anticipated her return.

But the remoteness of this area would hopefully afford her some respite, regardless. News travelled slowly around here. The Lingya people would do everything in their power to shelter their so-called goddess and keep her hidden from outsiders. And there were many places to hide in these mountains. By the time her enemies caught up with her, hopefully she and her allies would be better equipped to defend themselves.

The instant the trio stepped out into the open, a group of young boys dashed across the buckwheat fields to meet them. They skidded to a halt at the sight of Padhra, who eyed them sternly. Ivan grinned at them, and gave a little wave. Then one of the boys caught sight of Saskia, and shouted, “Old One!”

Next thing she knew they were tugged at her hands and legs, poking and prodding and stroking, and peppering her with questions in their native language.

Saskia endured their attention with a resigned inner sigh. Trust these children to recognise her, in spite of the umpteen layers she wore, and the hood she’d pulled over her head. Lingya kids always seemed to have a sixth sense when it came to sniffing her out. Maybe they were oracles.

Producing a bar of chocolate she’d saved for just such an occasion, she broke off a few pieces, popping one into her mouth and chewing with unfeigned relish.

“You seriously hauled that all the way up here just to eat it in front of the local brats?” said Ivan. “I had no idea you were an evil goddess. Although the tentacles shoulda clued me in.”

She grinned. “This is but step one of my evil plan. Now for step two.” Holding the chocolate over the reaching hands, Saskia told the boys, “You wish to partake of this divine bounty? I would ask a favour in return…”

“Yes, Old One!” said one boy. “Whatever you wish!”

“Don’t listen to him” said another. “I’m your true champion!”

“Oh! Pick me! Pick me! Pick me!”

“You are all my young champions. But first and foremost, you are my messengers. Spread the word among the other children, and your parents, if they will listen to you. There are those out there in the wider world who would do me harm. They must not learn that I am here. If anyone comes to Tengsanpalem asking about me, don’t tell them anything. And as soon as it’s safe to do so, tell one of the priests or priestesses of the temple what you heard. Think you can do that for me?”

The answer was entirely predictable, but her oracle truth sense told her they were being sincere in their intent to help her.

Smiling, Saskia handed each of them a piece of the priceless foil-wrapped treasure. The boys’ faces turned to pure rapture when they chewed. Then they dashed up the slope, laughing and waving at her.

“See?” said Saskia. “A little bribery can go a long way.”

“That may not have been the wisest course, Old One,” murmured Padhra. “Now they will expect more divine handouts every time they see you.”

“Well they’re out of luck there,” said Saskia. “I doubt I’ll be going anywhere that sells chocolate for a while. And I’m broke.”

The sun was close to sinking behind the mountains by the time they arrived at their destination, on a ridgetop high above Tengsanpalem. Saskia’s eyes drank in the familiar sight of the painted statues and tiered structure that was the Temple of Yona. Her temple, if she ever let herself believe their propaganda.

Minganha rushed out to meet them, looking as colourful as ever, bedecked in a long, colourful dress and gold ornamentation. “Old One! Padhra! It gladdens me to see you both. And…who is this? You bring your consort to Lingyawon?”

“He’s not my consort!” said Saskia, perhaps a bit too hastily. “Ivan is just a friend. He has been a huge help these past weeks since…well, I’m sure you heard about it, even all the way out here.”

“Yes, Old One, I have seen the video. The enemies of the gods have grown too bold of late. The Yagthumba stand ready to oppose them, should they steal into the shadow of Sesayung.”

“I hope it won’t come to that. Problem is, I still don’t know who my enemies are, exactly. I’ve been told the prime suspects are a group called the Unveilers, and one of my own kind, known to your people as Ogunteng.”

Minganha stiffened as Saskia spoke that last name, then her expression turned resolute. “The Infernal Spirit shall not set foot on the slopes of Sesayung. Not as long as we draw breath.”

“We don’t know it’s him,” said Saskia. “I have reason to doubt that it is. And if it is, it won’t be him coming for me personally. It’ll be his goons. And various foreign governments and other interested parties, when they track me down.”

She had already grilled Padhra and Viktor about her father’s nemesis. The stories they had told her were, frankly, terrifying, but in none of those stories had The Ram, or Ogunteng, ever showed up in person. He worked through proxies, rather like a certain god of Arbor Mundi. And like her father, he seemed to favour the ‘security by obscurity’ method. No-one knew where to find him. No-one even knew what his human form looked like. Assuming he had a human form. He could be an actual ram, for all she knew.

“Whoever comes for you will have to go through us,” said Minganha fervently. Padhra nodded in agreement.

Saskia didn’t fancy their chances if the enemy came too soon, and brought drones or helicopters or modern weaponry. But she didn’t voice her doubts aloud.

“I was hoping to lay low for a while,” she said. “The longer I can stay hidden, the more time we’ll have to prepare.”

“I will see to it that no-one talks, Old One,” said Minganha. “The guest wing is yours if it pleases you. None will disturb you in there, unless you wish it. Although there are some other visitors present who would love to see you again…”

As if on cue, a high voice rang out across the temple grounds. Glancing over, she saw that it was none other than Khenshing. Amlya, stepped into view a moment later, baby Numya in hand. When she caught sight of Saskia, a smile lit up her weather-worn face.

Saskia threw her arms around the Lingya woman. “It’s so good to see you again!” She looked down at Khenshing. “Wow, you’ve grown!”

“Will you be staying with us again, Old One?” asked Khenshing, sounding hopeful.

“I’m afraid not, child,” said Saskia. “I’ll be staying at the temple. You’re welcome to visit me here, though—just as long as you don’t tell anyone. You think you can keep a secret?”

The girl nodded, and her mother chimed in, “We mostly keep to ourselves when we’re not at temple. Your secret is safe with us.” Turning to Saskia’s bodyguard, Amlya said, “Welcome home, Padhra.”

“I am glad to be here,” replied Padhra.

“You know each other?” asked Saskia.

Padhra nodded. “Amlya is my aunt.”

“Oh wow,” she said. “It seems taking care of me runs in your family. I don’t know what I would have done without Amlya.”

Amlya looked at Ivan, and an unspoken question lingered on the air. Saskia introduced her friend, emphasising the ‘just a friend’ part. It was harder than she expected to get the concept across, because men and women rarely associated with each other in Lingyawon society, unless they were courting, married, or close family.

“Why do they keep looking at me like that?” asked Ivan.

“Because they think we’re…you know.” She made a rude gesture with her hands.

“Oh,” he said. “Oh.” A grin spread across his face. “We should jump up and down on your bed. Give them something to talk about.”

“You’re horrible,” she said, then flashed him a smile. “I like it.”

Their rooms were modest, but comfortable. Aside from a small generator out the back of the building, which Minganha used to charge her satellite phone and radio, there was no electricity here. No running water, either, and no hot water, unless they manually heated it over a fire. The toilets were long-drops. Yet this temple in the middle of nowhere was more civilised than a king’s palace on Arbor Mundi.

After they’d settled into their new quarters and bathed away their travel sweat, they joined the others for a late evening meal. Dinner that night was dal bhat tarkari; a lentil soup, crunchy rice (it didn’t cook very well at high altitude, where the water boiled at a lower temperature) and a spicy vegetable curry. Saskia had grown heartily sick of the stuff last time she was here. The individual ingredients varied somewhat, depending on which vegetables were in season, and whether they had any meat, but they generally went for weeks on end eating the same thing, morning and night.

Still, she had no cause for complaint. Having experienced the delights of Arbor Mundi cuisine, she’d never feel picky about Earth food again.

Besides, the meal was unimportant. It was the company that mattered. Minganha and Amlya and her family were just about the most welcoming people she’d ever met, and they made her feel as if she’d never left.

Ivan, meanwhile, seemed fascinated by the coin game Minganha played with Yungwa, one of the temple priestesses, after the meal was over. The pair would take turns spinning a rupee coin on the table—and then just sit there, staring at it, until eventually it fell over. From their expressions, Saskia could tell that Minganha was winning more often than not.

“What are they doing?” asked Ivan, his forehead creased in puzzlement. “That has to be one of the most boring games ever. I mean it’s pure chance, right? Fifty-fifty. Who cares which way the coin lands?”

“Hey Minganha,” called out Saskia. “Ivan thinks your game is boring. Wanna teach him the error of his ways?”

Smiling, the priestess ushered Ivan over. He sat opposite her, while she placed the coin edge-up on the table, and spun it around. “I wish to see Sagarmatha.” Saskia translated her words to Ivan, who only spoke the few Lingya words she and Padhra had taught him during their long trek. Sagarmatha was the local name for Mount Everest, which featured prominently on one side of the coin.

They watched in silence as the coin spun on the tabletop. Saskia felt a stirring of essence being pulled from the air. Then the coin finished its flickering spin, and rolled over. She looked down at the slopes of Mount Everest emblazoned on the top face of the coin.

It would take more than one such demonstration to convince Ivan, however. Many more. Each time, the coin landed Everest side up.

“It’s a trick,” said Ivan. “The coin’s heavier on one side or something.”

When Saskia relayed his words to the priestess, Minganha said, “Now I wish for the water buffalo to rise up.” She showed him the other side of the coin, which depicted water buffalo pulling a plough. Every time she spun the coin thereafter, it landed water buffalo side up.

“She must be using some technique to make the coin fall as she wants it to.”

“Yeah, the technique is called magic,” said Saskia. To Minganha, she said, “That’s really impressive. You’ve improved a lot since I saw you last.”

“I still think there’s some sleight of hand involved,” insisted Ivan.

Rolling her eyes, Minganha handed Ivan the coin, and asked him to spin it for her. He did so, repeatedly. Each time, it fell the way she intended it to.

“I don’t understand,” he said. “How is she doing that?”

“It really is magic, Ivan,” said Saskia. “Not magician’s tricks. I didn’t think there was any magic native to this universe, but it turns out it’s just being suppressed. It’s not as flashy as what I saw on Arbor Mundi, but it is very real.”

“So…telekinesis, then?” said Ivan.

“No,” said Saskia. “At least, not directly. It’s more…quantum mechanicy. When two events have a more-or-less equal chance of happening—heads, or tails—Minganha and the others can tip the scales one way or the other. It only works on small, nearby things. No manipulating election results. No conjuring whales or bowls of petunias out of thin air. But they can in some small way nudge reality in the direction they want. I guess you can think of it as luck magic.”

“So that game was sort of a magical tug of war?” said Ivan.

“Yeah, exactly,” said Saskia. “Looks like Minganha is the stronger of the two.”

“Can you do it too?” asked Ivan. “That time you shot down the helicopter…”

“No,” said Saskia. “At least, not consciously. According to the keystone, I would’ve had the potential to be a magus—that’s what we call Earth mages—but the power is incompatible with my foreign power set.”

“What’s the keystone?”

“Ah. That. It’s easier if I just show you.”

Saskia had been planning to give him the full tour tomorrow, but what the hell. Might as well get it over with. She led Ivan down into the basement, to the control chamber her eldritch ancestor had built all those centuries ago.

“That’s the keystone?” asked Ivan, staring at the rather phallic-looking black pillar in the centre of the room.

Saskia nodded. “Think of it as a kind of magical control console.”

“What does it control?” he asked.

She raised her hand dismissively. “We’ll get to that.”

This keystone was a stretched dodecahedron, rather than the rectangular monoliths she’d found on Arbor Mundi. There were other differences too, such as the fact that it spoke aloud, rather than hooking into her oracle interface. A fact that she proceeded to demonstrate.

The moment she laid her hand on the smooth, multifaceted surface, a voice, cold and vaguely feminine, filled the chamber. “Say your command, mouthlet.”

That right there was the other big difference between this keystone and the ones on Arbor Mundi. It had stubbornly refused to yield all of its secrets, because here, she wasn’t its master. Yona, as far as the keystone was aware, was still alive and kicking somewhere out there. It recognised her as a close relative of its master, but that didn’t give her full control.

She’d been tempted to bring the keystone back home with her, and see if her tech savvy friends could take a crack at it, but getting it through customs would’ve been a nightmare. No, it had been safer here, in the care of her devoted followers. She’d always planned to come back. Just not under such desperate circumstances.

“Whoa, what the…?” said Ivan. “Where’d that voice come from? What’s a mouthlet?”

Saskia opened her mouth to answer, then stopped, suddenly confused. The keystone hadn’t spoken English. Nor Lingya, for that matter. Minganha hadn’t recognised a single word of it. Yet Saskia had understood this language instantly the first time she heard it, even without the help of her oracle translator, which had been disabled at the time. And so, apparently, had Ivan. Very interesting, and kinda suspicious…

Her eyes narrowed. “Ivan, is there something you haven’t told me?”

Now it was his turn to look confused. Well, even more confused. “What do you mean?”

Her lie detector wasn’t picking up even a hint of deceit from him.

“May as well just have it take a look at you.” She pressed her hand back against the obelisk. “Keystone, could you scan my companion, Ivan?”

“Analysis will proceed when the individual designated Ivan steps into the circle.” A light appeared on the floor.

“You heard it,” said Saskia. “Get your butt over here.”

“This had better not be some kind of horrible deathtrap,” said Ivan as he stepped into the circle.

A column of light engulfed him. “Analysing…” said the keystone.

“Disintegration in thirty seconds,” said Saskia. “Twenty nine…”

“Oh you’ve gotta be shitting me.” Ivan tried to step out of the beam, only to find he was boxed in.

“Kidding,” said Saskia. “It’s perfectly safe.”

“Oh you’re so dead,” said Ivan, tapping his hand against the invisible barrier.

“Latent magus detected,” said the keystone. “Local essence suppression field prevents further development.”

“Keystone, please install an anti-dampener in the subject,” she ordered.

Ivan blinked at her. “What the hell is an—ow, what the shit!?”

Just as it had with Saskia, a robotic arm had emerged from the floor to stab Ivan in the leg with its needle.

As best she’d been able to ascertain from the keystone—as well as earlier conversations with her father—the anti-magic field intrinsic to this world was what had caused her seizures, and very nearly killed her. The needle-bot administered a counter to that—an anti-anti-magic field generator. It not only restored her oracle abilities, but also protected her against this world’s relentless assault on eldritch beings such as herself. She didn’t know if the effect extended beyond the Earth, but at least in this neck of the universe, she wouldn’t last long without the anti-dampener.

Minganha and some of the other Lingya (and Ivan too, it seemed) were similarly affected, though not to the same degree. They’d always had the potential to be magi, but the anti-magic field had been suppressing their abilities. All of that had changed after she’d brought them before the keystone, and given them the same treatment it had given her.

“Perfectly safe my arse,” muttered Ivan, rubbing his calf muscle as the needle retracted.

“Oh, your butt is safe. For now.”

His scowl deepened.

“It’s worth a teensy bit of pain, believe me,” she assured him. “Congratulations. You are now a magus. Do you feel any different?”

“Yep,” said Ivan. “I feel twice as angry. And my leg hurts.”

The column of light vanished. Ivan stepped hastily out of the circle, and stood there, still staring daggers at her.

“Anima divergence suggests the latent has no direct link to the master’s lineage,” said the keystone.

“So I’m not related to your tentacle-goddess grandma?” said Ivan. “Good to know.”

Saskia let out a breath. It was good to know. For a while there, she’d almost believed…

Turning back to the keystone, she asked, “Could you give Ivan guest access to this facility?”

“Only the mouthlet of the master can add new guests,” said the keystone.

No surprise there. The keystone hadn’t let her make Minganha a guest either, and the woman had been the temple’s guardian for over a decade.

“Okay, well, can you at least not turn the vault defences against him?” she asked.

“Vault defences…?” said Ivan.

“The latent will come to no harm as long as he is with you, mouthlet,” said the keystone.

“Good,” she said. “Now open the vault.”

One of the walls slid upward, revealing a smooth-walled passage into the mountainside. Lights flicked on along the walls.

“What powers the lights and scanny thing and needle bot and the freaky AI voice?” asked Ivan.

“I…don’t know,” said Saskia. On Arbor Mundi, she would’ve just said magic, but she rather doubted that non-explanation would fly here.

“More to the point, will the power eventually run out?”

“This facility has been here since the Middle Ages. Yona built it to last.”

The passage took them down into a much larger chamber with a high ceiling. And in the centre of the chamber…

“Whoa,” said Ivan, staring up in awe.

On six broad, armour-plated legs stood a bulbous machine, bristling with solar arrays and sensor stalks and swivel-mounted guns. Two wide, curved panes of dull grey metal swept back across its sides. They looked almost like wings, but they were not for flight. The dents and scorch-marks marring the ancient metal hinted at their purpose: they were shields, designed to protect the more delicate, but still impressively chunky interior from all manner of firepower.

It was built like a tank, and as far as she’d been able to determine, that was its closest analogue among modern conventional forces. An all-terrain robotic tank. She liked to think of it as a mech, but since it wasn’t even remotely humanoid, she’d stick to the most commonly used term for six-legged robots: hexapods.

“It’s like something out of War of the Worlds,” said Ivan. “And you say this has been here for a thousand years? Does it still work?”

Saskia stepped beneath the ancient machine, which stirred slightly at her approach. A platform extruded from its undercarriage. Stepping onto it, she found herself drawn up into its interior, where she slid into the soft webbing of the cockpit, buried deep in its well-protected core. There were no windows. She didn’t need them. Her oracle interface hooked seamlessly into the machine’s AI, allowing her to see out of its sensors and control it as if it were her own six-legged, fifty tonne body.

Saskia turned the forward-facing sensor stalks toward Ivan, then made the machine dance a little jig.

“That is so awesome!” said Ivan. “I’d like to see the looks on our enemies’ faces when they get a load of this! Can I take it for a spin?”

“Not by yourself,” said Saskia through the hexapod’s external speakers. “I couldn’t get you guest access, so I doubt it would obey you, anyhow. You can come aboard and take a look around, though.”

This vehicle was clearly designed to be operated by a crew, though her oracle interface circumvented some of those limitations. Three other hammocky seats hung beside her—for co-pilots or gunners, she’d surmised. Sealed below the cockpit was an empty cargo bay the size of a small bedroom. It could also hold passengers at a pinch, although they’d get jostled around a fair bit whenever the hexapod moved too fast.

She watched through internal and external sensors as he stepped cautiously onto the platform she’d lowered for him, and drew up into the cockpit beside her.

“What the hell is this weird mesh?” he asked, plucking the fibres of one of the seats. “I wonder what it’s made out of, to have lasted this long.”

“Without them, we’d get pretty banged up in a combat situation, the way this thing moves around,” she said. “No idea what they’re made of, though.”

“Can we take it outside?” he asked.

“About that,” she said. “I haven’t been able to get this thing out of the hangar yet. It’s obviously not going to fit through the passage we took to get here. The doors at the other end of the exit ramp seem to be jammed.”

“I could take a look at them,” said Ivan, who had, among other things, worked as a mechanic and freelance fix-it guy.

“Sure,” she said. “It’s getting late, though. We can come back tomorrow.”

“You expect me to sleep after seeing this?” he said.

“I dunno about you, but I need sleep. It’s been a long day.”

She also had to think about whether to make Ivan into her vassal—if he consented to it. There was no need to rush into that decision, and no guarantee it would work, but given that he was a magus, he might be a suitable candidate. If he became her vassal, surely then she’d be able to give him proper guest access to the keystone.

Before she went to bed, she handed Ivan a coin. “Here. Imagine which way you want it to fall, then give it a spin.”

He did so. When it landed Everest side up, he clapped his hands together. “Oh shit, it worked!”

Uh, no it didn’t, she thought. She’d felt no stirring of essence being drawn to him. Even here on Earth, magic was still fuelled by essence, though outside of her body there wasn’t much of the stuff to go around, and there were no foci to help direct it.

Inside her body…well that was an entirely different story. A couple of weeks ago, while crossing into Nepal, something big had happened.

It had started with a hot flush. Within hours, she’d been reduced to a sweating, gasping puddle on the ground. Confined to her tent, with Padhra doing her best to sponge her off, Saskia had been certain she was going to die—in those moments when she was capable of any semblance of coherent thought. It had quickly become apparent that what she had was no natural fever. The arlium beneath her skin had lit her up like a neon sign. This light show was the only reason Ivan and Padhra hadn’t taken her to a hospital, in spite of the risks. After a day and a night she barely remembered, the fever had ended, and it was only then that she’d discovered her essence store had expanded to many times its original capacity.

As for what had triggered the change, that was anyone’s guess. Maybe her undermind had been up to something. Maybe she’d stepped through an unusually dense concentration of the essence that permeated the air, and absorbed it somehow. Whatever it was, it appeared to have been a one-time boost. She’d experienced nothing of that intensity before or since.

“Try again,” she told Ivan.

This time, the coin landed the wrong way. His face fell.

“Keep at it, and don’t expect results fast,” she told him. “By the time I left the temple, Minganha could only get it right six out of ten times—barely better than random chance. Since then, it’s taken months of practice for her to get as good as she is now.”

“When I master this, I’m gonna go clean out a couple of casinos,” said Ivan.

Back in her quarters, she burrowed under her warm covers, feeling a blissful, drowsy sensation engulf her. She hadn’t realised how much she’d missed this place, its people, and all of its strange dichotomies: alien and familiar, simple and gaudy, low tech and future tech. Though her stay here had been brief, it felt like home to her. She felt…safe.


Drifting. She was drifting away.

Caught in the gentle currents of a warm breeze, she drifted out the temple doors and into the air; a silent, unseen observer.

A man walked backward across the temple grounds, before disappearing beneath the trees. Why backward? She had no idea. Stars turned overhead. A woman flickered back and forth between the temple and an outhouse—also walking backward, her legs moving almost too fast to perceive. Night became day, and the temple grounds became a blur of motion, as people backward-walked to and fro, faster and faster. Those two blurs—they were herself and Ivan stepping out the temple doors, returning whence they’d come.

More nights and days unwound, each one passing quicker than the last—than the next—until the sun and moon and stars wheeled overhead, and people blurred out of existence amidst the ever-shifting scenery.

The temple grounds began to disassemble themselves around her. First the statues vanished, then the outer buildings, then finally the temple itself; torn down to its stone foundations. A different building rose in its place, simpler than before, built out of rough-hewn logs and straw. That too unmade itself, and now she found herself looking at crumbling stone ruins, which began to uncrumble before her very eyes. Metal panels and struts unrusted into existence across its ancient walls, dented and twisted. The resulting structure was like no temple she’d ever seen; a strange dichotomy of old and new; ravaged and unyielding; elegant and intimidating.

Time continued its backward march across the years. Perhaps another century unwound before the flicker of days and nights began to slow. The surrounding trees shrank, then vanished, replaced by blackened, snow-covered stumps.

The stars wavered in their passage across the sky. Dark shapes flitted over the smoking, shattered landscape, illuminated by a series of bright bursts of light.

Amidst the brightest explosion of them all, the dents and splotches and torn metal of the temple reformed into what must have been its original configuration. The trees reappeared around it, tall and green and vibrant once more.

Moments later, the stars were holding steady overhead, and the passage of a small rodent through the trees told her that time was moving forward again. Lights played across the exterior of the temple fortress, emanating from rows of swivelling rooftop turrets.

The air next to the temple entrance seemed to ripple, and for a long moment, she couldn’t tell what she was looking at. Then the blurry shape moved, leaving footprints in the snow as it—no, as they—raced toward the treeline. The blurs coalesced into two giant hexapods, looking much shinier and newer than the one in the vault, a thousand years hence.

Coming to a halt at the edge of the temple clearing, the robots levelling their guns at some unseen foe lurking in the underbrush.

A voice called out; strange, yet eerily familiar. Her own voice.

And just like that, the hexapods stepped aside, making way for the new arrivals. Through the trees stepped five figures: two trolls, two dwarves, and a mer woman. All except the mer, she recognised. They had changed much since last she’d seen them. Yet here they were. Here she was.

Though she was without form, she felt her heart skip a beat.

            

    
        Book 3, Chapter 17: Dreams

    
    
    
    
                She awoke to the strangely pleasant feeling of claws kneading her back. “Oh, that’s nice,” she murmured sleepily. “A little bit higher. Yeah that’s—”

A familiar, rough-skinned form stirred on the bed in front of her. His body was caked in dried blood and sweat, as was her own. But if Rover Dog was there, who was…?

Rolling over, she found herself face to face with a very smug—and equally naked—Princess Vask.

“What the hell!?” She sat up abruptly.

On the other side of the bed, Zarie rubbed her eyes, muttering softly about a headache. Sprawled beside her, snoring softly, was a certain giant dwarf, sporting more chest hair than Tom Selleck.

“Just how big is this damn bed?” she muttered to no-one in particular.

“So generous of you to share him,” said Vask, stretching luxuriously beside her. “It was as good as I remember.”

“What are you…? I didn’t…you didn’t…did you?”

Vask’s smile widened.

“Oh frock. I’ve got to…” She crawled over a dozen naked Spartan pygmy trolls, struggling to extricate herself from this absurdly enormous bed. How much had she drank last night!?

Rover Dog blinked sleepily up at her. “Why such hurry, princess?” He looked between the two of them, and a grin spread from ear to ear. “Princesses…”

Standing at the foot of the bed, Ruhildi watched the drama unfold with dark, unblinking eyes, her emaciated body swathed in twitching spiders.


Saskia let out a soft groan. That dream really got away from me.

“Och aye, it did at that,” said Ruhildi.

“Huh?” She blinked up at her friend, who sat at the opposite end of the cabin. She’d decided to sleep inside the dragon last night, while Rover Dog and Princess Vask…

Well, she didn’t want to think about that. They were all consenting adults. Some consenting a lot more often—and more loudly—than others.

As the fog of sleep cleared from her brain, a thought occurred to her. Wait…did Ruhildi just…?

“Aye, Sashki, I’m hearing your thoughts,” said her friend. “And sharing your dreams.”

Saskia’s mouth dropped open. Her cheeks began to burn. “You saw…that? But…how?” Oh god, did she also see the one about…?

A smirk spread across Ruhildi’s face. “I did now.”

“I didn’t…I mean…oh no.” Saskia banged her head against the dragon’s ribcage, trying to clear the memory.

“’Tis alright, Sashki. I ken the difference between dreams and reality. If you’d seen some of my dreams…”

“I did, remember? And in none of them were you doing…that.”

“None of the ones you saw. Alas, I no longer feel those urges. There are things I miss about being…”

Alive.

“Aye.” Ruhildi looked down at the floor. “None of that matters now, though. All that matters is that you’re my friend.”

Saskia drew a shuddering breath. “Dogramit. How is this even possible?”

“I don’t ken. I’ve been waiting for the right time to tell you. Sometimes—not all the time, mind—after I…came back, I’ve been sensing what you think, what you feel. When it happens, ’tis…hard to separate your thoughts and feelings from my own. To be true, ’tis times like this I’m not completely sure I’m me any more.”

A shiver of unease ran through her. What had her father said when she first spoke to his ghost—his echo—all those months ago? “I am you, as much as I am him.” What if it was the same with Ruhildi?

“Aye, ’tis my fear also,” said Ruhildi. “I hope ’tis mine, leastwise. Now don’t mistake me. I like you. I just don’t want to be you.”

Saskia swallowed. Then, with an effort of will, she shoved her darker thoughts aside. “No. I’ve had trouble telling what’s real before. But I know you are real. You are Ruhildi, not just some kinda…outgrowth of me.”

Ruhildi looked less than convinced. That was fine too, because now Saskia was convinced. And if they had separate beliefs, that made them separate people.

Time to change the subject. “You’ve been doing nothing but working on repairs for days. It’s time for a break. We’re going to take another crack at the Night’s Dream today, and I want you to come along because…I want you to come along.”

Ruhildi tilted her head in the negative. “I need to stay and guard the dracken.”

“Bog that. The frostlings can do that. It’s not like they have anything better to do.”

Five sets of liquid brown eyes blinked down at her. One of them yawned, showing his tiny piranha teeth.

Ruhildi smiled. “Alright, Sashki. Though I do worry for the safety of the townsfolk if we leave these terrors alone with them.”

Arriving back at the guest palace, Saskia was treated to the sight of Rover Dog emerging from Princess Vask’s chamber, buck naked and covered in bloody scratches, with a shaz-eating grin plastered across his face.

She scowled at him. “Get dressed. We’re delving today.”

“Delving where?” asked Princess Vask, stepping out after him, her body glistening with blood and sweat. “I will come with you.”

“No! I mean…”

Another blood-soaked troll stepped out behind the princess. Was that…Princess Aele? Oh that dog.

“We delve into history lesson,” said Rover Dog.

“Oh, how boring,” said Vask, wrinkling her nose at him. “I will leave you to it, then. Come, Aele, Nuhu, back to the scouring pools we go!”

Princess Nuhu, who was peeking out of a different room further down the hallway, made a very un-troll-like mewling sound, and ducked back inside. A moment later, Vask and Aele were dragging the younger princess out the door. Saskia sighed inwardly at the sight of Nuhu’s desperate, pleading expression. Saskia felt bad for her, but at the same time, she was kinda relieved the two older princesses had found a new plaything. Those first few days had been…

She gave a little shudder. Ruhildi patted her on the leg, as if to say, “There, there.”

“I think I ken a way to get past the wards,” said Kveld, when the group had gathered in the basement. “I won’t ken for sure until…”

Kneeling in front of the sealed-off wall, he started scratching symbols into the stone around it.

“So?” asked Saskia. “Are you gonna explain what you’re doing?”

“A nullifying ward,” he said.

She raised an eyebrow. “An anti-ward ward? I didn’t think that was possible.”

Kveld chuckled. “’Tweren’t. But I found a way. With this ward in place…” He stood still for a long moment, drawing a huge flow of essence. Ruhildi, taking a cue from him, added her own prodigious magic to the mix.

The wall collapsed into a pile of sand.

Saskia whooped. “Great job!” Then her mouth dropped open. “What…the…?”

What awaited them on the other side of the wall wasn’t a cave or tunnel. It wasn’t even underground.

Before her lay a tussocky, snow-covered ridgetop, on the side of a high mountain. The sky was dark, and dotted with stars.

She knew that mountain; that ridge; those stars. This wasn’t Grongarg, or anywhere on Arbor Mundi. This was Mount Sesayung, in the Himalayas, on Earth.

“Are you seeing what I’m seeing?” she asked.

“I see…a mountainside, though I don’t ken how that’s possible,” said Ruhildi.

“That’s a yes then,” said Saskia. “Careful. If we step through, I’m not sure we’ll be able to come back. Wait here. I’ll see if it’s safe first.”

She waved an arm through the opening. The air was chilly on the other side. Was this really real? A portal home? But she was already on Earth—her human counterpart was, at least. What would happen if there were two of her on the same world?

Her mind whirled with the possibilities. But the only way to find out for certain was to take the plunge.

She stepped forward. Her feet crunched onto soft snow. Her clawed feet.

Still a troll then. So far, so good…

Another step. Her minimap—and, in fact, all of her oracle interface—flickered and winked out.

Crap. She’d forgotten about that. When her human counterpart had re-awoken on Earth, she too had lost her interface, until the robot in the control chamber had injected her with a so-called anti-dampener.

She turned back to her friends. “Guys, I think it’s…” There was no sign of them. No sign of the tunnel she’d just left. “Guys?”

She took a step backward—and stumbled straight into Rover Dog with a startled, “Oof.”

“Dogramit, I told you to wait!” she said.

He grinned at her, without a hint of remorse. “Not like to wait. Explore strange mountain.” He peered up at the stars, his eyes wide with wonder. “Strange sky.”

“This is Earth, Rover Dog,” she said. “Earth! It makes no sense, but here we are!”

Ruhildi appeared a moment later, staring up the mountainside. “So this is where you hail from. ’Tis fair pretty.”

“Not you too!” groaned Saskia.

“Did you say Earth?” Kveld spun about, his mouth dropping open.

Saskia slapped her forehead. “Does no-one ever listen to me?”

“I listen to you, yes?” said Zarie. “What were you…oh! This air is so brisk! I like the feel of it on my skin.”

“Congratulations, guys,” said Saskia. “You’re all idiots.”

After several attempts to backtrack over their footprints, she was convinced. This was a one-way portal. There was no other way but forward. Just in case she’d missed something, she placed a stone cairn to mark their point of entry, before setting off down the ridge.

Something moved across the sky. There was no light or sound—only an absence of stars to mark its passage. She quickly lost track of it.

Large bird, perhaps? Some dumb pilot forgot to turn their lights on?

No matter. She gave a little shrug and kept walking. Soon, they made their way into a lightly wooded area. The location was definitely familiar, but at the same time, it all seemed somehow different from the way she remembered it. She just couldn’t put her finger on what had changed. If memory served, the temple should be right about…

Huh.

The building perched among the trees was not the same one her Earth counterpart had left behind several months earlier. Not by a long shot. That temple had been constructed out of clay bricks and wood. This one was stone and metal, and built like a fortress. Lights played across the temple grounds, shining from rooftop turrets. There were no colourful statues out front. But there was something. A pair of distortions in the air, like heat waves. She couldn’t quite make out their shapes, but whatever they were, they were big.

A branch snapped between Saskia’s feet, making her jump. Alerted by the sound, the blurry forms wheeled about and came stomping toward her, amidst a whir of gears and pistons. They left large, flat footprints in the snow.

Her suspicions were confirmed a moment later, when two giant robots materialised in front of her. The hulking monstrosities stood on six massive legs apiece, guns trained on her head.

There was no point in running. If those guns unleashed on her or her companions, they’d be dead before they even heard the bang. Probably best not to tell them that.

Ruhildi looked at her sharply. Oh yeah. Saskia didn’t need to speak aloud for her to overhear.

“What are those creatures?” asked Kveld, eyeing the approaching machines with obvious fascination.

The hexapods drew to a halt at the edge of the clearing containing the temple, and stood there silently, guns still levelled at each of their heads.

“We…uh, come in peace?” said Saskia, holding her hands in the air. She repeated the phrase in Lingya and the language the Earth keystone had spoken.

The hexapods stepped aside, turned their guns away, and went still. Though she knew they could still kill her faster than she could blink, they were clearly giving her permission to approach.

Drawing near, Saskia waved her hand up at one of the sensors, and asked, “Hello? Anyone in there?”

They made no response. If they were manned, their pilots weren’t willing to speak.

“Not creatures,” said Saskia to Kveld, as she led her companions carefully past the hexapods. “Machines. They’re like the stone guardians. No, wait, bad analogy. Think of them as more like the bone dracken, except they’re animated by technology, not magic. They can apparently go invisible; I had no idea they could do that. And they don’t fly—at least, I don’t think they do.” And they could kill us with a finger-twitch.

“They’re not of your world,” said Ruhildi.

“No,” said Saskia. “I think one of my ancestors brought them here, or made them after she got here. But they’re not something Earthlings know how to build yet. Maybe in another fifty years or so…”

“Your ancestor,” said Kveld. “You mean your pap, Calburn the Great.”

“Actually no. Someone who came before him. Probably. I’m a bit fuzzy about my ancestry.” Saskia frowned. “I think I know what this is—why this place seems so familiar and yet so wrong. This is my world. But it’s not my time.”

“I don’t ken…” said Kveld uncertainly.

“Don’t worry about that, for now.” How could she explain the concept of time travel to these people? It would be a really long conversation, and this wasn’t the time for it. She couldn’t even tell if this was the past or future.

Suddenly, a streak of bright light tore across the sky. Saskia’s hackles rose.

“Get down!” she screamed.

Saskia and Rover Dog knelt over their squishier companions, shielding them as best they could. There was a blinding flash, and a sound that was beyond sound.

The mountainside was on fire. The air was filled with smoke. All she could hear was the ringing in her ears.

And yet, miraculously, she felt no pain. A panicked inspection of her companions revealed they were all similarly unharmed, though clearly shaken.

The temple was badly battered, but still standing. One of the hexapods lay on its side; a twisted wreck; metal legs and twitching turrets strewn across the blackened earth. The other robot fired staccato bursts into the air.

Another bright flash painted the sky white, followed by an explosion on nearby ridge. Flames billowed skyward.

“We need to get inside!” she shouted. They probably couldn’t hear her. Saskia could barely hear herself. She picked up Kveld and Ruhildi and dashed toward the temple. Rover Dog was hot on her heels, carrying a protesting Zarie.

Stepping through the shattered doors, they found themselves in a long hall, filled with debris and blackened and bleeding bodies. Not even these thick walls had protected them all from the blast.

Further down the hall, she found a bearded man kneeling over a woman with a shredded leg, who lay slumped against the wall.

“We can help heal him,” said Saskia.

Neither the man nor the injured woman looked up at her approach.

“Can you hear me?” repeated Saskia in several other languages.

No response.

Zarie stepped up to the man, peering into his eyes. She reached out and booped him on the nose.

Still nothing.

“He is…tall, skinny dwarrow, yes?” Zarie’s voice was tinged with uncertainty.

“Human,” said Saskia, feeling her skin prickle. Either the man was under the influence of some kind of hypnosis, or… “Guys, I don’t think we’re on Earth, after all. I think this is some kind of shared dream, or tangible illusion.” Like a magical holodeck.

There were a bunch of other possible explanations, too, but the moment she said it, her words sounded…right.

“I don’t ken…” said Kveld.

“Sashki speaks true,” said Ruhildi. “Look up.”

They all glanced at the temple ceiling, and for several long seconds, Saskia wondered what she meant. It was built out of smooth stone blocks, just like the walls. Were those lights electric…?

Then the stone flickered, and for a fraction of a second, she was looking at an array of blue glass symbols inset into a rougher, rocky surface.

“Glitch in the matrix,” she muttered. The others looked at her, confused. “Never mind. We should be careful where we step. For all we know, we could be standing on the edge of a bottomless chasm.” She hadn’t seen anything of the sort on her map before she entered this illusion, but it was better to be safe than splattered.

From then on, she stepped gingerly, ensuring each foot was firmly planted before lifting the next. They made their way further into the temple, until they came upon a room where a crowd of people had gathered. Some were nursing grievous injuries. Others looking haggard but unharmed. All were gazing at a bright light in their midst.

No, not just a light. A figure standing in the air, arms and legs and hair splayed. A woman. Her skin shone like the sun, and as Saskia watched, it seemed to ripple and flex, and come apart. Coils of energy unfurled around her, licking out toward the walls. Some of the onlookers cried out in fear. Others bent in clear supplication.

And then they were gone. The woman and her followers both.

But Saskia was pretty sure she knew who that woman had been.

“What was that?” breathed Kveld. “She looked almost as you did, at Spindle…”

“That, I think, was Yona,” said Saskia. “My ancestor. Lets keep moving, and see what else we might find.”

Through the next door, she found herself looking down at a very familiar set of stone steps. Indeed, these exact same steps were present in the other temple on the real Earth, albeit more worn than these ones.

Following the steps down, her sense of deja vu intensified. The control chamber was exactly as she’d left it, minus a thick layer of dust and grime. The dark obelisk of the keystone loomed in the centre of the room. Standing beside it was a woman, tall and curvaceous, garbed in a gown of glittering gold and silver. Her figure was suspiciously similar to the glowing form they’d just witnessed in the previous room. But her face…

“It’s her!” she said. “Rover Dog, don’t you recognise her? This was the woman from my vision, who sealed the rift at Fireflower Isle. This is exactly who we’ve been searching for!”

“Welcome to the Night’s Dream, travellers,” said the woman, speaking the same unknown language as that the keystone had used, back on the real Earth. The voice was the same, too, come to think of it. She looked at Rover Dog. “Welcome, Dougan, beloved companion of Sarthea.”

Wait…what?

The woman turned to Saskia. “Welcome, blood of Sarthea.”

Sarthea—that was the name of one of the old gods, wasn’t it? And if Saskia was of her blood…

“Are you Sarthea?” she asked.

“I am but a dream,” said the woman. “No thoughts; only memory.”

“What, like a simulation?”

“A…simulation. Yes, that is one way to think of me.”

“But your simulation is based on a real person, isn’t it?” said Saskia. “The person who created you. Sarthea.”

“My creator goes by many names. The Night Maiden. Fire’s Bane. The Old One. And others besides. Sarthea is indeed one of those names.”

“I knew it!” shouted Saskia. “Sarthea and Yona are one and the same!”

The simulation—Simthea, she’d call her—nodded.

“That explains why we’re on Earth,” said Saskia, explaining to her friends. “Sarthea is like me—a demon. And this…dream, illusion, whatever, must have been constructed from her memories of the place.”

“Baldreg will be so disappointed to larn Sarthea lacks a third tit,” said Ruhildi.

“Is your creator truly dead then?” asked Saskia, turning back to Simthea. “On this world, I mean. She could be alive on any number of other worlds.”

“I do not know,” said Simthea. “She has been gone for so very long.”

Saskia looked at Rover Dog. “Does her appearance jog your memory at all? Or the name she gave you—Dougan, was it?”

The troll tilted his head uncertainly. “Remember face. Not name.”

“Nothing about being her beloved companion?”

Rover Dog gave a trollish shrug. “I not remember loving squishy before, but for demon squishy, maybe make exception.”

Simthea looked up at the ceiling, which had started flickering again. “It appears there is some…interference. This dream is growing unstable. I advise you to find your way out of here immediately.”

Saskia groaned inwardly. Would it be too much to ask for her to meet an exposition bot without a timer on it? “What will happen if we don’t?”

“Unknown,” said Simthea.

“Okay, then how much time do we have?”

“Unknown.”

“Crap,” said Saskia. “Then how do we get out?”

Simthea gestured at the keystone beside her.

They could try to leave right now, but Saskia didn’t know if she’d have another chance to get some answers out of this simulation. She had so many questions. Rover Dog’s history with this woman, for one. But there was one question that she needed answered above all others.

“Sarthea sealed an arlium eruption on Grongarg,” said Saskia. “It killed her, I think, but she managed it. We need someone who can do the same thing. Where can we find them?”

“I have no knowledge of this event. It must have happened after my creator departed.”

“What was she doing when you last saw her?” asked Saskia.

“Preparing for war.”

“Against who?” asked Saskia. “Abellion?”

“I do not know that name,” said Simthea. “The enemy was the Infernal One, Okael.”

Another one of the old gods. Fantasinating. She’d assumed they were allies. So where did the current reigning donkhole enter into this?

The walls began to waver around them, reminding her once more that there was no time to indulge her curiosity. She had to stick to the most important questions.

“Sarthea and her vassal wore some kind of heat-resistant armour and carried a mirror shield to protect themselves from the heat of the molten arlium. What were they and where can I get them?”

Granted, the items hadn’t saved Sarthea. They had at least allowed her to get close, though. She could have simply teleported to the mouth of the volcano, but maybe she’d been saving that little trick as her exit strategy. Maybe it had worked, and she’d survived, after all.

“Sarthea and her allies wore suits of lightforged argnum to guard against Okael’s fire,” said Simthea. “I do not know if it would offer sufficient protection against molten arlium as well. Murgle’s folk, the dwarrows of Ulugmir, are the only ones who can shape lightforged argnum. Perhaps they can craft some protective attire for you.”

Saskia bit back a laugh. It seemed this simulation’s information was a little out of date. But there might be someone who could duplicate the dwarves’ work. Could Ruhildi do it?

Saskia opened her mouth to ask another question, but at that moment, Simthea herself began to flicker and fade. The walls, the floor—even the keystone itself—were starting to come apart.

Crap crap crap! Out of time.

She ran to the keystone, shouting, “Guys, gather close!”

When they were all huddled up next to her, she pressed her hand to the black obelisk.

Simthea’s voice rang out across the control chamber, though her lips weren’t moving. “What is your command, mouthlet?”

“Take us back to reality!”

For a moment, the world became a flickering blur. When it solidified, she found herself standing in a room very much like the one they’d left. Her hand still rested against the dark obelisk of a keystone—shaped just like the one on Earth. Intricate patterns of blue arlium danced across the walls and floor.

Saskia looked at her friends, gathered at her side. “Well that was—”

Bright cracks threaded across the surface of the keystone, spreading outward from the palm of her hand. She released it with a yelp—and fell onto her butt.

It wasn’t just the surprise that bowled her over. She felt suddenly light-headed. The room wavered and shifted around her.

Then it was gone, and in its place was a rooftop garden overlooking a gleaming city. Elegant stone spires rose up among colourful trees and crystalline ponds and streams. Greenery hung from windows, cascading down over walls, painting the spires in green and gold.

The city stood in a valley amidst rolling hills, spilling out toward a distant sea. The sky was clear and blue, save for several dirty black plumes of smoke rising from the far shore.

There were no branches directly overhead—just a single immense column to the north, culminating in a ring of smaller branches that rose almost vertically into the sky. Either this scene was from a time when Arbor Mundi had been shaped very differently than it was today, or this was higher up the tree than she had ever been before. Lumium, perhaps, or one of the branches on the other side whose names she didn’t know.

Her friends were nowhere in sight, but Simthea stood at the edge of the roof, dressed in colourful finery, gazing out over the city.

“Why did you bring me here?” asked Saskia.

Simthea didn’t answer, or turn to acknowledge her presence. Saskia drew closer, waving her hand in front of the woman’s face.

Nothing. Not Simthea, then, but a non-interactive memory of her creator, Sarthea.

This didn’t feel quite like the previous illusion spun by the Night’s Dream. Was it an oracle vision? Or maybe a little of both? Could she have been the source of the interference Simthea had mentioned?

No. Her gut was telling her something else. It was telling her that a certain someone did not want her to learn the secrets of the Night’s Dream. She was pretty sure she knew who that someone was, and the thought that he might be interfering yet again sent twin stabs of fear and anger spiking into her chest.

Heavy footsteps sounded behind her. She spun, and found herself looking into a pair of scarlet eyes.

“Rover Dog, I—”

Wait, this wasn’t the Rover Dog she knew. His skin looked as hers had looked when she first came to this world. Grey with green moles, lumpy and soft, not smooth stone, nor even the rough, hard texture of his skin before he’d taken a dunk in the scouring pools.

The troll half-carried, half-dragged someone behind him: a lanky, bald, albino man with milk-white eyes.

A shiver ran through her. She had seen those eyes before, on the faces of the Chosen, and on their puppet master, Abellion. Could this be…?

Sarthea turned slowly to face the pair.

“Thank you for bringing him to me, Dougan,” she said, looking at Rover Dog. “You had best leave. This will be…unpleasant.”

Rover Dog—or Dougan, apparently—nodded to her, deposited his limp cargo face first onto the stone, and strode away, descending a wide stone staircase into the depths of the tower.

The man stood slowly, regarding Sarthea with those eerie pale eyes, shining with inner light. “Mistress, if you would just allow me to explain…”

“No,” said Sarthea. “The time for explanations is over, Anduis. The oracles have assured me of your guilt. What you did to young Torve is unforgivable. And now I learn she wasn’t even the first. How many others have you left drooling in their beds, their minds seared from their skulls?”

“It was necessary,” said Anduis. “Think how many I could save, when I perfect the Dreaming! The oracles themselves stand to gain the most out of this. The ones whose minds are cast adrift: they can be brought back, if I can just—”

“You will never Dream again. I let this go on for far too long already. I refused to believe that you, of all people, would…” Sarthea closed her eyes, chest heaving. And when she opened them again, her expression was ice. “Anduis of House Blazen, I strip you of your magic…”

“No, mistress!” said Anduis. “Please, I—oh gods.” The light faded from his eyes, and he sagged to the ground as if his strings had been cut.

“…and banish you from this world. Let’s see if a few greatspans in the between will change your perspective.”

Sarthea’s flesh began to glow—and shift. Tendrils of light uncoiled behind her, whipping to and fro, without seeming to cover the intervening space. Anduis screamed in undiluted terror. One of the impossible tentacles wrapped around his ankle, yanking him into the air. His scream became a wail.

And then, abruptly, there was silence. The light was gone. The man was gone. The rooftop was gone. Sarthea stood naked in a darkened room, breathing heavily.

A young woman blinked up at her from silken sheets. The tips of the woman’s ears were pointed, and there were gold flecks on her skin, but she looked more human than elf. Beside her lay another woman, staring blankly up at the ceiling, flecks of spittle marring the corner of her perfectly-formed mouth.

“It is done,” said Sarthea, wiping tears from her cheeks. “He will do no more harm. I am so sorry…”

The scene began to shimmer and shift again. A few moments later, Saskia was standing alone in a sea of golden sand, extending as far as the eye could see in every direction, while the white sun beat down on her from a merciless sky.

There was a thump and a roar and an explosion of uncoiling light and movement. A pale form tumbled out onto the sand, coughing and retching.

The maelstrom of light and whipping tentacles coalesced into a naked reptilian man with a stumpy tail, fiery red skin and gold-flecked eyes.

“So the bitch has severed your magic, and cast you aside,” said the demon. “I can see you hunger for revenge. That is good. I can work with that.”

“Who are you?” asked Anduis.

“I have many names,” said the demon. “But you may call me ‘Master.’”
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                Rough hands tightened the blindfold around his head, flattening the thick tufts of moss that had taken residence above his eyes.

“Really, this is entirely unnecessary,” said Garrain. He knelt in absolute stillness, hands clasped around the shaft of his glaive. It was no Trowbane—just a practice blade with a dulled edge—but it would serve him well enough this morn.

“’Tis more than necessary, alvar,” growled the dwarrow, Ornbur. “Can’t have you peeking now, can we?”

“My word is not enough for you?” said Garrain.

“Och no,” said Ornbur. “We’ve come far, your people and mine, but I’d sooner be poking mine own eyes out than trusting the word of an alvar.” He stepped back. “Begin on the count of five. One…two…”

Garrain stood slowly, listening to the footsteps padding around him, like grawmalkin sizing up their prey. He wasn’t just listening, though. His eyes were covered, but he was far from blind. The song of life came to him with such clarity now, that he could sense each heartbeat, each breath—even the sweat trickling down his opponents’ backs. He could sense the wide, flat platform beneath his feet; it too was alive—part of the enormous redleaf tree that now towered over Redgrove, reaching almost to the high stone ceiling of Dwallondorn. Even the air itself was filled with tiny creatures—invisible to the eyes, but if one listened intently enough, their movement revealed the eddies and currents of the wind.

This is how the whisperers must have seen the world, thought Garrain, remembering the eyeless jailors of Wengarlen. Perhaps their condition hadn’t been the curse he’d always thought it to be.

He stood facing his three opponents: Ornbur, Jodur and Linvi; veteran fighters, all. They came at him simultaneously from different angles, with shield and sword and spear and axe. Garrain felt them draw near; heard the soft whistle of blades cleaving air.

With a powerful kick, he vaulted up and over the dwarrows, planting the roots of his foot on a helmeted head, drawing a curse from its owner. This manoeuvre was needlessly showy. Were his life in peril, he’d have taken a more restrained approach. But in this instance, he was going to draw some extra enjoyment out of the engagement.

Ornbur fell forward, clattering onto one knee as his companions swiped at empty air. Landing neatly behind them, Garrain dropped low and swept the legs out from under Jodur with the butt of his glaive.

The third dwarrow, Linvi, spun about, her shield driving down upon the glaive, attempting to trap it, or knock it out of his hands. Against most other alvari, she’d have succeeded. But the arboreal growths encompassing Garrain’s limbs, among other things, afforded him unnatural strength. The glaive kept going, and instead of disarming him, her ploy only threw her off balance. One swift kick, and she stumbled backward into her fellows.

On a whim, Garrain spun and ran up the tree’s thick trunk, the roots of his feet easily finding purchase against the rough bark. A moment later, he was hanging upside down from the overhead branch, grinning down at the startled dwarrows.

He launched himself at them.

A short time later, he tore aside his blindfold, and reached down to help his fallen foes to their feet.

“You are indeed as skilled as they say,” said Ornbur. “’Twere a good fight. We’ll get you next time.”

“Perhaps, if you bring a pinch more of your fellows,” said Garrain, inclining his head at them.

It had been a pleasant diversion, though hardly a challenge. He was beginning to understand how Thiachrin had felt. There were so few who could train with him on equal footing—dwarrow or alvar, martial or magical. Only Nuille offered him the thrill of a hard-won victory, or narrow defeat.

After they left, Garrain stood at the edge of the sparring platform, looking out across the trees of Redgrove, and the streets of wider New Inglomar beyond. This immense housetree wasn’t the only thing that had grown and changed in just a fistful of fivedays.

Guardian trees stirred across the city, flexing their branches in the chill breeze. At the slightest sign of an assassin, they would burst into action. His binding root spell had ensnared the assassin in their first encounter, so perhaps the awakened trees would be able to see their foe where he could not. Perhaps that was why the assassin had not struck again, even after all these fivedays.

Around the perimeter of the town was a high wall of tangled, thorny vines, much like those that encircled Wengarlen. They wouldn’t keep out an unseen assassin, but Grindlecraw’s dwarrows may think twice before storming those walls.

Garrain’s gaze turned to the large balloon drifting over Redgrove. Standing in the rickety basket beneath the bag of hot air, Dallim looked at Garrain and waved his hand from side to side; a human gesture he and some of the other oracles had acquired from their visions of Saskia’s home world. Garrain raised his own hand in acknowledgement. He hoped the young oracle wouldn’t get himself killed. That thing looked as though it could fall out of the air at any moment.

“It is truly a marvel we have wrought here,” said Dieste, coming up behind him. “Never in all my long life have I dared hope that we might live together in peace with the dwarrows.”

“Some of the dwarrows,” said Garrain. “There are others who would sooner leap into the abyss than share the air we breathe.”

Dieste inclined her head. “Even so, the fact that there are any who would want peace, after all we did to them…” She shivered. “It gives me hope. You and Nuille will help bring about an end to the cycle. I couldn’t be more proud of the both of you.”

“Thank you, grandmother. I…” He trailed off as he caught sight of dark shape flapping down at him on wings of umber. Landing on the platform before him, the feathery form rose up into the oh so resplendent alvesse he knew so well, unclad and covered in dust. Nuille’s lower lip trembled, and her eyes spoke of sorrow—and anger—that must be unburdened.

“What is amiss, my light?” he asked.

“I found them, ardonis,” she said. “The envoys we sent to the surface. They had with them half a hundred refugees—most of them alvessi and nestlings. I found the envoys and refugees piled together in a crevice near the Prime Passage. All of them dead; all pierced by dwarrow bolts.”

“Grindlecraw,” growled Garrain.

“His followers, I’m certain of it,” agreed Nuille.

“Baldreg needs to know of this,” said Garrain. “I warned him we should have taken action sooner. They grow bolder every day.”

The dwarrow in question was in the meeting hall with advisors and townsfolk, discussing crop distributions.

“Apologies for the intrusion, but we must have words,” he said to Baldreg. “It cannot wait.”

When they were alone, Nuille described what she’d seen to the dwarrow leader.

Baldreg grimaced. “We should have sent more fighters to guard the Prime Passage.”

“We should have done far more than that,” said Garrain. “We should have struck at Grindlecraw directly; laid siege to his colony!”

“You ken as well as I do New Torpend isn’t just a colony,” said Baldreg. “’Tis a fortress. We lack the strength to breach those walls.”

“Those walls only exist because we were too slow to act!” said Garrain.

“If we kenned they could build their fortifications so fast, mayhap we’d have struck at them sooner,” said Baldreg. “I were the one proposing such action, you may recall? Grindlecraw surprised us all, and now our best chance is gone. We must accept the reality of it. Rushing in now, when conditions are unfavourable, will just get us all killed.”

Baldreg spoke true, Garrain had to admit. The presence of the highly defensible fortress in Hilterbunt had caught them all by surprise. Until recently, they’d thought Grindlecraw’s colony to be little more than wooden shacks, or perhaps a cave. Baldreg had assured him that Hilterbunt had held no walls nor towers when he and the trow, Rover Dog, had scouted the area in the highfall. Garrain couldn’t fathom how the dwarrows had built it in such a short time. Perhaps if the stoneshapers still held their power—and if there were enough of them—they might be capable of such a feat. But now, with the seed of stone destroyed?

However implausible, its existence couldn’t be denied. Nuille had seen it with her own eyes—or at least the eyes of the swiftlet whose form she’d taken. It was an ill fortune indeed. New Inglomar had lost their advantage, and an all-out attack on New Torpend would cost more lives than Garrain dared consider, even with all the magic he and Nuille had at their fingertips.

Still, they couldn’t just let things stand. The latest slaughter of alvessi and nestlings was just more proof that Grindlecraw wanted nothing less than the annihilation of the alvari—even if it would ultimately doom his own people as well. The longer they let the wound fester, the worse it would get.

“I know a frontal assault is out of the question,” said Garrain. “But we must do something. We can still blockade the passage to Hilterbunt. Cut them off from the Prime Passage entirely, as they have tried to do to us. To that end, we need to build up our own fortifications in eastern Dwallondorn.”

“And commit more fighters to the task, as I were saying,” said Baldreg. “I agree, and I have been preparing to do just that. Though it does leave New Inglomar vulnerable to an attack from the rear, should they find another way around. There are more passages through the Outer Hollows than we ken.”

“It is a risk, but a necessary one,” said Garrain.

“There is more we can do,” said Nuille.

Garrain and Baldreg both turned to her.

“I can kill the fucker,” she said.

Baldreg frowned at her. “Grindlecraw? Didn’t we just say ’tis nigh impossible to get to him?”

“Impossible for you, Baldreg,” said Nuille. “Not for me.”

Now it was Garrain’s turn to frown, as the realisation dawned on him. “You would take the guise of a dwarrow, steal into his chamber, and assassinate him while he sleeps.”

She tilted her head in the negative. “I can’t easily pass as a dwarrow. They are too close to my natural form, and lack the animal instincts to suppress my own life-learned behaviour. As a dwarrow, I’d still walk like an alvesse, and they would see something wasn’t quite right.

“No, I propose something simpler. I would approach from the air in the guise of a small animal, and attempt to pass unseen. No lives would be risked, save my own.”

“It’s too—”

“If you say, ‘It’s too dangerous,’ I swear you’ll be sleeping outside for the next year.”

Garrain closed his mouth.

“You ken, if you fail, and they witness an alvesse attack their leader, it may harden all dwarrows against you, not just those in New Torpend,” said Baldreg.

“The only one who sees my true form will be Grindlecraw, in the moment before he dies,” said Nuille. “We can blame his death on the invisible assassin. With Grindlecraw out of the way, a reconciliation may be possible.”

“Unlikely,” said Baldreg. “Like as not, they’d replace him with someone equally despicable. Still, ’twould disrupt their plans and lower their morale, which would only be good for us. I say aye.”

“I agree, this might be our best chance to strike an early—if not decisive—blow,” said Garrain. “But I would make one small revision to your plan. I will come with you.”

“You can’t fly,” said Nuille.

“Indeed I can’t. But I can conceal myself from sight with a shade walker spell.”

Baldreg’s eyes narrowed. “I have not heard of such a spell.”

“Grindlecraw has, unfortunately,” said Garrain. “I used it against his stoneshapers in the tunnels above. Still, it will allow me to gain entry to their fortress.”

“How do I ken you’re not the original invisible assassin?” asked Baldreg.

“Don’t be ridiculous. I was there in plain sight—with no bow in hand—when the assassin shot the mer. Besides, as I already explained to Saskia and Ruhildi, the greenhand spell works very differently. Were I the assassin, the demon would have seen me.”

“Alright.” Baldreg barked out a laugh. “Let’s send one invisible assassin, and claim ’twere another.”

“Two invisible assassins,” said Nuille. “You must teach me that spell, ardonis.”

“I will,” said Garrain. “But it is not something you can learn overnight. And it won’t work on your animal forms.”

Nuille frowned in disappointed. “Very well. I will approach from the air then, while you try to sneak in from the ground.”

“I trust you will not speak of this to anyone,” said Baldreg. “I will deny all kenning of it, should anyone ask.”

The two of them set off with the bare minimum of equipment and supplies. The shade walker spell would not hide anything he carried on his person. Similarly, Nuille could not transform clothing or other items when she shifted forms.

Trowbane he would bring, though he wouldn’t carry it all the way into New Torpend; it was merely a contingency, should their stealth fail them.

There was only one person to whom they needed to explain their departure, save for Baldreg.

“You cannot come with us,” said Garrain to Morchi, who followed alongside them, tail swishing in agitation. “We’ll be back before you know it, I promise.” As the grawmalkin turned away, tail still swishing, he added, “And no sneaking after us this time!”

Deus, turning his furry friend away always tore at his heart. But it had to be done. New Torpend was no place for a grawmalkin.

Once they were beyond the gates, Nuille stripped off her armour and crouched low. A moment later, he found himself staring at…another grawmalkin. This one considerably larger than Morchi.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

The grawmalkin lifted a paw and tapped her back.

Garrain felt his mossy eyebrows ascend his forehead, but he did as she asked. Then they were off, galloping eastward, faster than his two legs (or the roots of an awakened tree) could ever have carried him.

“This is exhilarating,” he said. “Though there are other ways to ride you that I find even more agreeable.”

Nuille bucked her flanks, and he found himself sprawled in the dirt behind her. She turned to look at him, and he could see there was mirth in her slitted eyes.

“How unfair,” he said. “You speak such innuendo to me all the time. Yet when I do it, this is what I get?”

She inclined her head in agreement.

Sighing, he climbed atop her once more, and they continued on their way.

It was a full three days’ ride before they found themselves standing on a ledge overlooking the labyrinthine walls and tall spires of a bustling dwarrow fortress. It was just as Nuille had described. Those walls had been formed out of the solid rock of the valley at the rear of the immense cavern. Neither the walls nor the structures within were smooth or flat or evenly spaced. They weren’t elegant. But they looked as though they’d hold off any army New Inglomar could bring to bear.

They were also clearly the work of stoneshapers. Yet he still couldn’t understand how such a thing might be possible.

Behind the walls, metalsmiths and tanners and tailors and cooks plied their trade under the watchful eyes of the armoured dwarrows stationed at every corner. Across the walls and atop the towers, guardians cast their wary gaze outside the fortress, seeking dangers lurking among the shadows. Thanks to his magic, their eyes passed right over him. Nuille, briefly returned to her alvesse form, crouched further back, out of sight.

Their equipment was safely hidden in a nearby grove. They were nearly ready. There was just one thing to do first. Calling upon the thread of magic the demon had left for them, Garrain spoke softly. “Saskia? Are you awake? We require your assistance.”

Silence followed, stretching forth for several long heartbeats. Then a voice sounded. “What is it?” said Saskia. “I’m—oough—kinda busy right now.” She sounded out of breath.

“If you would share your…mi-ni-map with Nuille and myself…” He paused as a gasping moan sounded in his ears. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing!” shouted Saskia. Garrain got the sense of a door being rolled shut in his face. A moment later, a circular map appeared before his eyes, covered in colourful dots.

Nuille’s lips curled up in a sly smirk. “It seems you’re not the only one who’s been for a ride.”

He glowered at her, though he knew she couldn’t see his face. “Now you steal my jest as well?”

“Oh ardonis, you’re not even close to being the first person to have used that one. How about this, then? The Age of the Gods called. It wants its jest back.”

“Pardon?”

“Earth humour,” said Nuille.

Garrain frowned. He had no idea what she was talking about. All he knew was that she’d been spending far too much time with the oracles. This hardly seemed like the time for levity, in any case. They were about to…

His frown deepened. “What is that dark purple dot in the central tower? I’ve not seen one that colour before.”

“I don’t know,” said Nuille. “That is where we are most likely to find Grindlecraw. Perhaps Saskia marked our target out for us.”

“But we haven’t told her we’re going after Grindlecraw.”

“That is true.” Nuille gave another smirk. “We could ask her what it means.”

“Let’s, ah, leave her alone for a while.”

“I very much doubt she’s alone, ardonis.”

“You know what I mean. Just be on your guard.”

“I will.” Nuille took to the air, flying high above the walls. Returning a short time later, she told him, “I can’t get a view of him from outside. If that purple dot is him, he’s deep inside the keep.”

“Very well,” he said. “I’ll meet you at the keep, and we can go in together.”

She wouldn’t be able to speak to him while transformed—nor see him while he remained cloaked in shadows—but they could both see each other on their respective maps. It would have to be enough.

The gates were shut, but that hardly mattered to Garrain. He scaled the walls with ease, letting the roots of his hands and feet find purchase in the cracks of the rough stone. Stepping carefully past the guardians atop the walls—with their torches, they may still see him if they drew too close—he dropped down the other side, landing silently in the shadows behind a taffle pen. The beasts snuffled as he drew past; they could smell him, even if he remained hidden from sight.

From there, he made his way quickly and silently between the spires to the open entrance of the keep, hewn into the cavern wall at the back of the valley.

Garrain climbed up to the window where Nuille the swiftlet awaited him. If luck were with them, they’d find Grindlecraw on this very floor.

Once inside, Nuille shifted into the form of a tiny murid—the tailless rodents common in Dwallondorn and Hilterbunt. They made their way quietly through the dimly lit halls and chambers, keeping their distance from any dwarrows who wandered nearby.

The final door to Grindlecraw’s abode was locked. Garrain was puzzling over how to open it when it rolled aside of its own accord, and a female dwarrow bearing the mark of a servant stepped out. He and Nuille slipped inside before she could close the door.

Their target sat reading a thick tome before a roaring fireplace. There was no mistaking that immaculately trimmed beard. It was Grindlecraw, alright.

Garrain made his way carefully to a crossbow hanging on the wall, picked it up, and nocked a bolt from the quiver lying on a shelf below it.

He took careful aim—and fired at the back of the dwarrow’s head.

There was a burst of movement; a loud crack. The bolt flew into the wall, splintering as it struck side-on. A spike of stone jutted from the floor where an instant earlier there had been empty air.

Grindlecraw rose to his feet, set his book aside, and turned to face Garrain. His eyes were white as bleached bone.

For a long moment, Garrain just stood there, stunned. A dwarrow Chosen? Had the Arbordeus gone mad?

“She said you would come,” said the Chosen. “I had doubts. No longer. Together we will see your filth expunged from the arbor.”

Garrain’s mind whirled, struggling to comprehend what had happened. This dwarrow must have ascended quite recently, because he still had his hair, and he was referring to himself as I rather than we. Thiachrin had lost his sense of self within a season of his ascension. Who was this she Grindlecraw spoke of? Another Chosen? The assassin? Was she here?

A warm hand clasped his own. It was Nuille, newly restored to her alvesse form. He squeezed back. Knowing what they faced now, the next chance to feel her skin against him may not come until they both found themselves in the Vale of Echoes.

Even as she held onto him, he could feel her working her dark magic; that which should tear the Chosen apart from the inside. At the same time, Garrain drew on every drop of the vast flood of essence Saskia availed to him.

There were no plants or fungi within the fortress walls for him to call upon. Indeed, there seemed to be a ward in place to prevent any such growth from taking root.

But Garrain had one advantage no other greenhand of this Age possessed. He was his own reagent.

Roots uncoiled from his arms and legs, splitting off and transforming into a whirling vortex of thorn-covered vines that enclosed both himself and his lifemate, even as they reached out to strip flesh from the bones of their enemy.

At the same moment, Nuille completed her own spell. Garrain felt it fly from her, taking root inside the Chosen’s chest.

Grindlecraw’s flesh shimmered, and turned to white crystal. Garrain’s vines ripped the clothes from his body, but as for the flesh beneath, there wasn’t a scratch. And if Nuille’s spell hurt him, he showed no sign of it.

No flesh, thought Garrain. No blood. Only cold, hard stone.

Then their feet began to sink into the floor.

Garrain reacted instantly, grabbing hold of Nuille and leaping away from the patch of what now appeared to be sand. The walls were sagging; the floor flowing; the ceiling drooping. The body of his lifemate shrank in his arms, becoming once again a small, furry murid, which scurried up onto his shoulder, nestling against the rough bark of his neck. Garrain danced across the shifting stone, reaching for the door. They needed to get out into the wider Hollow. Here, in this confined space, surrounded by stone, the Chosen was in his element.

The door burst open. Two armoured dwarrows came to a sudden halt, staring open-mouthed at the mayhem. An instant later, their chests burst open, spraying their life’s blood across the shifting floor. Twisting vines tossed them aside. Garrain dove through the door, even as spikes of stone drove at him from every angle.

He sprinted through collapsing halls, past shattered steps and broken bodies, out into the open air. A flapping against his cheek told him Nuille had shifted back into swiftlet form. He opened up a gap in his vine barrier, allowing her to fly free. This was a manipulation of the spell he’d only discovered recently. Had he mastered it sooner, Nuille’s brother, Tuleon, might still be alive.

Shouts sounded all around him. Crossbows twanged.

By his will, the vines expanded twentyfold, spilling out into the streets, rending apart metal and flesh with equal ease. Crossbow bolts clattered harmlessly onto the stones. The nearby screams fell silent, while more distant ones began anew. Nuille, now standing atop the outer wall, had unleashed her cruorgy upon the hapless defenders stationed there.

Amidst a maelstrom of rock and dust, Grindlecraw shot out of the keep, shattering the ground beneath his feet as he landed.

Much as Garrain longed to battle him right then and there, this place was the dwarrow’s home ground. If they were to have a hope of defeating this newly-ascended Chosen, they needed to lure him to a place of their choosing. And so he turned and sprinted away, running across rooftops, and flinging vines to carry himself up and over the outer walls.

Nuille awaited him outside in the form of a large grawmalkin. Parting the coil of vines, Garrain, leapt astride her back, clutching on for dear life as she bounded away.

The ground shuddered and swayed. Cracks split the arbor asunder in their wake.

Only when they reached the sanctity of the nearby grove did they draw to a halt. Garrain plucked Trowbane and his reagent satchel from the spot where he’d stowed them. Nuille stood at his side, once more his resplendent alvesse.

They waited as the purple marker on their maps drew close, and the shaking grew so intense they could barely remain on their feet.

“Are you ready?” he shouted over the cacophony.

She grimaced. “Let’s get it over with.”

Garrain cast his eyes skyward—though there was no true sky in this vast Hollow beneath the arbor. All around them, the trees and fungal towers began to stir.

Grindlecraw stepped into view, his stone features set in a mask of hatred. “Don’t think this grove will save you, alvari,” he growled. “I will annihilate—och bollocks.”

A large branch had ensnared the Chosen, lifting him high up into the air. The shuddering in the ground subsided.

If Garrain had learned anything from his encounters with stoneshapers, it was that most of their spells had a rather short range. Many of the more powerful ones required at least their boots to be touching the ground. That limitation didn’t seem to have gone away now that this stoneshaper had ascended to—

“Ardonis!” shouted Nuille.

He sensed it before the word had left her lips: a huge boulder hurtling toward his back. Both he and Nuille dove to the side, rolling onto their feet in perfect synchronicity.

Alright, so clearly the limitation didn’t apply to all stoneshaper magic. They had to be quick.

Even as another boulder lifted off the ground, Garrain gathered his magic for one final spell. It was the simplest of spells—one he’d used time and time again—but no less effective for it. Nuille channelled the very same spell, mixing her essence with his to form a vast, swirling globule of amber-coloured liquid.

The guardian tree tossed the dwarrow high into the air. And at the apex of his flight, the globe of scorching sap engulfed him. 

Scorching sap did not burn through metal. But as for this crystal that made up his body…

A limp, sodden shape tumbled end over end, billowing smoke. The tree snatched it out of the air. Garrain would not be letting it go anywhere near the ground until he was certain there would be no unpleasant surprises. Moments later, he stood on the branch, staring down at what remained of their foe. Grindlecraw’s limbs were stumps. His head was a misshapen lump. Yet still he stirred feebly in the tree’s grasp.

Hefting Trowbane, Garrain swung again and again and again. A hundred and a half swings later, what remained of the head fell free, landing in a pile of crystal shards, and the remnants of the body finally stopped twitching.

Shouts and screams echoed across Hilterbunt as the dwarrows’ home crumbled around them. The Chosen’s magic, it seemed, had traded longevity for expediency. Without him around to sustain it, New Torpend would be rubble come the next morn. Some of its inhabitants would survive, but they would not be the threat they were before today. Not unless another Chosen arose to lead them.

Several days later, as he rode the final stretch of the path to New Inglomar, Garrain’s apprehension was growing. How would the dwarrows react to the news that the rival colony was no more? That most of its people lay buried in the rubble? And that its leader had (briefly) been a Chosen?

But as they drew closer to the gate, he realised they had far greater cause for concern. The air was thick with smoke. Distant shouts reached his ears.

Stepping through the gate, Garrain saw that the buildings on this side of the town, thus far, were still intact. The smoke billowing into the air was coming from…

Redgrove.

Oh deus, no! They’d taken precautions to ensure the housetrees couldn’t burn. But burn they did. Every one of the trees of Redgrove was aflame, or already reduced to charcoals. Bodies lay strewn across the forest floor; some bloody, others burnt.

“’Twere the assassin,” said Ornbur, kneeling in the ash. “He killed them all. Most every alvar, and many dwarrows who tried to help. We tried to stop him, but the fire, ’tweren’t natural. And how can you fight someone you can’t see?”

Nuille let out a small wail. Garrain slumped, feeling as though the wind had been knocked out of him.

“Did anyone…did any of my people survive?”

“Just a few fistfuls who got away, or hid and didn’t get burnt—and some the lad in the…balloon pulled to safety. I’m sorry.”

Garrain clutched his lifemate as a storm of weeping swept over her. They didn’t know yet if Dieste was among the living, but her chances seemed slim. And Morchi…where was Morchi?

“There’s more,” said Ornbur. “Baldreg were one of the first to respond; no-one has seen him since. We fear he too met his end in the flames.”
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                Her vassal circled the cinders of Redgrove, bird eyes peering down through the smokey haze, searching desperately for signs of life. It was a forlorn gesture, and they both knew it. There was nothing down there but smouldering stumps and charred corpses.

Still, Saskia hadn’t tried to dissuade Nuille from making the attempt. She knew all too well that feeling of hopelessness in the face of despair; of needing to do something.

When finally exhaustion claimed her, Nuille made a wobbly landing among the ragged band of survivors huddled at the edge of the devastated forest. She shifted into the form of a small furry animal, and sat on Garrain’s shoulder, with her tail wound about his neck.

Now that they were all gathered in one place, Saskia took stock of the survivors. Dallim sat against a wall with his head in his hands, muttering softly to himself. The young oracle had single-handedly saved half a dozen lives by hauling survivors up into that balloon of his. Never had Saskia imagined it being put to such a purpose. Among the gathered elves were Wuishe, Amur and a handful of others Saskia knew by name. Nuille’s grandmother, Dieste, was conspicuously absent. Hers was one of the bodies Nuille had found near the burnt-out husk of their gigantic housetree, next to the blackened bones of a giant cat…

Before the massacre, Redgrove had been home to hundreds of elves. Now there were less than thirty. If they hadn’t already been an endangered species, they certainly were now. There were surely other pockets of survivors on the surface of Ciendil or holed up in other Hollows, but these people had represented their best prospect for long-term survival.

And it wasn’t just the elves who had suffered catastrophic losses. Grindlecraw’s followers were equally broken. Many of them had been xenophobic donkholes, but they’d taken their families with them—not all of them willing. The innocent had suffered as much as the guilty. Then there were the dwarves who had gone into Redgrove to rescue the elves or fight the assassin. Baldreg had been among them…

Saskia swallowed the lump in her throat. Though his body hadn’t been found, Baldreg’s fate was very likely the same as the elves he’d tried to save. A part of her stubbornly clung to hope, despite the odds. He was Baldreg. He’d beaten the odds so many times already. He couldn’t possibly be…could he?

Releasing a ragged breath, she left the elves to their mourning. Garrain and Nuille would have to deal with the assassin themselves if he struck again in the near future. Much as she longed to fly or teleport straight back, that wouldn’t help anyone in the end. She had her own job to do. Unless she found a way to deal with arlium volcanos, none of it would matter.

“’Tis time, Sashki.” Ruhildi’s voice came through their oracle link. “Get your arse to the foundry.”

Saskia did her best to shove her morose thoughts aside as she walked the path to the north end of town, where her friends—and a sizeable crowd—waited.

“Tell me you have good news,” said Saskia, as she arrived at Ruhildi’s side, beneath the bone dragon.

“See for yourself,” said Ruhildi.

The great assemblage of bone and metal reared up, spreading its wings, the metal blades splayed wide. Some of the onlookers backed hurriedly away. Others gasped and cheered.

“Finally!” she breathed. The repairs were complete.

“Och aye,” said Ruhildi, offering her a doleful smile. “I ken how you feel. And not just ’cause I can feel your thoughts.”

Saskia couldn’t tell if Ruhildi was referring to her thoughts about the finished repairs, or about Redgrove. About Baldreg. Probably both, she decided. Ruhildi had heard the news, and, mind-reader that she was, she’d probably seen some of what Saskia had seen through Nuille’s eyes as well.

“I think all of us will be glad to see the last of this place,” said Saskia. “Well, maybe not him.” She rolled her eyes at Rover Dog, who was grinning at a buffet of barely-dressed troll women making eyes at him from the crowd.

The dog in question might have slept his way through half the women in Firespring if Saskia hadn’t, at Princess Vask’s urging, ‘laid claim to him.’ It was all a bit of a charade—in no way was Saskia ready to enter anything serious with him—but if it helped get Queen Atka off their backs, it’d be worth it. For his part, aside from his escapades with Vask and the other princesses, Rover Dog, seemed content to look but not touch. He sure did a lot of looking, though.

Rover Dog professed no recollection of his life as a companion of the old god, Sarthea. With the Night’s Dream seemingly inert after its keystone cracked open, they weren’t going to get any more answers out of it. Their own keystone didn’t fit into the same slot, so the site was useless to them now. His role in the ancient saga remained largely a mystery. She had to wonder though: how old was he, if he’d been alive in Sarthea’s time? Sarthea—otherwise known as Yona—who had been gone for a thousand years on Earth…

Trolls didn’t normally live that long; their enhanced regeneration didn’t do much to counter the slow ravages of ageing. Normally, their lifespans were barely greater than those of elves or dwarves; a few centuries at most. So why was Rover Dog any different?

She remembered the book he’d written—the one that spoke of his quest to find the mythical seed of eternity. What if Rover Dog had been born with the magic of eternal life?

An unnaturally long life may very well be the source of his amnesia. His brain must have some limit to its total memory capacity. At some point, he’d have to throw out old memories to make way for the new. Brain damage over the years could also account for that. Just because he regenerated damaged brain cells didn’t mean the memories stored therein would come back as well.

The visions of Rover Dog and Sarthea and Anduis and the reptilian demon had been so tantalising. She had many theories about what she’d witnessed, but they were only pieces of a larger puzzle. She needed to see more.

Sadly, those visions appeared to have been a one-time thing—a last gasp before the Night’s Dream keystone stopped functioning. She had a bad feeling about what its destruction might portend for Grongarg. The interference Sarthea’s simulation had mentioned—where had it come from? Saskia herself? Or from a certain someone who often invaded dreams?

In the weeks since then, she’d had plenty of time to ponder the meaning of what she’d seen, but no way to verify any of it. All she had were thoughts and hunches, though she’d learned to trust the latter in recent months.

To pass the time, she’d spent subsequent weeks making nice with troll royalty and training with her friends. By now, she was heartily sick of both. And apparently she wasn’t the only one.

“You must take me with you!” said Princess Vask. She too had been trapped here, after her roptir mount and her escorts had all been killed. Some of the other queendoms came to Firespring overland (Goldclaw Queendom, for example, had its stupidly strong lifters, who could fight off most predators with ease), but Cloudtop depended on the power of flight to safely traverse the surrounding wildlands.

“Sorry, but we’re not heading to Cloudtop,” said Saskia. “Not yet, anyhow. Maybe on the way back.”

“Where are you going?” asked Vask.

“South, to the seed of—south.” Saskia remembered belatedly that she didn’t really want anyone from Cloudtop to know where they were going. Sure, she had patched things up with Vask, but they didn’t want her mother coming after them.

“You’re visiting Goldclaw Queendom,” guessed Vask. A safe, if incorrect, guess. The Drackenruck Ranges, home of the Goldclaw trolls and the seed of strength, lay south of here.

Rover Dog nodded at Vask. “We trade with Goldclaw argnum miners.” Saskia flashed him a grateful smile. He was a better liar than her.

“I will go with you,” insisted Vask. “Aele invited me to pay her a visit in her home queendom. I should have accompanied her when she left. It will be so boring here without you. Most of the other princesses have left. Soon, I will not even have anyone with whom to share the scouring pools.”

“How awful,” said Saskia, with a mock shudder. “We can’t bring you with us, though.”

Vask’s eyes narrowed. “Why not?”

“Worse deal if Cloudtop present,” said Rover Dog, once again coming to her rescue.

Saskia sighed inwardly. Vask didn’t seem to be buying it. “How about this? Once we’re done in the south, we could pick you up on the way back, and take you home.”

“Oh very well.” Vask huffed. “You be quick. I cannot stand to wait much longer.”

Without further ado, they took to the skies. The great walled enclave fell away beneath them, and they shot southward on a trail of lightning.

The immense peaks of the Drackenruck Ranges loomed to the southwest, but they wouldn’t be going near those. To the southeast, the rolling hills and lowland jungles gave way to sparsely wooded hinterlands, then rock-strewn tundra, and finally a flat expanse of snow and ice.

As they drew closer to the frigid wasteland, the adorribles emerged from their little hidey holes, chittering excitedly. Zarie spared them a nervous glance, but to her credit, she didn’t turn into a quivering mess the way she had all those weeks ago when they’d first appeared. The younger critters were babies no longer, though they were still a long way from their full adult size.

Saskia held out her arms to them, and they piled aboard, icicles trailing up her arms and across her chest. Their touch didn’t bother her much these days, as long as she didn’t hold onto them for more than five or ten minutes. Her time in the scouring pools had not only made her more resistant to acid and sharp objects, but cold as well.

Which was just as well, because there was nothing quite like an armful of purring, chittering floofballs.

“Who’s my favourite little murderlings,” she crooned. “You are!”

The wriggling critters craned their necks to peer outside.

“Yeah, that place looks right up your alley, doesn’t it?” Saskia frowned as a thought occurred to her. “Or is it the seed of frost you’re interested in?” She turned to Rover Dog. “Is there some kind of connection between them? They are called frostlings, after all.”

“I not know,” said Rover Dog. “Frostlings on Ciendil, Grongarg, other branches. Only one seed of frost.”

“Good point,” she said. “It’s not like all of them could have been conceived next to a worldseed. And these little guys…” She nodded at the half-grown siblings. “…seem to have inherited some tempest abilities from the seed of storms, yet they’re just as frosty the rest.”

When they got close enough to the icy expanse to see it on her map, Saskia’s eyebrows shot up. Clusters of blue map markers ambled by; clear signs of life down there. The creatures themselves weren’t visible to the naked eye, so they must be very small…or very white…or both.

She glanced at the adorribles. “I think we may have found some of your distant relatives.”

It was snowing outside. At first a sprinkle, but quickly turning into a blizzard. Visibility was worsening, and Zarie’s wind magic was actually driving the snow into them, even as it kept them aloft.

“Is this going to be a problem?” she asked Zarie and Ruhildi.

“As long as there is air outside, these wings will fly, yes?” said Zarie.

“I’m not so certain about that,” said Ruhildi. “My magic can keep our wings beating, but the metal parts are starting to ice over. Colder still, and they’ll become brittle, get stuck, and mayhap break off.”

“So we can’t go much further in the air, then,” said Saskia. “Can we walk?”

“’Twould be a risk to bring the dracken closer, even on the ground,” said Ruhildi. “Mayhap ’twould get stuck. Mayhap ’twould become too cold inside the cabin for you to survive.”

“Isn’t the cabin temperature regulated by magic?”

“We are kept warm, yes,” said Zarie. “The magic is strong, but even that will fail if it gets too cold outside.”

Saskia pushed her bundle of fuzzy ice-makers gently away, whereupon they huddled together on their hind legs, peering outside, meerkat-style. One of them chittered loudly. It and several others had their paws out, as if pointing at something on the ground. Saskia couldn’t see anything down there.

“I think they want us to land and let them out,” she said. “If those are frostlings down there, I don’t see the harm in it. Maybe they could have a chat with their cousins…”

The dragon descended in a tight spiral, landing near one of the clusters of blue markers.

Sure enough, a swarm of fuzzy white forms hopped through the blizzard, before coming to a halt outside. Holding out stubby forelimbs, they formed into two neat rows, like a tiny honour guard. The adorribles inside the cabin chittered and pointed.

“They want me to follow them,” said Saskia.

“Do not do it!” cried Zarie. “They will eat you!”

“They can’t bite through my shell,” said Saskia. “Anyhow, look at them! Do they look like they want to eat me?”

“Aye, a little,” said Ruhildi.

“Oh shush,” said Saskia. “My map insists they’re non-hostile. In fact, it tells me they’re allies.”

“Like as not, you’d freeze to death out there, Sashki.” Ruhildi gave her a pained smile. “I ken what you’ll propose as a solution to that, but I don’t like it.”

“Let me spell it out for the others’ benefit,” said Saskia. “What if you go all-out with your spellcasting? All of you at the same time. The essence draw might create enough heat to keep me from freezing.” Probably not, though, she added silently. And if we miscalculate in the other direction, it might cook me from the inside out.

Ruhildi grimaced, but didn’t say anything.

“We can test it,” said Kveld. When they all looked at him, he reddened. “Saskia can stand just out…” He pointed at the snow. “We work our spells, faster and faster. Too much essence, and we’ll slow down. If ’tis not enough…”

“If it’s not enough, even after you’re all maxed out, then I can come back inside, no harm done,” Saskia finished for him. “I was thinking the same thing. Only problem is, it’s going to get even colder when I get closer to the seed of frost. Still, it’s a good starting point.”

Even Ruhildi agreed to that. Saskia briefly got in touch with Garrain and Nuille to ask for their assistance as well, if needed. Though she hated to impose on them at a time like this, she suspected it would take all of her vassals—and then some—to make this work. Besides, the pair were already furiously working their magic, casting spells of regrowth across Redgrove. She’d just need more of the same.

Then, without further ado, Saskia stepped outside—and into a wall of cold.

“Ye dogs it’s brisk out here,” she gasped.

The frostlings from the cabin piled out after her. Two of them touched noses with the ones waiting outside. Their gazes flitted between her and an unseen object to the south—the seed of frost, no doubt.

“Not yet,” she told them. “We need to try something first. You may want to stand back.” Shivering, she turned back to her friends. “Okay, do your thing, guys.”

An explosion of light and noise and movement erupted nearby, as her companions unleashed their magic on an empty patch of ice and snow, and the air above it. Spears of stone rose up out of the ground, subsided into sand, and rose up again, churning up the snow and ice into a brown mush. Overhead rose a whirling vortex of air, lifting ice and rocks and debris high into the sky.

Her furry audience seemed remarkably unfazed by the fireworks happening in front of them. They didn’t flinch or scatter, as beasts might when confronted by such a sight.

Saskia felt a small stirring of warmth from within—nowhere near enough to beat back the chill clawing at her bones—but it was a start. “More!” she shouted over the cacophony. “Give it everything you’ve got!”

The frenzy of magic grew louder, shaking the ground beneath her feet. Now they were drawing every bit of essence they could get from her. She felt a corresponding increase in her inner fire, but still it wasn’t enough. The surface of her shell was now one big sheet of ice.

“Garrain, Nuille, you’re up,” she said through her oracle link.

Somewhere below the surface of Ciendil, her two elven vassals began to add more of their magic to the mix.

Still not enough. A few months earlier, she’d have burst into flames. Now, with five vassals unleashing everything they had, it didn’t even warm her toes.

Saskia was about to call it quits when she recalled that her Earth counterpart had managed to stay warm as she descended the slopes of Sesayung, naked and alone. How had she done that, with no vassals working their magic for her? At the time, it had seemed as if she blacked out, then woke up shining like a ghost in the night, with the light and warmth of arlium coursing through her, melting the snow at her feet. But that wasn’t all she remembered. She remembered dreaming of that same episode as a troll, shortly after the Battle of Spindle. And in that dream, she’d…

Yes. That was what she needed to do.

She let her mind drift back into that same dreamlike trance she’d entered back then. Her body relaxed, surrendering to the icy chill.

It was so simple. All she had to do was let it out…

And just like that, her essence poured out into the air around her. Warmth. Oh splendiferous warmth. The torrents her vassals pulled from her were but tiny trickles compared to this flood; this ocean.

Light flared; not just from the arlium shining beneath her skin—though there was that—but the air itself was aglow. Innumerable motes of light danced before her, rippling outward in a vast wave. Outward, but also flowing in a certain direction…

Saskia spun about, eyes widening as she realised where it was going.

“Abort!” she shouted. “Stop cast—”

The sky lit up. A wall of heat swept over her.

Next thing she knew, she was lying on her back in a pile of slushy, half-melted snow. Her head pounded, but she seemed intact. Sitting up, she took in the sight of…

Oh wow.

In the sky, Zarie’s lightning storm had been replaced by a whirling vortex of fire. A spreading pool of molten lava oozed forth from the ground, sending up jets of steam where it came into contact with the surrounding snow.

The half-grown adorribles peeked out from behind her back, looking a little bit fearful for the first time in…well, ever. Others had been punted across the ice. Shaking their heads, they came hopping back toward her. Thankfully, they didn’t seem to have been harmed by the blast that knocked her over.

“Well, at least it’s not raining cows,” she murmured.

“By sea and sky, what just happened?” cried Zarie.

“Sashki happened,” said Ruhildi.

“I found another way to heat up the arlium inside me,” said Saskia. “I let my essence leak out in raw form. It worked—I am now quite warm—but it also seems to have altered your spells somehow.”

“You released essence without form,” said Kveld. “I didn’t ken that were even…”

“Wild magic,” said Saskia. “I think that’s what it was.”

She’d seen stuff like this happen in a few games, often with hilariously fatal consequences for the characters involved. And yeah, sometimes there were cows.

Ruhildi hopped down into the snow. “It were wild, alright. You set our spells afire.”

“Yeah, sorry about…” Saskia halted mid-sentence, as she took in the sight of her friend.

Ruhildi outshone Saskia by a fair margin, if only because her skin was much thinner. Filaments of glowing amber threaded through her body from head to toe, revealing the shadows of the surrounding bones. Now this…this was a true ghostly visage. Terrifying…yet strangely beautiful.

“Well,” said Saskia, when she could finally speak again. “I’m glad I didn’t set you on fire.”

“Not afire, but I do feel warm,” said Ruhildi. “I haven’t felt this way since afore my death.”

“Not too uncomfortable, I hope?” said Saskia.

“No, Sashki. ’Tis just right for keeping the ice away. Now I can come with you to the seed of frost. I’d like to see what lies at the heart of this unnatural chill.”

“You and me both,” said Saskia. Turning to Zarie and Kveld, she said, “You’d better wait here. I’m not sure what would happen if you tried to fly off with my wild magic still lingering in the air. Also, best not to cast any other spells for a while. I don’t know the range of this effect. We can test it out later, but for now, let’s just get to the seed of frost.”

“Yes,” said Zarie. “You be safe, yes? We will be waiting.”

Saskia nodded at her, then turned her gaze down to their furry entourage. “Alright, let’s go, little guys!”

Before she could object, some of the younger adorribles and their parents were piling onto her back and shoulders. And she wasn’t the only one. Ruhildi had a couple of tiny passengers as well.

It wasn’t as if they were making her any colder than the air out here, although she wondered whether they could endure the heat emanating from her body. It didn’t matter, she decided. If she grew too hot for them to handle, they could just hop off.

They pushed forward into the blizzard amidst a patter of tiny feet. The critters who weren’t riding her back soon dropped behind, unable to keep up with Saskia’s four-legged bound, or Ruhildi’s unceasing sprint. The snow and ice melted beneath her feet, only to refreeze instantly after each step, leaving footprints of solid ice in her wake. Sometimes, they came upon other frostling swarms, who ran alongside them for a brief time, until they too fell behind.

Shapes emerged from behind the curtain of driving snow. Frozen trees and stone ruins and…bones. Great piles of bones, large and small, stripped clean of frozen flesh.

“Could you do anything with those, if you had to?” asked Saskia. “You know, just in case…”

“Och aye, beauties, aren’t they?”

“That isn’t the word I’d use for them,” muttered Saskia.

Here was where the frostling presence was strongest; the air coldest.

Above it all loomed a great ice spire, shining from within, and casting a blue-white glow down over the landscape.

“Aye, methinks ’tis the worldseed,” said Ruhildi, reading her mind once more.

Stepping up to the huge structure, Saskia drew in a sharp breath. There was something inside the spire. The form imprisoned in the ice was roughly the same as she’d seen many times before, but huge, with little arms and legs almost buried beneath vast rolls of blubber, covered in patchy white fur. This was the mother of all adorribles, though there was nothing adorable about her grotesque appearance. The frostling queen’s dark eyes were open, and they seemed to be watching Saskia as she approached.

Before she knew what she was doing, her hand was reaching for the crystalline surface of the spire. Something shivered beneath her fingers. She caught a glimpse of pulsating, spidery flesh, splayed outward at all angles. The light grew brighter, and then…

Wings rippling in the briny void, she circled the floating form of the frostling queen. Her surface mind had found her bloated, mangy body somewhat repulsive. But here, in this place, she seemed…elegant, even beautiful, in her own way.

The queen didn’t move; didn’t speak. Yet Saskia knew what she wanted from her. Why else would it be here, in the deep place?

She let one of her tendrils uncoil behind her, reaching for the soft flesh. Slowly, they began to fuse.

Wrenched back into the waking world, she let out a gasp. Her legs buckled beneath her. She landed heavily on the hard-packed snow. Frostlings scattered beneath her.

Saskia had become used to seeing out of her vassals’ eyes at the same time as her own. Sometimes three or four sets of eyes at once. It was akin to having multiple windows open on a screen. But this…

This wasn’t just three or four sets of eyes. It wasn’t just three or four thousand sets of eyes. She couldn’t even begin to count how many separate viewpoints she was seeing in that moment. A churning sea of white fur, liquid brown eyes, paws and pug noses and spreading ice.

She knew exactly what this meant, though she still struggled to wrap her head around the enormity of it.

These creatures were not the cute little terrors she’d thought them to be. They were part of something greater; a vast, shared consciousness spanning many branches; many hollows and crevices. All connected to their queen; all part of her. So tight was their connection to each other, to their queen, and to the seed of frost, that even individuals born many thousands of kilometres away still gained its blessing.

Saskia had just made their queen her vassal. And now all of the frostlings—every last one of them—were hers as well.

            

    
        Book 3, Chapter 20: Queen

    
    
    
    
                Cloudtop Queendom, here we come. Again.

From this vantage, far to the south, but approaching fast, the spurs of the distant queendom looked like claws gripping tiny tufts of cotton clouds; barely discernable against the looming shadow of the world tree’s trunk.

Having retrieved Princess Vask from Firespring on their way back, as promised, they were now taking her home. With any luck, there might be a reconciliation with her mother as well—assuming Queen Atka didn’t shoot them out of the sky before they got a chance to make their case.

One way or another, she expected their time in Cloudtop to be brief. After that, it would be time to say goodbye to Grongarg.

She’d be a little sad to see the last of this branch, truth be told. Despite its many perils and strange customs, it felt more hospitable than Ciendil ever had. Saskia could imagine finding a home for herself here. She could always come back, of course, but first, she had another branch to save. Even if sometimes Ciendil didn’t seem worth saving.

The dragon lurched, buffeted by the sudden appearance of a miniature stormcloud in the air beside them. Letting out an exasperated moan, Zarie, steered them away from the disturbance.

“Stop that!” chided Saskia, glaring at the little floofball sitting on her shoulder.

He let out a defiant chitter. A moment later, one of the adults sidled over and whacked him across the back of the head. The storm dissipated as the critter responsible for the disturbance hopped onto a nearby compartment and licked his paws. These creatures may be part of a hive mind, but they still retained some individuality, it seemed.

One consequence of their vassalhood was that the younger generation of frostlings were now full-fledged tempests, with the same general repertoire of abilities as Zarie—albeit with far less restraint. These storms had been appearing sporadically throughout the journey north, and a couple of times they’d almost caused a crash. Those were the times when Saskia had felt like throwing them out the door. But one look at their liquid brown eyes and tiny pug noses, and all thoughts of harsh discipline faded. She was so not cut out to be a mum.

The ice magic available to all of their kind also seemed to have evolved since they became her vassals. She’d seen them forming spears of ice at the ends of their paws and conjuring up patches of frost at a distance. One of the little tempests had even demonstrated the ability to combine the two magics, sending hailstones flying through the air on a gust of wind.

With all this magic being thrown around—with the entire species drawing on her essence at the same time—it was a wonder she was still here. Shouldn’t they have turned her into a crispy barbecue?

She’d absorbed a ludicrous amount of arlium at Fireflower Isle, but never had she imagined she could support this many vassals. Did the fact that it was mostly ice magic counter the effect? Or was the nature of their bond different, because she’d joined with them indirectly, through their queen?

Well whatever. It was what it was, and it was good. She wasn’t on fire, and her new vassals might be just what she needed to save Ciendil.

She rather doubted ice magic alone would staunch the flow of arlium from a volcano. It’d be like hurling ice cubes at the sun. But with the frostlings’ help, someone like Sarthea with the ability to manipulate arlium might be able to get close enough to to seal Ciendil’s rifts without being vaporised in the process.

Regarding her connection to her furry friends, there were still some…niggles that had to be worked out. She eyed the frostlings’ mirror on her oracle interface the same way that she would have looked at a dentist’s drill or a nurse’s needle back on Earth. One mirror—for the entire species. One tap of a virtual fingertip, and she’d find herself seeing out of a truly crazy-making number of eyes. She really wasn’t looking forward to diving down that rabbit hole again, but it had to be done. She needed to find a way to filter out the perspectives she wasn’t interested in—bring the number down to something her primitive meat brain could cope with.

She drew in a breath, exhaled, and activated the mirror.

And just like that, one set of eyes became squillions. Swept up in the chaos of this many viewpoints, it was all she could do just to keep track of what her own eyes were seeing. Already feeling the agonlings oozing their way into her brain, she closed the connection. If just a few seconds exposure gave her this much of a headache, there was no way she could sort through that mess.

Frock this. There had to be a better way.

From her minimap, she selected a map marker representing one of the fuzzy critters in the cabin—and found herself looking out of just one other set of eyes.

Oh yeah! She did a little fist pump—and stopped, as she realised Princess Vask was was staring at her.

Vask leaned close to Rover Dog and asked, a little too loudly, “Should we be checking her brain for mindfly larvae?”

“Princess imagine success,” said Rover Dog. “Princess have wild imagination. I like.”

Ruhildi snorted.

Doing her best to ignore them, Saskia turned back to her thoughts. It had never occurred to her to look out of the adorribles’ eyes before she made them her vassals. The spy cam thing didn’t work with animals—except Nuille in animal form—but frostlings were not like other animals. They were clearly sapient, even if they didn’t build houses or use tools.

So far, so good, but could she see multiple views at the same time, without having to see all of them?

Saskia imagined herself dragging a selection box around all of the blue markers in the cabin. Next thing she knew, she was seeing through the eyes of all of her vassals; not just the adorribles but Ruhildi and Kveld and Zarie as well. Experimentally, she tried deselecting her furless friends, one at a time.

It worked! Now she had just the frostlings selected.

Strategy games often had ways of saving and recalling unit selections in the form of control groups. Could she do that here too?

The answer, following some mental contortions, was yes. A new mirror appeared in her interface representing just the vassals she’d selected—the nine adorribles she’d brought with her from Ciendil.

It’d be a good idea to make a control group for some of their Grongargian cousins before she left, so she could keep an eye on how things were going in this part of the world. She found several tribes of the little critters within the hundred kilometre reach of her map. One was just this side of Cloudtop, actually. Those would be handy little spies.

A few minutes later, she had four control groups; three Grongargian tribes and the one smaller Ciendil family travelling with her. Fantabulous! In time, she’d have eyes all over Arbor Mundi. That donkhole who called himself a god would have nothing on her!

“What do you think she is imagining now?” asked Princess Vask, intruding on her thoughts once again.

“Princess thinking about me,” suggested Rover Dog.

“In your dreams, bud,” said Saskia.

“I don’t ken what you were doing, Sashki, but the tyrant on the amber throne will have cause to fear you, methinks,” said Ruhildi.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” said Saskia. “I don’t think Abellion’s quaking in his boots just yet.”

As they hurtled northward, Saskia watched the outer limits of Cloudtop Queendom crawl onto the edge of her minimap. The lowlands beneath the spurs were a patchwork of fields and forests, green and gold, shrouded beneath a perpetual layer of fog. Most of the population lived atop the spurs, however. She’d only seen Pinnacle up close, but there were many other spurs, holding other towns and villages; each home to hundreds or thousands of sky trolls.

As more of the queendom crept into view, a frown spread across her face.

“Something’s wrong.” Saskia shared her map with her vassals. “See those red dots, and that violet one? They don’t look like animals…” She pointed outside at the still-distant spur of Pinnacle. “And I think that’s smoke, not cloud.”

Ruhildi followed her gaze, then went a little cross-eyed as she consulted the map. “Sashki’s right. I’m sensing fresh corpses. Trows and…something else.”

Vask’s lips peeled back in a snarl. “Someone is attacking my people! Who would dare!? If it’s the crag-hoppers, we will stomp them into a fine red paste!”

Crag-hoppers was a derisive name she gave to the neighbouring, and somewhat more primitive, Cragspear Queendom.

Watching through the combatants’ eyes, Saskia saw that the invaders were reptilian, with leathery skin in a range of fiery hues. Elves and mer, it seemed, were not the only tools in Abellion’s arsenal.

“Skarakh,” said Ruhildi.

“What?” said Saskia.

“That is what they are called. We have met one of their ilk, you may recall.”

The demon she’d seen in her vision at Firespring had looked like these creatures, but he wasn’t the one Ruhildi spoke of. Saskia remembered all too well the Chosen they’d fought outside Spindle. Like that Chosen, one of these skarakh was garbed in white, and wore a pale mask.

The attackers rode winged beasts with short bodies and long tails, like smaller, stubbier dragons. Wyverns, then?

“Wivorns, aye,” said Ruhildi.

“Okay, so it’s definitely Abellion,” said Saskia. “His Chosen, at least.”

If Abellion hadn’t already known she was on Grongarg, she suspected their visit to the Night’s Dream would have tipped him off. And now he was coming for her.

“Squishy god stupid if he attack Cloudtop,” said Rover Dog. “Could ally against us. Queen Atka not our friend.” He cast an apologetic glance at Vask, who gave a trollish shrug.

“Maybe the Chosen tried, and she spat in his face or something. More likely, though, Abellion doesn’t know anything about Atka’s beef with us, and simply sent him to pacify everyone.”

“You may be right,” said Ruhildi. “If so, ’tis dire news for this branch. Even after we are gone, they will keep coming.”

Saskia nodded. “Let’s worry about the immediate threat. What are we going to do about this Chosen?”

It took them nearly an hour to reach the scene, by which time they’d formulated a plan, a backup plan, and an exit strategy.

They needn’t have bothered.

Rising up from the town to meet the skarakh was a huge airship, sleeker and darker than the one Saskia and Rover Dog had encountered. As it drew level with the approaching swarm, she spotted half a dozen holes along the side of the gondola suspended beneath the balloon. Expecting cannon fire to issue from those holes, she was surprised to see not cannonballs, but wire nets that enveloped several of the wyverns and their riders, slicing into them. The flailing forms fell from the sky, and were gone, swallowed by the clouds.

The skarakh retaliated with flaming arrows, and what to Saskia’s eyes looked to be a fireball, conjured at the tip of a staff. Not the Chosen’s staff, but that held by one of his cronies. Seconds later, the airship itself became a fireball. The explosion took out two more wyverns and their riders, but there were plenty more where they came from.

As the airship completed its fiery descent, a pair of roptir riders emerged from the clouds to harass the outer edge of the swarm, firing oversized crossbow bolts into the wyverns from beyond the reach of the attackers’ arrows. One of the riders looked a lot like Vask. She was dressed like Vask as well—that is to say she wore little else but jewellery.

Meanwhile, the main body of the swarm rained fiery death down on Pinnacle. Burning arrows, fireballs, and what looked like Molotov cocktails set alight buildings and trolls alike. A swarm of ballista and crossbow bolts rose up to meet them. Fired from the ground, they lost much of their oomph and rarely hit their mark, but a few got through, stabbing into wyvern bellies and skarakh chests. This did little to dissuade the attackers, who continued their bombing run across the town. Flames erupted in their wake, punctuated by brief, violent explosions, and the shouts and screams of the dying.

Two roptir riders became twenty, as helpers arrived from neighbouring spurs. They were doing some real damage now, shredding the wyverns and their riders, who turned to face the new threat.

Then the Chosen raised his staff.

A wall of fire filled the sky, engulfing the sky troll riders and roptirs alike in one titanic burst of heat and light. They didn’t even have time to scream.

Saskia swore silently. She’d been wondering what this Chosen’s powers were. Well now she had her answer. He was just like the lizard wizard she’d fought last time—a much stronger version of the fireball-flinging pyromaniacs he commanded.

Having played his hand, the Chosen had no more reason to hold back. Fire consumed the palace and surrounding buildings, melting stone into slag.

Taking a moment to focus on her own surroundings, Saskia realised they weren’t going to make it. By the time they arrived, there wouldn’t be anything left of Pinnacle to save…

Then, out of the blue—quite literally, in this case—a huge pale body dropped from the sky, latching onto the Chosen’s wyvern with great clawed hands. The great beast let out a screech of pain, and flapped its wings furiously, struggling to stay aloft with the unwanted burden hanging from is neck. This brave, suicidal troll had leapt from the back of her roptir, circling high overhead. Saskia felt like cheering.

A moment later, she felt like throwing up. Flames had erupted across the troll’s body. The sound of her screams curdled Saskia’s blood.

But while the Chosen might be impervious to the fire, his wyvern mount was not. The troll wrapped her burning arms around the beast, and soon, it too was a blazing inferno, plunging into the lake at the town centre.

The water of the lake began to bubble and steam. The Chosen dragged himself ashore, cloak sodden, pale mask askew—

And jerked, as dozens of giant crossbow bolts pierced his body from all sides. He sagged back into the water, and did not move. But just for good measure, one of the trolls dashed forward, tore the Chosen’s head from his shoulders, and mounted it on the tip of his pike.

Having missed their chance to swoop in and save the day, Saskia’s group suddenly found themselves drawing the wrong kind of attention. The bone dragon banked and weaved, evading the spears and bolts hurtling their way. It wasn’t until they neared the ground that the sky trolls spotted Vask’s banner, hanging from the side of the dragon, and called off their attack.

They touched down on the west side of town, near the pile of slag that had been the royal palace. There, a scene of orderly desperation unfolded around them. Armoured trolls prowled smoke-filled streets, eyes darting nervously to the skies. Bucket brigades had formed around many of the burning buildings, while rescuers hauled wounded trolls to triage tents erected in the market plaza.

When Vask stepped out of the bone dragon, the defenders breathed a visible sigh of relief. As unlikely as it must have seemed to them, the terrifying assemblage of metal and bone had brought their princess home, safe and sound. The trolls crouched low before her. Their soot-stained faces were sombre. 

“Your eminence,” said one of the crouching trolls. “Apologies. We did not realise…” Her voice trailed off as Rover Dog and Saskia emerged from the dragon. All other eyes turned to them.

“Princess Saskia and her rover consort are our honoured guests,” said Vask. “As visiting royalty, they are to be granted…diplomatic immunity, and pardoned for any and all past transgressions. Do you understand me?”

“Yes, your eminence,” said the troll. “But are they not the trows who—”

“Any and all past transgressions,” repeated Vask. “Now tell me, where is she? Where is the queen?” Her gaze swept across the ruins of the palace.

The troll swallowed hard. “Queen Atka was in the palace when the invaders struck. No-one has seen her since. We fear the worst.”

Vask’s face froze, and it was a few seconds before she spoke. “I…see.”

The palace had been reduced to a puddle of molten stone. There was no hope a troll—not even one with the hardened flesh of a queen or princess—could have survived in there.

“And what of my sisters?” said Vask. “Tell me they are safe.”

“Your eminence, Princess Zue and her family took shelter in the catacombs,” said the troll. “But Princess Espet…she gave her life to pull the fire demon out of the sky. We have recovered her body from the lake. There is nothing we can do now but honour her sacrifice.”

Swaying on her feet, Vask closed her eyes and put her head in her hand. A moment later, Rover Dog was at her side, steadying her, as he’d done on more than one occasion for Saskia. His ears drooped, and his face creased with uncharacteristic sorrow. He’d been close (a little too close) to all three princesses, and even fathered a child on Princess Zue.

Vask let out a ragged sigh. “Espet died well. I am proud to be her sister.” She looked at Saskia. “The one she killed, he was a…Chosen, you called him?”

Saskia nodded. “A puppet of Abellion. He won’t be the last.”

Vask’s expression turned venomous. “Let them come! We will pop their eyeballs like balloons! For the queen! For my sis—” She choked back a sob, but quickly covered the sound with a snarl. “For Espet! For all who died today!”

“As you say, your eminence,” said the troll spokeswoman. “But before we pursue vengeance, we must first quench the flames that threaten to consume Pinnacle.”

As if in answer, nine fuzzy white forms chose that moment to hop out of the dragon. The littlest ones floated on streams of super-chilled air, trailing snowflakes.

The gathered trolls stared at them in shock. “Flying frostlings?” one muttered. “What will we see next? Flying behemoths?”

“Tempests,” said Saskia. Inspired by her tiny vassals, she looked at Zarie. “Can you make it rain?”

“If the air is damp enough, yes?” said Zarie. “I cannot do it quickly, though. But the frostlings…”

Saskia completed the sentence for her. “Can create snow. Oh, only if the air is damp, though. We’re gonna need a lot of water.” She paused, thinking. “What about the lake? If we boil the lake water, steam will rise. Then you and the frostlings condense the steam back into water and ice. Combined with your magic, and that of the frostling tempests, and we can create a snowfall that covers the whole town.”

“That sounds…complicated,” said Vask.

“Princess complicated,” said Rover Dog. “Sometimes complicated is what we need.”

“How do we boil the lake?” asked Zarie.

Saskia frowned. She could use wild magic, but that would likely do more damage than the current fire.

“Kveldi and I can channel the molten stone into the water,” said Ruhildi.

“Good idea!” said Saskia. “But you’ll need to be in the dracken, or at least close to it, for us to fly it.”

“Not if you are in it, methinks,” said Ruhildi.

“What, really?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “As ’twere with the expansion nodes in Torpend, so ’tis with you. Through you, I can keep the dracken under my sway, even from a great distance. Even while I work my other spells.”

A minute later, Saskia, Zarie and the frostlings were back in the air. Princess Vask and Rover Dog joined the bucket brigades on the ground, while Ruhildi and Kveld directed the flow of molten stone into the lake. Steam billowed up from the lakeshore where fire met water. The dragon swooped over the cloud, and within moments they were surrounded by a swirling vortex of water and ice. They, and the storm, rose high into the air, circling the town.

And everywhere they flew, they dropped a blanket of snow.

Come morning, the fires were out, and the town resembled an apocalyptic winter wonderland. They couldn’t bring back the dead (well, most of them couldn’t), but lives and homes had been saved nonetheless.

The sky trolls regarded their saviours, big and small, with a mix of awe and disbelief. The adorribles gathered around Saskia, and piled into her arms; a great mass of frigid purring furballs. To her surprise, Vask drew close and hugged them as well, though she had to pull away a few seconds later with a half-frozen chest.

“I will not soon forget what you did for us,” Vask told Saskia and her friends. “I will make sure they do not forget it either.” She cast her gaze back at the gathered trolls.

An attendant drew close to Vask, and whispered in her ear.

Vask turned back to them. “If you would stay a short while longer, I would have you attend the contest of queens.”

“What’s that?” asked Saskia.

“The Queen is dead,” said Vask. “Now we must choose a new queen.”

“Doesn’t the eldest daughter automatically become queen?” asked Saskia.

Vask snorted out a laugh.

“Did I say something funny?” said Saskia.

“Your queendom has such strange notions,” said Vask. “That is not how we do things in Cloudtop, or anywhere on Grongarg.”

“Eldest not make best queen,” said Rover Dog, coming to her rescue. “Strongest become queen. You will see.”

They walked to the snow-covered ruins of the palace, where a large gathering had formed. Vask joined another smooth-skinned, bejewelled troll, standing apart from the crowd. That must be her surviving sister, Princess Zue.

An older troll woman in a colourful feathered garment addressed the crowd. “Tradition dictates that the heirs face each other in the wheel of fire. May she who is most worthy lead us into this new dawn!”

Saskia struggled to suppress an eye-roll. Of course it would be the outcome of a duel that determined the next queen. Because the strongest fighter always made the most effective leader…

The gathered trolls poured a ring of oil around the trio, and set it ablaze. Vask and her sister drew each other into a tight embrace—not what she’d expected to see from competitors vying for a crown, but they had lost their mother and sister and untold numbers of friends and acquaintances.

The two princesses separated, and took their places on opposite sides of the wheel of fire, crouching low; claws splayed; teeth bared.

They leapt at each other.

Saskia’s breath caught in her throat. The princesses were ripping each other apart before her eyes. They carried no weapons besides teeth and claws, but those were more than enough. Blood and chunks of flesh splattered across the stones. The air filled with curses and grunts and meaty thwacks.

It was clear from the outset who was going to win. Though slightly smaller than her opponent, Vask was faster, and her skin thicker and harder. A month in the scouring pools had paid off. Zue wasn’t going to make it easy on her, however. Vask had to pay for every pound of flesh she extracted from her sister with gouges and bite marks and numerous broken bones. Before they were through, she lost an ear, a finger, and had one side of her left arm stripped to the bones.

Finally, Vask fell upon Zue, driving her head into the ground with an audible crack. Princess Zue stirred feebly, before going limp.

Still sitting on her sister’s mangled, half-flayed body, Vask raised a bloody hand skyward.

“Hail Queen Vask of Cloudtop! May her blood burn bright!” The crowd shouted the words amidst a cacophony of cheers and growls.

Vask poured a generous helping of arlithite between her sister’s lips, before taking a helping of her own. A short time later, Zue rose on unsteady legs and stood beside her sister, linking arms with her, as if to prove there were no hard feelings between them. Seeing this, the crowd roared its approval.

Saskia and her friends lingered for several days, helping with the cleanup, and discussing the future with the new queen.

“This atrocity will not go unanswered,” Vask assured them for the umpteenth time as they made their way back to the dragon. “I will rally the other queendoms to our side, and when you are ready, we will fly with you to the crown of Arbor Mundi and tear the tyrant down from his amber throne!”

Saskia somewhat doubted it’d be that easy to get all the other queens onboard with such a suicidal goal, but if anyone could do it, it was Vask.

Part of Saskia still railed against her task. But another, more powerful voice inside her echoed the queen’s sentiment. Abellion had to go. A confrontation with the so-called god would be inevitable if she remained in this world. At least now, she had powerful allies willing to fight alongside her. On reflection, it occurred to her that the Chosen’s rather inept assault on Cloudtop had done more damage to the Arbordeus’s cause than Saskia could possibly have achieved on her own.

He would not make the same mistake twice, though. When next his Chosen came to Grongarg, they’d bring enough firepower to finish the job. Or maybe the Chosen would appear from among the troll population, igniting a war between queendoms. That seemed more his style. If Abellion could turn Grindlecraw to his side, was anyone safe from his influence? She still didn’t know how, exactly, he converted people into his own personal meat puppets. Or what they truly were. Something akin to vassals, surely, but with less free will. What if getting the Chosen onto Grongarg had been his main objective, and once dead, the mantle could pass to someone else nearby?

This was just speculation, though. She hadn’t seen any suspicious-looking trolls about the town. Still, just to be safe…

“Keep an eye out for bald, pale-eyed trolls who wear too much white,” Saskia warned the queen, only partly in jest. “You never know who Abellion might sink his tentacles into next.”

Queen Vask looked at Rover Dog. “Must you go with them? I had hoped you might stay and help…convince the other queens to support us.”

Rover Dog’s ears drooped. Yeah, he’d have enjoyed ‘convincing’ them, alright. But he returned her gaze resolutely. “Friends need help first. I not abandon them. Maybe return later.”

The queen pouted. Then a desolate look crossed her face. “I will miss you.” She looked at Saskia. “Both of you.”

Saskia sighed, feeling sorry for the new queen. Vask had lost most of her family, her home had been ravaged, and now they were leaving her alone to deal with the aftermath. “As he said, we’ll surely see each other again, once we’ve dealt with the problem on Ciendil. But until then, many lives hang in the balance. I hope you can understand.”

Vask nodded sadly. “Go! I will eagerly await your return.”

Giving one last wave to the new queen, Saskia watched as the scarred town of Pinnacle fell away beneath her. Then, on powerful wingbeats, the dragon carried her toward the looming trunk.

“I think I know where we should go next,” she told her friends. “But you’re not going to like it…”

“The Deadlands,” said Ruhildi.

“Yeah. There’s so much we might learn from the old empire. About how to craft heat-resistant armour. About arlium manipulation. We have to go there. I can feel it. But the problem remains…”

“There is no air to breathe on Old Ulugmir, yes?” said Zarie, frowning.

“No,” said Ruhildi. “No air. No life. But I don’t need to breathe. There’s naught stopping me from making the journey to Pentus, where answers await.”

“That’s what I was thinking,” said Saskia. “We could park the dracken right next to the trunk, where there’s still an atmosphere. I doubt it’ll be comfortable, but it should be survivable. The rest of us would basically be twiddling our thumbs, I’m afraid, while you do all the work, Ruhildi.”

“No different than usual, then,” said the undead dwarf. “But aye, I’m fair curious to unveil our forefathers’ secrets.”

Slowly, Grongarg receded beneath them, until it was just one branch among many, and they were gazing upon Arbor Mundi in all its glory, and the corpse of the planet far below. Their destination was among the closest branches; a spoke of grey and white, standing in stark contrast to its colourful siblings. It looked much as she imagined the surface of a comet must look. But unlike a comet, this branch had once teemed with life.

Dropping into a steep dive with a crack of thunder, the dragon plunged toward a bleak strip of stone and ice. Death awaited them there, but also a sliver of hope. Maybe in those desolate lands, Ruhildi would find the answers they so desperately needed.
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                Groaning, Saskia picked herself up off the ground, rubbing her aching jaw. “If it feels like this when you pull your punches, I’ve got to wonder what it’s like when you go all out.”

“If I did not hold back, your mortal vessel would not stay conscious long enough to feel much at all,” said Padhra. “And you would not be on your feet again so soon.”

“Have I ever told you how glad I am that you’re on my side?” said Saskia.

“More times than I can count, Old One.” Padhra assumed her fighting stance. “One more round, before the morning meal.”

Inhaling deeply, Saskia balled her fists, preparing to receive another walloping.

As she made her way into the temple, nursing another black eye and split lip, Saskia wondered what her followers thought of their goddess getting the crap so thoroughly beaten out of her each morning. Shouldn’t a real goddess be indestructible or something? On they other hand, they did get to witness first hand the miracle of her accelerated healing, so she was fifty-fifty on whether her daily training sessions were damaging or bolstering her image in their eyes.

Regardless, the pain would be surely worth it in the end. Whether in this world or another, her enemies would come for her. She needed to able to defend herself.

After a month of intensive training every morning, she’d improved by leaps and bounds (or at least punches and kicks; leaping and bounding was generally not advisable in a real fight, unless one had the body of a troll). She still stood no chance against someone of Padhra’s skill level, but she was confident she could take out one or two untrained opponents, even if they got the jump on her.

Padhra, for her part, was even more deadly now than she had been when Saskia had first met her. As her first and only vassal on Earth, her bodyguard now had access to Saskia’s combat telegraphing ability, not to mention the threat identification that came with their shared minimap. It had been a surprise to both of them that someone without a hint of potential as a magus could become her vassal, but the Lingya woman hadn’t hesitated to accept the mysterious bond Saskia had unwittingly offered her while they both slept in their separate beds, quite far from the keystone.

They weren’t the only ones who had been training hard. On their way to the dining hall, they passed the now-familiar sight of Ivan kneeling on the hardwood floor, building a wall out of playing cards; each of them balanced perfectly on its edge. He’d moved way beyond spinning coins in recent weeks. Not even Minganha could keep up with him, and she’d had a nearly six month head start.

Saskia wondered what weird and wonderful tricks he might be able to perform if he became her vassal and gained access to her vast bounty of essence. Ivan hadn’t been too keen on the idea of having her tentacles embedded in his spine—not even in a metaphorical sense. On the other hand, there was always the chance her oracle abilities would interfere with his magic, even if she didn’t actively share them with him, so maybe it was for the best that he’d declined her offer.

“You still up for a weapons test later?” asked Ivan, without looking up.

“Of course,” said Saskia. “Those rocks will never know what hit ’em.”

When they brought the hexapod out of the vault later that morning, she was met with the usual excited chattering from the locals. This wasn’t the first time she’d taken the hexapod for a walk. Despite their best efforts to keep her presence low-key, something as big and stompy as this was not something one could keep secret for long. There were townsfolk from Tengsanpalem who would make the pilgrimage to the temple just for a chance to glimpse the thing in action.

Glimpsing it was easier said than done, though. These days, there was nothing to see but a bug-shaped ripple in the air. The dream she’d had weeks earlier—of her trollish self and her Arbor Mundi friends showing up in the distant past—had revealed the existence of that particular feature. It hadn’t taken her long to figure out how to activate it.

The stealth field bent light around the hexapod’s chassis, making it difficult to identify up close, and all but impossible to spot from afar. Without it, she’d have been far more reticent to bring the ancient machine out—and not just because of nosy locals. The ancient machine was very likely big enough to show up in satellite photos if anyone happened to be looking at the right place at the right time.

Nestled deep in the webbing at the hexapod’s core, Saskia could barely perceive her own body—the beating of her heart, and the stirring of her flesh-and-blood arms and legs. For all intents and purposes, as long as she was jacked in, she was the metal monstrosity.

The sensor stalks arrayed atop the machine’s bulbous carapace afforded her a panoramic view of her surroundings. Its limbs moved as if they were her own legs—except there were six of them. That had taken some getting used to, but not as much as she’d have thought. There must be some robotic equivalent of a motor cortex acting as intermediary between her conscious mind and the machine body.

Metal feet thudded into the snow as she followed Padhra along the ridgetop and down into the barren, secluded gully they’d picked out for these tests. Unlike Ivan, who sat alongside her in the cockpit, the Lingya woman insisted on running on her own two feet. She seemed to think she could do more good as her goddess’s protector from the outside. As if Saskia needed protecting when she was sitting inside a tank! But Padhra was Padhra, and when it came to Saskia’s protection, there was no arguing with her.

Besides, there remained a possibility something could go wrong with the hexapod’s systems—a power failure, perhaps—at which point Saskia and Ivan might find themselves trapped inside. If that happened, Padhra would be able to fetch help for them.

Perhaps Saskia could have carried her vassal on the outside of the robot’s chassis, free to leap down at a moment’s notice to fight off hypothetical do-badders lurking behind every rock. But the thought of catching squishy human bits between the hexapod’s swivelling turrets and flexing metal joints made her hesitant to try.

If Ruhildi were here, she’d no doubt have found a way to ride the back of this metal beast, regardless. A familiar pang swept over Saskia at the thought. She missed her friend so much, and it was only getting worse with time. In her recent dream, Ruhildi had seemed so gaunt and pale, as if she were one of her own risen corpses. What had that been all about?

Well, wherever or whenever Ruhildi was, Saskia hoped she was doing okay, and that they would see each other again.

With an effort of will, she wrenched herself back to the here and now. It was no use getting mopey. She had things to do. “Alright, let’s fire these bad boys. You might want to stand back, Padhra…”

This was their second test of the hexapod’s weapon systems. The first had been…less than successful. In hindsight, she should have known the metal monster wouldn’t have been kept fully-loaded for a thousand years.

The main guns, of which there were four, appeared to be gauss rifles, according to Ivan. When she asked him how they worked, he told her they used ‘big-arse electromagnets.’

The projectiles they fired were just solid hunks of iron or similar metal; no propellant needed, but they did need to be a specific shape and size. They’d found some empty magazines in the storage bay—reusable, thank dogs. From these—with a little help from her oracle interface—they’d been able to determine the correct dimensions for the bullets. Unfortunately, those dimensions didn’t conform to any modern ammunition designs. They couldn’t just rock up to a gun shop to purchase ancient alien ammo, even if there were gun shops within easy reach. Instead, with the help of local metalworkers, they’d made their own projectiles by hand.

Now they were putting their handiwork to the test. The bizarre dichotomy was not lost on Saskia. Here they were, having loaded up a giant robot with hunks of metal hammered into shape using centuries-old manufacturing techniques that were nevertheless still newer than said robot.

Padhra remained a little too close for comfort, but it was clear that was as far as she was willing to go. Saskia took careful aim at a nearby rock, using her own oracle targetting system rather than one provided by the hexapod itself.

“Firing in three…two…one…”

With a mental twitch, she pulled the trigger.

The nearby hillside exploded in her face.

Caught in the blast wave, the hexapod stumbled backward. A huge plume of dust rose into the air. Boulders came tumbling down the slope around her.

Casting a frantic virtual gaze at Padhra, she saw her vassal lying in an island of calm amidst a tide of falling rocks and dirt. At the same time, she felt a stirring of essence in the air; not her own essence, but seemingly coming from all around her. She glanced sharply at Ivan. Was he doing that…?

Holy crap, he must be! But all it would take was one big rock getting through…

She leapt, landing astride Padhra, before crouching low to protect her from the worst of the rockfall. This seemed to break Ivan’s concentration, because boulders began to clatter against her carapace and the great metal skirt of the outer shield panels. Dust obscured her sensors. She coughed in sympathetic response, even though the air remained clean inside the cockpit.

Soon, the sound of impacts subsided, and the dust began to clear. “Are you okay?” she called out to her companion.

“Yes, Old One, I’m…” Padhra broke into a fit of coughing. “…alive.”

Ivan glared at Saskia. “Did you have to jump in like that? I had it under control.”

“I saw,” she said. “That was very impressive, but I couldn’t be certain your magic would be enough to keep her safe.”

“And your way was better, how, exactly? What if the rocks had knocked our feet out from underneath us, and we’d fallen on her?”

“I…didn’t think of that,” she admitted. “And I’m sorry I nearly got you killed and everything, Padhra. Let’s see if I can tone down the projectile speed for the next test shot. Ah yes, here’s the setting. This time, you should stand way, way back.”

“No shit, Sasslock,” said Ivan.

When the Lingya woman was at a truly safe distance, Saskia dialled back the kinetic energy meter as far as it would go, and squeezed the virtual trigger.

This time, the rock she’d been aiming at exploded, but the rest of the hillside remained largely undisturbed.

“Well that was an improvement,” she breathed. “Wanna give it a go, Ivan?”

Lacking her oracle interface, her friend had to access the physical gun controls, which consisted of a holographic display with an array of virtual buttons and dials, and a physical handle and trigger that could be swivelled to direct the weapon.

Ivan took to the controls like a duck to a water cannon, obliterating a rock in the distance.

“Nice!” she said.

“That…wasn’t the one I was aiming for,” he said. “The aim is a little off. It’s these damn hand-made bullets. All the little defects mean they don’t fly very straight.”

Saskia’s shot had gone exactly where she’d aimed, but presumably her oracle interface had compensated for the wobble resulting from less-than-perfect aerodynamics. Ivan hadn’t had that luxury.

“Hold up, I’m gonna try something,” he said.

Saskia felt another stirring of essence. This time, when a rock exploded into shrapnel, Ivan let out a whoop.

She gave him a long look. “It seems being a magus is good for far more than just parlour tricks.”

Now she was feeling a little envious. Sure, her oracle abilities and regeneration were useful, but magi could bend reality.

There was only enough ammo for a few test shots, but by the time they were done, she was starting to get a good feel for the weapons’ capabilities. It was really quite versatile. At the lowest setting, it would pop a human like a microwaved gremlin. At the highest, it would do the same to a tank. She wasn’t looking forward to the prospect of popping anyone, but if it was pop or be popped…

Returning to the temple grounds, she put the hexapod in autonomous mode, then remotely commanded it to walk down the ramp into the vault, while she and Ivan waited outside. A huge stone slab rolled across the doorway, fusing seamlessly with the cliffside. Until the day she and Ivan had opened it, the locals hadn’t even realised it was a door.

Walking the path to the temple, Saskia suppressed a sigh at the sight of dozens of clanswomen awaiting their chance to greet her, pray to her, touch her. One elderly woman pleaded with Saskia to cure her back pains. If she had access to arlithite on Earth, maybe she could have done just that, but as it was, all she could do was feign a blessing and hope the placebo effect did its thing.

This wasn’t the worst she’d seen. Over the past few weeks, several clanswomen had offered up their babies to her. What they expected her to do with them, she had no idea. Eat them, maybe? She certainly wasn’t mother material.

A young boy stepped out from the crowd, shouting, “Old One! You asked me to tell you if…”

A woman reached out to pull him back, but Saskia raised a hand, stilling her. She recognised that kid. He was one of the boys who had accosted her all those weeks earlier when she passed through Tengsanpalem. She’d bribed him with chocolate.

Taking the boy aside, she asked, “What is it, child? Have you heard something?”

“I have, Old One! A group of foreigners are in Tengsanpalem. They have been asking about you.”

Saskia tensed. “How many? Are they armed? What do they look like?”

“Three—no, four of them. They look like…foreigners.” He paused, considering. “There’s a woman with them. She looks like you, Old One. But…older.”

A shiver ran through her. Could she be Yona, the real Old One?

No, she was reading way too much into this. There were untold numbers of foreign women who might look vaguely like her to the eyes of a child.

Still, if they were asking about Saskia, it was cause for concern. They could be working for her mysterious enemies or a foreign government, or they could simply be curious trekkers who had heard of her earlier exploits here. Either way, it likely meant the end of her brief respite here.

“Thank you for telling me this.” When his expression turned hopeful, she added, “I’m sorry, I don’t have any more chocolate.” She fished around in her pockets, but there was nothing of value in them.

“Here, brat,” said Ivan, flipping a coin to the boy, who caught it deftly, and held onto it as if it were a priceless jewel. “My lucky coin, blessed by the goddess herself.” He winked at Saskia.

“You overheard?” said Saskia.

“Yep,” said Ivan. “Another you, eh?”

“God, I hope not,” said Saskia. “One of me already feels like too much, sometimes.”

“Amen to that,” said Ivan.

“Hey, you’re not supposed to agree with me!”

“Oh yes I am.”

“Are not!”

“Am too!”

“Are no—” Saskia closed her mouth abruptly. All the clansfolk were staring at them, including the boy, whose eyes had gone as round as saucers.

Yeah, this probably isn’t how you expected your goddess to behave, she thought. Frock it. Your goddess has many guises. And that was the guise of a six-year-old girl pretend-bickering with her equally childish friend.

Feeling their eyes lingering on her, she hurried into the temple, with Ivan following at her heels. “I’d better go check on these scary foreigners.”

“That doesn’t sound safe,” said Ivan. “Let me and Padhra go and—”

“I won’t be going in person,” said Saskia. “I’m not an idiot.”

“Oh, you mean your creepy spy magic. Well that’s okay then.”

Glowering at him, she settled into a comfortable position, then cast her consciousness down the slope to Tengsanpalem. The settlement was close enough for her to reach in one hop. Once there, she found her way to the headman’s house, where the new arrivals were being held under heavy guard. Having been forewarned about outsiders who meant their goddess harm, the clansfolk had apparently decided to take no chances.

Saskia appreciated their efforts on her behalf, but in this case, their suspicions were misplaced. Her heart nearly skipped a beat as she took in the sight of the four figures slouched on the floor of a tiny jail cell.

Alice Wendle, Raji Kumar, Fergus Buchanan and Dave Winfield.

Her mum was speaking haltingly in the Lingya language to an unreceptive audience. “No…hurt. Daughter. Find daughter. Saskia Wendle. Where find her, you know?”

“If you’d give us back our laptops, we could use a translation app,” suggested Raji.

Saskia let out a hysterical laugh. Trust her friends to lug their laptops all the way out here.

“What’s so funny?” asked Ivan.

“You’ll never guess who just showed up in Tengsanpalem.”

“Your mum,” said Ivan.

She blinked. “How did you know?”

“What, seriously?” He coughed. “I meant it as a joke. A bad one.”

Several hours later, she stood outside the headman’s house in Tengsanpalem, facing the four newly-released travellers.

“What the frock, guys?” she said.

“Language, Sass,” said her mum. “And it’s lovely to see you too.”

“Before you go apeshi—” Raji cast a nervous glance at Alice, before correcting his near-fatal blunder. “Before you get peeved at us for risking our lives and freedom by following you out here, you should know that we didn’t have much of a choice. We had to get the fu…dge out of dodge.”

“What happened?”

“A man tried to drag me into his van outside the bank,” said Alice.

Saskia’s stomach dropped. “Are you…?”

“I’m fine, Sass. Don’t worry about me.”

“She handed him his arse,” said Dave.

Glaring at him, Alice continued. “The self-defence training really paid off. Our guardian angel…” She looked pointedly at Ivan. “…got in touch with the four of us after that. He was most apologetic that his men let someone slip through their net, and he warned us that there would likely be more attempts to kidnap or kill us. We decided it would be safest for everyone if we came here, where at least they can’t use us as bait to lure you out into the open again.”

“You’ve met Dad?” asked Ivan.

Her mum nodded. “A very…intriguing man.”

“I don’t think we’ve been followed,” Raji assured her. “Mr Storozhenko’s guys have been greasing some palms in the area, so we had an easier time getting here than you did. We didn’t even have to walk most of the way.”

“Speaking of which, we should get going, if we want to get back to the temple before dark,” said Ivan.

“Ivan, right?” said Fergus. “We met at the…uh, funeral. Thanks for taking care of Tentacle Girl for us.”

Saskia scowled at him. “Don’t make me leave you down here.”

During the hike back to the temple, she filled them in on her adventures over the past couple of months. Saskia felt a mix of dismay and relief at their presence here. On the one hand, they were probably safer here than back home, and she was really happy to see them again. On the other, if word got out that they were here—that they were aiding fugitives—they might never be able to go back to their old lives.

“We know the risks,” said Raji. “After that cop died, the media have been calling you a suspected accessory to murder. So that makes us accessories to a suspected accessory to murder.”

“Otherwise known as accessories to murder,” said Dave.

“I saw the commentary on the trip over,” said Saskia. “Everyone seemed to think the sniper in the helicopter who ‘accidentally’ shot the cop was SAS or something. He most certainly was not, but the authorities were being all ‘we can neither confirm nor deny’ about it.”

“Nothing has changed on that front,” said Raji. “If it weren’t for Mr Storozhenko, we’d still be as clueless as everyone else about what really happened.”

“So if you’re here, and, well…criminals, now, what happens to Threads of Nautilum?” asked Saskia.

“Oh, we’re still making it,” said Raji. “That game was our life for over two years. We’re going to finish it, come alien invasion or zombie apocalypse or nuclear winter. We’ll even have Internet up here. Our benefactor gave us a satellite phone with a high-capacity data connection. Untraceable, he said. He sends his apologies that it wasn’t ready before you left.”

“I hate to burst your bubble,” she told him. “But the temple’s lone generator won’t be enough to keep your laptops charged. Minganha keeps it for absolute essentials.”

“But that’s not the only power source at the temple,” said Raji. “The lights and robots you told us about—they must be powered by something, right? Perhaps super-advanced RTGs.”

“What are they?” asked Saskia.

“Radioisotope thermoelectric generators,” said Dave. “They use them in satellites and space probes. Plutonium ones can last for decades, although they tend to be pretty low-powered. There are other useable isotopes with even longer half-lives, so it’s entirely plausible that someone could’ve made an RTG that lasted a thousand years or more.”

“Or it could be something more exotic, like antimatter or black holes,” suggested Fergus.

Saskia stared at him. “There’s a black hole in the temple basement?”

Fergus grinned at her reaction. “Probably not. But you never know…”

“Whatever it is, we might be able to tap into it,” said Raji. “Hell, if it’s powerful enough, we could supply electricity for the whole area.”

It was an intriguing possibility, although if it panned out, they’d have to limit their use of lights at night. Too many bright lights, and they’d begin to show up on satellite images.

“So how did you get here, if you didn’t walk?” asked Saskia. “You may have noticed there are no roads in these parts.”

“Got a heli ride, courtesy of you-know-who,” said Dave. “Dropped us off just outside Tengsanpalem.”

“And thank god for that,” said Fergus, who was getting noticeably short of breath.

“Oh, Viktor’s no god,” said Saskia. “He’s just very, very rich.”

“That’s the same thing, isn’t it?” said Raji.

“You guys should take it easy for the next few days, after we get there,” said Ivan. “This probably isn’t high enough for you to get full-blown altitude sickness, but you’ll be feeling the effects, all the same.”

“I’m feeling…something, alright,” wheezed Fergus.

Saskia eyed her mum worriedly. “What about you?”

Alice sighed. “Don’t look at me like that, Sass. I’m not some fragile old lady. I had you when I was very young, remember? I’ve scaled a few peaks in my time. And I dare say I’m much fitter than these fellows.”

“Game development doesn’t leave much time for hitting the gym,” agreed Raji, who was also breathing heavily.

Dave, on the other hand, looked as if he had been hitting the gym since she saw him last. He appeared no more fazed by the hike than did her mum.

Minganha greeted the new arrivals with her usual stoic acceptance. They too would be quartered at the temple, although some of them would have to share rooms.

Saskia wasted no time introducing them to the keystone. Of the three guys, only Fergus possessed any affinity for magic, so he alone got the anti-dampener injection—a gift he did not thank her for.

It was her mum who gave her the biggest surprise. Not only was she a magus, but after it had finished scanning her, the keystone announced, “Anima equivalency suggests the latent belongs to the master’s lineage. Setting permissions accordingly.”

Saskia gaped at her mum. She’d always assumed she was related to Yona through her father. A perfectly reasonable assumption, given that he was, like her, an interdimensional traveller. She’d never even considered the possibility that it was her mother who carried the genes of the eldritch goddess. Or maybe they both did? No, that was a bit too squicky to think about.

The keystone hadn’t called her mum a mouthlet, though. Alice Wendle was human, not eldritch. Technically, Saskia had been entirely human, too, until that day she manifested her eldritch side.

Another realisation struck her in that moment. The keystone had not used the word latent to describe Fergus or Minganha or any other magi it had scanned. Only for her mum…and Ivan.

“You understood what it said, right?” asked Saskia.

Alice nodded. “I’m a blood relative of its master. That’s you, isn’t it?”

“No, Mum, it’s not me. The master it’s referring to is their goddess, Yona. You are her descendant, just as I am. You actually have more claim to the name ‘Old One’ than I do.”

Her mum shot her a glare. “I’m not that old, Sass!”

Saskia sighed. This was going to be a long conversation.
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                The Deadlands, it turned out, weren’t quite as dead as she’d imagined.

Most of the branch was an airless, frozen wasteland, to be sure. But near the trunk of the world tree, there was greenery to be found, and an assortment of creatures big and small who lived among the greenery. The narrow band of life extended about thirty kilometres out from the trunk—far enough that she suspected there was still a bit of molten arlium still churning beneath the surface down there, if only for a few tens of kilometres before it dried up. Seeing this, it begged the question…

“If even a tiny part of Ulugmir is still habitable, why is no-one here?” asked Saskia. “Where are the dwarrows?”

“Like as not, Abellion killed them,” said Ruhildi.

“Oh.” Saskia frowned. “You’re probably right.”

While searching for a suitable landing spot, they passed over a series of hills formed out of ancient ruins and machinery jammed up against the trunk, half buried, and overgrown with grasses and vines. Among the ruins lay gears the size of two story buildings, and piles of twisted cables as thick as tree trunks.

Ruhildi’s eyes lit up with excitement at the sight of them. “Those, methinks, are remnants of the great lift that once carried our forefathers between Ulugmir and Ciendil.”

Saskia swallowed. The two branches were hundreds of kilometres apart. To create an elevator between them; it boggled the mind. Oh, she’d heard about the great lift before, but seeing the evidence of it up close was a very different thing. It made her feel oh so tiny.

They touched down on a wide shelf of flat stone in the midst of the ruins. Stepping out of the dragon, Saskia breathed in the scent of crisp, clean air, and felt an irrational surge of relief. For some reason, she’d been expecting to smell…well, death. Which was silly, now she thought about it, because the parts of the Deadlands that were dead didn’t have air.

“We should have everything we need to survive here,” said Saskia. “Just as well, that, because Pentus isn’t close.” It was too far away for her to see it on her map, but the keystone had helpfully pointed out the location of the Great Library for them. “It’ll take days for you to get there, travelling on foot—even at the speed you can run, and without needing to stop for rest.”

“Days, aye, but not too many of them. I won’t be going on foot.” Ruhildi pointed at a nearby patch of bare earth. From the ground rose the bones of a four-legged beast that might, if she squinted hard enough, resemble a horse.

Fantabulous, she thought. It’s not quite as easy as summoning a mount in a game, but pretty close. Aloud, she said, “You know, it would look way cooler if its eye sockets were glowing and its hooves were on fire.”

Ruhildi looked confused. “This is no game.”

Saskia frowned, realising that her friend, once again, had been listening to her thoughts, not just her words. “I meant video game. It’s an Earth thing. Hard to explain.”

The dwarf’s eyes widened. She must have caught a glimpse of Saskia’s memories in that moment. “Such wonders you have seen; beyond my most fevered imaginings. I wish I could see them for myself.”

“Who knows, maybe some day you can. It might be possible…”

“Mayhap. But let’s save such fanciful talk for another day. Each day we linger is another day Ciendil bleeds. And Baldreg…” Ruhildi looked stricken. “I must go.”

Without further ado, she did a backward somersault, landing lightly on her undead steed’s back. With a clatter of hoofbeats, the beast galloped through the sparse, twisted trees, before passing out of sight.

Exhaling a soft sigh, Saskia turned to her other friends, who were settling in for the long wait. She and Rover Dog went off to hunt some dinner, while Kveld shaped some comfy little shelters out of earth and stone, and Zarie called on her lightning magic to start a campfire, under the watchful gaze of a dozen beady little eyes.

In the days that followed, Saskia devoted only a small slice of her attention to her immediate surroundings. She hunted, ate, slept, and spoke occasionally to her friends. But all the while, she kept her oracle eyes glued to what Ruhildi was seeing as she rode through the frigid wastes.

The sky, she noted, didn’t turn completely black as Ruhildi passed beyond the habitable zone (except at night or during eclipses). It was more of an extremely dark shade of purple. That meant there was still some atmosphere, even out there—albeit too thin to support any life beyond, perhaps, a few hardy microbes.

On the surface, the landscape was bleak and desolate and monotonous. White and grey, as far as the eye could see. But beneath the metres thick layer of snow and ice, their shared oracle interface was telling a different story. There were forests down there, and fields, riverbeds and lakeshores. There were also people and animals; dead, yes, but very well preserved. Equally well preserved were the things the people had built; their roads and bridges and houses, and also their…

“Holy crickets on a pogo stick, look at that!”

Ruhildi flinched at the sound of Saskia’s voice, which was maybe a little overexcited. Although it was good to see that even a dead woman could be startled sometimes.

“What am I looking at, Sashki?”

Ruhildi wasn’t actually speaking aloud. There was very little air, and therefore no sound. Instead, their oracle voice link was detecting her mouth movements and translating them into what she would have said, had her lungs still worked. It was a pretty handy trick, and it was just as well they’d figured it out, because Saskia had idiotically forgotten about the no-sound-in-space thing before her friend set off. Having to communicate via a notepad would’ve been a pain in the butt.

“The thing my interface is highlighting beneath the ice,” said Saskia. “That, if I’m not mistaken, is a railway track.”

It wasn’t like any Earth railway she’d ever heard of—it was too wide, and there were three rails—but she couldn’t think of anything else it could be. At Saskia’s urging, her friend followed the tracks beneath the ice, until she found the motherlode: a locomotive and dozens of wide, square carriages, still sitting on their rails under metres of ice.

Saskia let out a whoop, causing Ruhildi to flinch again. “Now that is something I never expected to see on this world. Think we can dig it up?”

“Mayhap, but ’twould take a while. ’Tis metal, so mayhap I could…no, there’s too much ice weighing it down. I can’t move ice directly. Only metal and stone and bone.”

“I have an idea,” said Saskia. “See that big rock sticking out of the ice over there? Could you, I dunno, shape it or something?”

Ruhildi didn’t stir from the back of her skeletal horse, but Saskia could feel her drawing on her essence. Didn’t she normally have to touch the ground to work this kind of spell?

“Not any more,” said Ruhildi, reading her thoughts.

The rock slowly began to shift. The central part elongated and rose proudly into the air, while two bits on the side sagged down, becoming smooth and round and…

“Wow, Ruhildi. Really? I guess the TTP factor is just as small for magic as it is for games. Okay, keep doing that, while I…”

Light flared. Suddenly the rock was red hot, and surrounded in billowing steam. Saskia didn’t know if water vapour would normally look like that in a vacuum back in Earth’s universe, but this wasn’t quite a vacuum now, was it? The rock, which she immediately dubbed Dwayne, managed to maintain its shape even while molten, presumably because of the fact that Ruhildi’s magic was still at work shaping it. Now that opened up some interesting combat applications…

Very quickly, the ice around the rock began to melt and boil away. Her friend backed her mount up slowly as the ice crater grew. When it had melted all the way down to ground level, they shifted the focus of their magic to a patch of ground closer to the train. It wasn’t long before the carriages and locomotive stood exposed, beneath a wall of receding ice.

“Well, I think it’s safe to say wild magic has a use, after all, besides making things go boom,” said Saskia. “Lets take a look inside! I wonder if it’s a steam engine. It certainly got steamed.”

It was not, in fact, a steam engine. It was something far more interesting. In the rear of the locomotive were a series of gears and pistons and other…enginey things. In their midst stood a barrel-shaped object. A jagged crack ran down the middle of the barrel, and from that crack emanated a bright amber glow.

“Huh,” said Saskia. “If it runs on arlium, this must be magitech then, not just technology.”

The dwarf reached through the crack with the tip of her finger. Suddenly Ruhildi cried out, and a gasp escaped Saskia’s own lips at the same time. Warmth flowed through her, and she felt very, very good.

Her own body had fallen to the ground, and through her other sight, she saw that Ruhildi had done the same.

Only then did Saskia properly register what had just happened. Ruhildi had just absorbed arlium for the both of them. How was that even possible? What was she now?

“Princess having happy time without me,” said Rover Dog. “I help?”

“No, Rover Dog,” she said, feeling a flush spread across her cheeks. “It wasn’t…that kind of pleasure.”

“Whatever ’twere, I want more,” said Ruhildi, springing to her feet.

“Careful,” said Saskia. “That’s the stuff that killed you, remember?”

“Aye, and now the arlium is keeping me…not alive, but intact.”

“Maybe. But more isn’t always better. Maybe after absorbing too much arlium, you’ll burst into flames. Or I’ll burst into flames. Best to take it slow, and please don’t go shlooping up any islands like I did.”

Over the next couple of days, Ruhildi rode past other tantalising signs of Ulugmir’s once-great civilisation: a row of broken-down wind turbines; a giant excavator, remarkably intact; clockwork animals under the snow. Though Saskia would have loved to investigate them further, they both agreed that they couldn’t spare the time.

It wasn’t until the third day that they found a sight truly worth stopping for: sticking out of the ice at a steep angle were a pair of large cylindrical somethings, with a smaller, windowed something in the middle; all three of them connected by thick metal wing-like struts. It vaguely resembled the starship Enterprise, minus its saucer section. And for that reason alone, she just had to check it out.

Ruhildi found a hatch in the side of the central cabin. For that was what it was. The cabin of a…well, probably not a starship, but at least some kind of aircraft. Rows of seats ran down the back half of the cabin. Bones littered the chairs and the floor around them. Dwarven bones. The front half was buried under the ice—which had invaded the interior of the craft through the shattered front windshield. She could see what lay down there through her interface, and it wasn’t pretty. This thing had come down hard.

As for what the side nacelles contained; the contents of one of them was plainly visible through the gaping hole in its side.

Arlium.

Ruhildi reached hungrily for the stuff, and before Saskia knew what was happening, they were both once again sweating and gasping on the ground.

“Dogramit, Ruhildi, I said to take it slow!”

“So…good,” was all the reply she got.

“You realise what we’ve just found though, right?”

“Aye, Sashki. This must be one of the skyships of legend.”

The next day, Ruhildi skirted the edge of a vast, deep chasm. She couldn’t see the bottom, but her oracle senses told her it was tens of kilometres deep. The walls of the chasm, beneath a layer of ice, were a mix of argnum and crystalline arlium.

Could this have been what killed the branch? There was no sign of any molten arlium down there now—just the solid stuff. A wound this big could surely have bled the branch dry in a matter of weeks.

But as she examined it further, she realised that couldn’t have been what had happened. There were stairs and ladders and what looked like artificial tunnels all over the walls. Surely after the branch bled out, no-one could have survived long enough to build those.

Strangely, despite its immense scale and depth, she had the distinct impression that what she was looking at was a mine. But what could they have been mining down there?

When Ruhildi made her way toward one of the staircases leading down the cliffs, Saskia told her, “Oh no you don’t.”

“I just want to get a closer look,” said her friend.

“What do you think will happen if you touch one of those arlium veins?”

“Och,” said Ruhildi.

“Yeah,” said Saskia. “That is not what I had in mind when I said to take it slow. Besides, that thing is so vast you could spend weeks down there and still not find anything.”

Reluctantly, Ruhildi decided that any further explorations of the gargantuan mines could at least wait until they’d exhausted other, more obvious avenues of investigation.

On the fifth day, she crested a hill, and drew her mount to a halt, gazing down at the ruins of a sprawling city: Pentus, capital of Old Ulugmir.

Much of the city had been buried under ice, like almost everything else in the Deadlands. What remained on the surface was an open wound. Smashed walls, covered in scorch marks. Skyscrapers whose tops had been sliced off, and fallen askew. The outer walls had been reduced to low bumps, so deeply were they buried. Ruhildi could ride straight over them.

Beneath the ice, in and around the city, the story was even more dire. Bodies; many thousands of them. Dwarves, elves, skarakh—even a few trolls. They melted a patch of ice so Ruhildi could raise and inspect some of the combatants. Many of the dwarves and trolls had been reduced to strips of tattered flesh hanging off bleached bones. That wasn’t battle damage. They’d been dead before the battle started.

“Necrourgy,” said Ruhildi.

“Looks like,” agreed Saskia.

Entering one of the battered buildings, they found bones and ice and shattered steel. And everywhere Ruhildi looked: arlium. A quick check of the surrounding structures revealed more of the same. Arlium was everywhere in Pentus, powering lights and appliances, door locks and elevators.

Ruhildi showed as little restraint in hoovering it up as she herself had, back on Fireflower Isle. In it went, faster than she could say, “Oh don’t you dare touch—”

At the edge of the city stood a massive slab of a building, helpfully highlighted on their minimap. Inside, an awe-inspiring sight awaited them. Huge upside-down vats hung from the ceiling, their insides shining with a bright amber glow. Below them lay a series of shallower containers, filled with chunks of crystallised arlium. The upside-down ones must have held arlium in its superheated, liquid form, she reasoned. Then when it cooled, it fell, and eventually solidified.

She was almost salivating at the sight of all that delicious amber goodness, but her rational mind latched onto something even more enticing. This could be exactly what they needed!

“Can you find out what those ceiling vats are made of, Ruhildi? If they were strong enough to hold molten arlium…”

“I were thinking the same thing.” Without warning, Ruhildi sprang into the air, and hung upside down from one of the vats.

The sudden movement made Saskia feel queasy. “Ugh, give me a heads-up when you’re gonna do—”

Ruhildi’s hand brushed the amber residue clinging to the inside of the vat. Saskia’s queasiness disappeared—along with most coherent thought.

“Methinks ’tis the same material that the skyship and the…train engine were made out of,” said Ruhildi, when she’d recovered enough to inspect the vat.

Saskia scratched her head. “The arlium held in the train’s engine might also have been molten, once. The heat it puts out could be used as a power source. Or the fact that it defies gravity when it…oh.”

Now she felt like an idiot for not having thought of this sooner.

“You think molten arlium is what made the skyships fly.”

“I mean, it makes sense, right? Heat up a chunk of arlium, and it basically becomes an anti-gravity device. The only problem is containment, and it seems the ancient Ulugmiri solved that. The height of their empire came centuries after Sarthea’s time. In the intervening years, they must have come up with much better heat-resistant materials than they used to forge her armour.”

“If it won’t melt, ’tis fair tough to work with,” said Ruhildi.

“Yeah I was afraid of—”

“For anyone but me.”

Ruhildi landed lightly on the floor. Before Saskia could object, she shlooped up the arlium from one of the containers on the ground. The vat above her began to dissolve into a fine powder, landing in a pile inside the now-empty container below. She stirred it around with her fingers. Her other hand painted the air. Then, before Saskia’s eyes, the dust rose up, slowly coalescing into a new form. Bit by painstaking bit, layers of dull grey metal began to take shape between her fingers. It was almost like watching a sculptor in reverse; instead of shaving away pieces of stone or wood or bone, she was forming those pieces out of sand, and layering them onto each other.

When Saskia checked in on her an hour later, Ruhildi stood admiring her handiwork: a dwarf-sized breastplate.

“This one’s for me,” said Ruhildi. “I wanted to see if I could work with this…I’ll call it duanum. There’s more than enough duanum here to cover you from head to clawed foot.”

“Me? You think I’ll be accompanying the metamagician—or frostlings, or whoever—to the arlium rifts?”

“Aye, like as not.”

Saskia sighed. “You’re probably right. Dogs forbid someone else save the world.”

“Either way, I want to bring a supply of duanum back across the Deadlands. And I ken just how to do that.”

“Oh?” said Saskia. “I doubt the train or skyship can be repaired any time soon. What do you propose?”

“This will take a while, Sashki. Get some sleep. I’ll show you in the morning.”

“Okay, well, give me a yell if you need anything.”

Leaving her friend to her work, Saskia cast her gaze around the darkening camp. Rover Dog sat nearby, eyeing her with an unreadable expression. From the bushes nearby came a soft laugh and a sigh. Zarie’s voice. And wherever there was a Zarie, there was a…yup. Two blue markers on her minimap, almost on top of each other. But what were those other blue markers, converging on their…oh no.

A shriek erupted from the bushes, followed by the rapid exit of five fuzzy white forms, chittering excitedly.

Saskia gathered them up in her arms. “Bad floofies!” she admonished. “That was a really horrible thing to do. You should be ashamed of yourselves!”

The adorribles blinked at her in mock innocence. Then they began to purr, and it was really hard to stay angry after that.

She drifted off to sleep with five lumps of fur clinging to her arm. When she awoke, hours later, the arm was numb, but not a solid brick of ice as she might have expected. She shook them off and went back to sleep.

The next morning, she returned her attention to her undead friend, and was greeted by the sight of…wow.

Before her stood the corpses of four trolls. Three of them carried stacks of duanum strapped to their backs. The fourth was bigger than the rest, and it wore a completed suit of dull grey duanum armour.

“Methinks that should fit around your enormous arse,” Ruhildi told her.

Though the design was simple, the armour was solid enough to protect her from…well, everything, really. Not a single patch of skin or bone was visible beneath the interlocking plates. Eyeing the various pieces, two…oddities jumped out at her.

“The helmet has no visor. Not even eye holes.”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “Any hole you can see out of would let the heat in. If you are the one who wears this, you can rely on your oracle sight to guide you, mayhap. If not, I’ll have to make some adjustments.”

“Good point. The undead don’t need to use their eyes, either.” Saskia frowned, as a thought occurred to her. “But what about the joints? Won’t they let the heat in, too? Not to mention any air holes…”

Her view bobbed up and down as Ruhildi nodded. “Kveld can add some wards to help keep the heat out of the tiny gaps. ’Tisn’t be perfect, but methinks ’tis enough.”

“Okay, next question. Do you really think I’m that fat?” Saskia gawped the massively bulging chest and midsection of the armour. Even the arms and legs had weird little bulges in them.

Ruhildi chuckled. “’Tis large enough to fit some of our frosty little friends inside the armour with you.”

“Oh. That’s actually a really good idea. An internal refrigeration system.”

Ruhildi left her undead armour rack waiting in the foundry, while she followed the minimap’s directions to the Scholar’s Circle: what had once been a walled-off district on the east side of the city. It was more of a bent oblong than a circle. Below the ice, the streets were torn and thick with corpses. The walls, and many of the buildings within, had been levelled.

One of the last structures still standing was the imposing tower that her minimap (with the help of the dragon’s keystone) had marked as the Great Library. The top of the building looked as if a wrecking ball had gone through it, but the lower floors were largely intact.

Ruhildi climbed through a window, and found herself in a wide room, covered in the shattered remnants of armoured skeletons. The walls were lined with blue arlium, in its inert, non-glowing form.

“So this was one of my father’s dens?” said Saskia. “Figures. It was his keystone that brought us here.”

Her friend climbed the winding staircase, moving from floor to floor, finding more of the same: ice, corpses, and blue arlium.

“If this is a library, where are all the books?” asked Saskia.

“Looted, mayhap,” said Ruhildi.

“The bookshelves too? There’s nothing to suggest there were ever any books here.”

It had been centuries since Ulugmir fell; time enough for shelves and paper and parchment to rot away. But in this freezing, nearly airless environment, such decay would have been greatly slowed, if not halted entirely. So they should have found some evidence of the library, if it had ever existed.

On the next floor stood a black, rectangular monolith, half buried under rubble, and cracked down the middle. Another keystone awaited them in an adjacent room—shattered into fragments.

“I think…I think those keystones were the library,” said Saskia. “They must have tapped into a unique—or at least more recent—database than the one in our keystones from Ciendil. Little good it’ll do us now, unless we can find an intact one.”

The damage on the next level was even worse. And above that—well, there was no above that, because all that remained of the upper floors were twisted columns of steel and smashed blocks of masonry.

“Damn,” said Saskia. “Looks like we’re wasting our time here.”

“There are parts of the lower floors I haven’t explored yet,” said Ruhildi. “Mayhap we’ll find something there.”

“Maybe.” She wasn’t holding out much hope. Except… “Do you see that? Two floors down, behind the collapsed hallway. Something highlighted on the map.”

The something, it turned out, was a corpse; the remains of a dwarf in a tattered, bloody tunic, lying face down in the rubble, arm outstretched. Its shrivelled, frozen fingers gripped a black cube. An intact keystone in its smaller, mobile form.

Without hesitation, Ruhildi reached for the keystone. The moment her fingers made contact with it, a message appeared on a familiar faux scroll:

Say your command, mouthlet of the master.

Saskia stared at the scroll for a long, confused moment. “Huh? But you’re not…”

Before she could complete her sentence, a wave of dizziness swept over her. Over both of them, it seemed. Her view tilted sideways, and she found herself staring into the ice-covered eyes of the dwarf on the floor. He was remarkably well-preserved for someone who had been dead for centuries.

But the state of the corpse wasn’t her number one concern right now—far from it. There was something eerily familiar about those sunken eyes; that gaunt, bearded face. She’d seen that face before, in photos and in dreams.

It was her father’s face.
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                “I’ve had warmer welcomes, but I suppose this beats the plasma showers that awaited me on Zyvkvyp.”

Calburn smiled amiably at the armoured dwarves who stood guard outside his cramped, dusty cell. Shifting uncomfortably, they averted their gaze.

“Where are we?” asked Saskia, who sat opposite her father, wearing her human skin. “This a dream, isn’t it? It has to be a dream.”

Ruhildi pressed her hand against the stone walls. She looked more…alive than Saskia was used to seeing her these days. “Methinks ’tis Spindle.”

“Quiet, both of you,” said Calburn. “You’re spoiling the ambience.” He stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it about. “Wake up, little symbiote,” he murmured. “It’s time to earn your keep.” Something green and glistening clung to the tip of his finger. It wiggled about, before withdrawing back into his ear.

Saskia stared at him in fascinated revulsion. “What the hell is that?”

“You have your way of speaking foreign tongues,” he said. “I have mine.”

The guards stepped aside to make way for a dwarf in a toga, carrying a copper wand at his side. He spoke in a bored voice, close to a monotone. “You stand accused of trespass and blasphemy, stranger. I will give you this one chance to explain how and why you gained entry into the Solemnity of Stone, afore—”

“What is this…Solemnity of Stone you speak of?” asked Calburn.

“The chamber where you were caught. ’Tis our most sacred—”

“Oh, you mean the humping chamber!”

One of the guards snickered. The stoneshaper glared at him, and his laughter abruptly choked off.

The next moment, the stoneshaper had his wand out, and aimed at Calburn. The floor began to tremble beneath his feet.

“What’s that you’ve got there?” said Calburn. “It looks…tasty. How about you hand it over.” His voice was soft, but there was a peculiar quality about it that set her teeth on edge.

The stoneshaper blinked in confusion. He hesitated for a brief moment, then pushed the wand between the bars of the cell.

Snatching up the wand, Calburn inspected the arlium at its tip. “An essence source? I can use that…” The crystal shard became a liquid, flowing into his skin. “Ah yeah, that’s the stuff!”

“What did you… What are you?” The stoneshaper stared at him; face pale; legs trembling.

“Well that was creepy,” said Saskia. “What was that? Some kind of Jedi mind trick? Don’t you feel even a little bit bad about taking away his free will like that?”

Calburn frowned. “Free will is an illusion. Especially for flatlanders.”

“With an attitude like that, you must be so much fun at parties,” said Saskia.

“Oh I really am,” said Calburn. “Though I rarely let them remember I was there.”

Behind him, the guards glanced between the two of them, eyes full of uncertainty.

“How about you let me out of the cell,” said Calburn.

The guards took on the same bewildered, slightly vacant expression as the stoneshaper. One of them fumbled at the lock. The cell door swung open.

“Very good.” Calburn stepped out of the cell, and motioned to the two guards. “Now how about you lock yourselves inside.”

A moment later, the guards stood on the other side of the bars, while Saskia and Ruhildi stood outside, without seeming to have crossed the intervening distance.

Her father turned to the stoneshaper. “You asked me what I am? I’m the centre of your existence, for as long as I choose to reside on this world. Call me Calburn. What’s your name, vassal?”

Eyes still clouded in confusion, the stoneshaper answered after a moment’s hesitation. “I am Poggendoobler, Proctor of the Shaper Guild.”

Calburn barked out a laugh. “Alright, Poggen—mind if I call you Pog? We’ve a world to upend. So let’s get started, shall we?”

The world seemed to ripple and flex. Then they were standing in a long, dark chamber with mouldy walls. At the far end of the room, Calburn lay face-down on a stone table, clad only in a loincloth. His arms and legs were chained. Pog stood over him with a dagger in hand, sweating profusely.

“Is this entirely necessary, master?” asked the stoneshaper.

“Yes, Pog. It is necessary. There is only one way to unlock the second tier. And that is through pain. So how about you peel away the skin of my back with that dagger? Slowly—ever so slowly. If I start bleeding too profusely, use the bandages in the corner.”

Sighing, the dwarf began to slice into her father’s back—tearing off one agonising strip after another.

“Don’t worry, Pog,” gasped Calburn. “Soon, you’ll get your turn under the knife…”

“Ugh, do we have to watch this?” said Saskia. “I’m really not into torture porn.”

Calburn raised an eyebrow. “Our pain wasn’t without purpose. We needed it to—”

“Become necrourgists. I know. Ruhildi already told me how it works. I don’t need to see it.”

“Oh very well,” grumbled Calburn. The chain binding his wrist shattered, and he waved the scene away with a casual gesture.

Now they were hovering in the air, looking down upon a fortress city wedged against the trunk of Arbor Mundi, at the northernmost edge of what appeared to be Ciendil. An army of druids and beastmasters and armoured warriors swarmed up lines of writhing vines, tearing into the dwarven defenders atop the walls.

“The first siege of Climber’s Gate,” said Ruhildi.

“Doesn’t look like it’s going too well for the dwarrows,” said Saskia.

“’Twere but the beginning.” Ruhildi pointed down at the corpses, piled high on both sides of the walls. The dead were beginning to stir—and rise.

Caught between the dwarves and their own fallen comrades, the elves inside the city soon joined the army of the dead. Those who survived the initial onslaught outside the walls fled into the trees. Through the silent rows of standing corpses stepped five dwarves, with Calburn at their head, and Pog trailing just a few steps behind.

A dwarven commander shouted at his crossbowmen to lower their weapons as the five approached.

“Who are you, who hold sway over the dead?” he called out to them.

“They call me the Archurgist,” said Calburn. “These are my loyal and talented associates. We seek to bring an end to this silly little war.”

Without warning, she was falling. Her stomach leapt into her throat. The feeling dissipated, and she found herself standing on the steps of an ornately decorated palace. Dwarves in togas and robes and mail tunics walked up and down the stairs, and across a wide paved area below.

“Pentus,” said Ruhildi.

“Really?” said Saskia. “How can you tell? The skyline doesn’t look the same.”

“I don’t ken how I ken. I just ken.”

Several of the pedestrians cried out and pointed off into the distance. All eyes turned to follow their gaze. In the sky flew the unmistakeable silhouette and blue glow of the bone dragon.

It touched down in front of the palace, before an excited crowd, and a hastily assembled honour guard. A dwarf in fancy ceremonial armour stepped up to the dragon, and waited as the ribs slid open, and Calburn stepped out, flanked by a pair of mer women.

“Archurgist Calburn,” said the waiting dwarf. “It is so good to finally meet the Conqueror of Ciendil.”

“My king,” said Calburn, dropping into a deep, respectful bow.

“He’s the king my father got into a feud with, isn’t he?” said Saskia.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “King Dunmod. Calburn killed him and hung his head from the walls, if the stories are true.”

Calburn shot them a dirty look. “Spoilers. Also, that’s not what really happened. Yeesh, why am I even bothering to show you this?”

“Good question,” said Saskia. “Why are we here, exactly?”

“Just shut up and enjoy the show,” said Calburn.

She glared at him. “You gonna mind trick me into shutting up?”

Calburn shook his head. “That would be quite impossible. Now shush. These are my memories, and what happened happened. You’re just along for the ride.”

King Dunmod led Calburn into the palace, where they sat together on silken chairs in a sumptuous living room. “We have much to discuss,” said the king. “But before we do, let’s get straight to the matter of your reward. You shall be granted the title of Duke, a sizeable estate in Lokir, and a monthly stipend of fifteen thousand denarii.”

“That’s very generous, my king,” said Calburn.

“You have earned it,” said King Dunmod. “More than earned it. Gods, I’d offer you my daughter’s hand, if I had a daughter. Instead, all I have is that snivelling little—” He coughed.

Calburn didn’t quite manage to conceal an eye-roll. “I do have one request, if you would but hear me out.”

“Speak.”

“Put me in charge of Pentus’s foundry and arlium mining operations.”

King Dunmod shifted in his seat, clearly caught off-guard by the request. “Why would you want that?”

“On Ciendil, I identified certain…inefficiencies in the way we extract this world’s most valuable resource. And there are ways to utilise it that would revolutionise…well, nearly all aspects of life. Imagine carriages that could carry passengers from one end of Ulugmir to the other in less than a day. Ships that could sail the void between branches. Machines that could plough the soil and plant crops in a fraction of the time it takes a farmer today. Machines that could make other machines. And all of these wonders could be used by everyone, not just those blessed by magic.”

“If true, it sounds like a source of great upheaval,” said the king. “With great upheaval comes great discontent. With discontent, rebellion. Why would I agree to this?”

“A little short-term instability is a small price to pay for utopia,” said Calburn.

“I will be dead before any such utopia could be realised, even if everything you say were possible. The Empire owes you a great debt, but you ask too much.”

Calburn looked him straight in the eye. “How about you consider my proposal.”

King Dunmod’s eyes narrowed. “I have considered it. My answer is still no.”

Now it was Calburn’s turn to look surprised. “How about you…scratch your head?”

The king’s expression turned to a full-on glare. “What game are you playing, fool!?”

“Uh oh,” said Saskia. “Looks like you’ve found someone immune to your mind trick.”

Calburn looked at her with a resigned expression. “It happens sometimes. There are ways to train your mind to resist suggestion—exactly the sort of training people in positions of power often receive. Still, Dunmod was uncommonly stubborn, even for a king. I had no choice but to…”

The scene shifted again. Now they were standing in a large bedroom. Calburn stood over the bed, where a dwarven couple lay, snoring softly.

“How about you open your eyes without moving another muscle or making a sound,” said Calburn.

The snores ceased. Their eyes shot open.

“Good,” said Calburn. “Do not be alarmed. I’m not here to hurt you. Ibinold of the Forger’s Guild, there is something I need you to do for me…”

Saskia listened as her father gave detailed instructions on a new project he wanted the dwarf to undertake in secret. Afterward, he compelled the couple to forget he was ever there, and go back to sleep.

“This is so messed up,” she breathed. There was something incredibly unsettling about Calburn’s manipulations. It made her feel dirty just to be related to him. Even if his goal was to improve the lives of those around him, as he claimed, he had no compunctions against making these people his puppets. That was Abellion’s tactic. And given how it had all turned out, no-one could argue now that the ends justified the means.

Another disorienting transition, and they were attending the unveiling of Ibinold’s latest invention: the arlium engine. The dwarf used it to drive a miniature locomotive across a small stretch of track.

In the next scene, Calburn stood on a rooftop, gazing down at a crowd of dwarves rioting against the king’s guards. He smiled, and turned away, and descended a staircase into a well-kept library (the kind with books, not keystones).

As he stepped around a bookcase, three figures leapt at him from the shadows.

Calburn stepped backward just in time to avoid a blade to the face. Ducking behind the bookcase, he called out, “How about you turn those swords against each other.”

The meaty sound of blades sliding into flesh ensued. When he rounded the corner a second time, two fresh corpses awaited him, bleeding out across the floor. A moment later, they rose up off the floor and stared at him with unblinking eyes.

“How about you clean that up,” he told them, pointing at the blood spattered across the floor and shelves, and the bloody gashes on their bodies. The corpses hurried to obey.

“Wait…you can mind trick dead people?” said Saskia.

“My mentaplex operates below conscious thought,” said Calburn. “The undead don’t think, per se, but they still have a…what would you call it? Lizard brain? Not really the best word for it, because there are some smart lizards on this world, and the undead can still plod along after their brains have rotted away. But you get the idea.”

“’Tis certainly easier than the way I command the dead,” said Ruhildi.

On the other side of the library, Calburn turned to face an alcove in the wall. “How about you show yourself, and answer all questions I have to ask.”

A dwarf woman stepped out of the alcove. Saskia did a double-take, because she was a spitting image of Freygi; slim and clad in form-fitting leather, with all manner of blades strapped to her body.

“Who sent you to kill me?” he asked.

The assassin visibly struggled against the compulsion, but her words spilled out all the same. “The Nightblades Guild.”

“And who took out that contract?”

“We were not given that information. Only the target.”

“Oh well,” said Calburn. “Looks like it’s time to pay a visit to the Nightblades Guild.”

Then they were standing in a darkened hall. On a nearby wall hung a banner with crossed swords and a bloody palm.

“You can skip this part,” said Saskia. “We already know it was King Dunmod who sent them.”

Calburn blinked at her. “You don’t want to see the part where I marched right into—”

“No.”

Calburn scowled. “You are no fun at all.”

The Nightblades Guild Hall dissolved away, and in its place was another dark room. King Dunmod stood there with his guards, as a man and a woman stepped furtively through the door and closed it behind them. The woman, she recognised as the assassin whom Calburn had mind tricked.

“It is done,” said the man.

A look of relief spread across the king’s face. “There were no witnesses?”

“None. We lost two of our finest assassins, though. Hrungilda here was the lone survivor. It was she who completed the deed.”

King Dunmod eyed the woman up and down. “Come closer, lass.”

Hrungilda stepped forward, stopping barely a metre away. The guards tensed, and gripped the pommels of their blades.

“You have done the Empire a great service, lass,” said the king. “You have but to name your reward, and you shall have it.”

She stood there for a moment; lips parted; chest heaving. Then she undid the top button of her tunic and leaned forward. “There is one thing I desire, my king.”

Dunmod’s smile broadened. “Yes?”

“Your death.” Hrungilda drew a stiletto from between her breasts and stabbed him in the eye.

The guards shouted and drew swords, and moments later, the assassin and her boss lay dead beside the king.

Saskia rolled her eyes. “Oh please.”

“What?” said Calburn.

“This is like a bad movie. She seriously paused to say, ‘Your death,’ before stabbing him? Thereby alerting him of her intentions? Why not just stab him? And he let a known assassin near him, just because she had boobs?”

“Never underestimate the power of a fair pair of tits, Sashki,” said Ruhildi.

Calburn grinned at her. “What she said.”

Saskia shook her head sceptically. This just reeked of over-dramatised cow dung.

Calburn let out a sigh. “Okay, I admit, I wasn’t actually there when this particular episode played out. I was on the far side of town, working on my alibi. So I may have embellished things a little. Anyway, the important thing is Dunmod was dead. And it was time to choose his successor…”

“Which was you, obviously,” said Saskia.

The scene transition seemed to falter for a moment, before shifting to another rooftop.

“Yeah, okay, we’ll skip that one too, then,” said Calburn. “The gist of it was that Dunmod’s son was declared unfit for rule, and it was unanimously decided that I was the most suitable replacement.”

“And your powers of suggestion had nothing to do with that decision,” said Saskia.

“Why of course they did,” said Calburn, unashamedly. “It was the right choice, either way. Under my benevolent rule, the Empire flourished. And within a couple of decades, we got this…”

Spreading his arms theatrically, he stepped aside, granting her an unobstructed view of the city spread out below.

It did indeed look somewhat…utopic, at least compared to other cities on Arbor Mundi. Gleaming skyscrapers rose from snow-dappled streets, bright with trees and gardens. A train zipped away from the city walls, toward the shore of a distant lake. Windmills spun atop nearby hills. Two skyships flitted overhead, carried on wings far too small for aerodynamics alone to hold them aloft—all but confirming her theory that they used molten arlium for lift.

One thing bothered her, however.

“It’s looking a lot frostier than before,” she said. “Is it winter now?”

Calburn frowned. “Well…no. Highfall, actually.” Before she could reply, he said, “Anyway, it all went swimmingly until…”

Next moment, she stood an immense underground cavern, not unlike Wilbergond, with a column of white-hot arlium pouring up from the floor and into the ceiling. But something strange was happening. A thin stream of arlium split off from the main column, stretched through the air, and into…Calburn’s hand!?

The ground shuddered beneath them.

“Whoops!” said Calburn. “You weren’t meant to see this yet. As I was saying, we were doing great until they came knocking at our gates…”

Another abrupt transition, and they were standing in a street thick with snow. There were dwarves running every which way. The ground was shaking here, too, and she could hear a series of distant booms.

“What the hell was that?” she said. “Are you one of those metamagicians we’re trying to find? Wait…you can’t be. You’re a necrourgist. Unless it was a power you brought with you, like the Jedi mind trick thing…” She trailed off, as another possibility occurred to her. “Or is it something all of our kind can do? The arlium absorption… The wild magic… That’s it, isn’t it?”

At that moment, the top of one of the nearby buildings exploded in a shower of steel and masonry. Calburn sprinted away, with Saskia and Ruhildi close at his heels. A boulder smashed down onto the street beside them, flattening several dwarves.

She followed Calburn up a staircase onto city walls piled high with snow. A dwarven archer shuffled past, covered in ice, and sporting a vicious gash on his head. When she took in his glassy eyes and lurching movement, she stumbled backward.

He was a corpse. And not the only one. Undead dwarves and trolls and even a few elves prowled the walls and guarded the gates, standing alongside a much smaller—and dwindling—contingent of living dwarves, and towering metal golems, half again as big as the ones they’d unearthed in Torpend. She watched as Calburn raised several more of the recently deceased to join in the city’s defence.

Beyond the walls, a great army gathered. Elves and skarakh and trolls, and all manner of beasts and war machines, stretching out across the hills as far as the eye could see. The sheer scale of it made the battles in the Underneath look like minor skirmishes. And every one of the invaders was bent on the annihilation of the Ulugmiri Empire.

The Empire would not go quietly.

All along the walls, cannons let loose their deadly missiles. The front lines of the invading force vanished behind a thunderous cavalcade of explosions.

One more fade to black, and they were back in the tower of the Great Library. Calburn, blue in the face and gasping for breath, pressed his hand against a keystone and waited as it shrunk down to the size of his fist. Removing the black cube from its slot, he staggered away. He made it only a few steps before he slumped to the floor, convulsed, and lay still, with the keystone still gripped tightly between his fingers.

Then the corpse sprang to his feet and turned to face her. Saskia let out an embarrassing squeak.

“And so I died,” said zombie-Calburn. “It was all very tragic. There wasn’t even anyone left to give me a decent funeral.”

“It feels like you just skipped a lot of important stuff, there,” said Saskia. “Who won the battle, for one?”

“It was more of a draw,” said Calburn. “On account of everyone on both sides being dead.”

“What, really? How?”

“You must know by now, Abellion is entirely too willing to sacrifice his own minions if that is what it takes to crush his enemies. Well…that is what it took. The destruction of an entire branch. Or as it became known in your time, the Desecration of Ulugmir.”

“Which he blamed you for.”

The corpse nodded. “Indeed.”

“So you never tried to take Abellion’s place?” she asked. “Storm his lair and usurp his throne?”

“God no. Pun not intended. Just being a king was tiresome enough. Being the god of an entire world? No thank you.”

“Why did you wait until now to show me all of this?” she asked. “Where have you been? I needed your advice back on Ciendil.”

“I was…away. On Earth, if you must know.”

She stared at him. “Earth? Weren’t you already on Earth?”

“The other Calburn is on Earth. As I’ve told you before, I’m not him. I’m just an echo of who he was, long ago. I hitched a ride through the between when you did your thing…” He made undulating motions with his arms. “…at Spindle. Then, after your next dives into the between—on Earth and at Fireflower Isle—I came back.”

“But that was weeks ago.”

“Indeed it was. But as you have already surmised, I can only contact you in certain places where the signal sustaining my echo is amplified. The Great Library is one such place.”

“What about the Night’s Dream?”

“That was Sarthea’s site, not mine. Its power is not available to me.”

Ruhildi frowned. “Sashki isn’t in the Great Library, though. I am.”

“She is with you, as you are with her.” Calburn turned from Ruhildi to Saskia. “The bond you have forged with your vassal is really quite remarkable. I wouldn’t have been so quick to glue a flatlander’s consciousness to my undermind, but it will be fascinating to learn what you can do with her.”

Saskia’s breath caught in her throat. “That’s what I did? I just didn’t want my friend to die.”

“Ignorance can have interesting results. Perhaps that’s why my Earth counterpart kept you in the dark.”

“Did you contact him? Is that why you were on Earth?”

Calburn glanced at his gaunt, pale wrist. “Oh, look at the time. It seems we’ll have to cut this meeting short. Pity.”

The walls began to shimmer.

“Wait!” shouted Saskia. “I need to know how to manipulate arlium like you and Sarthea did, so I can seal the rifts on Ciendil.”

The shimmering ceased. “Ah yes. That. I’m surprised you haven’t already figured it out on your own. The answers are right there in the keystones you already have.”

“I thought that power came from another worldseed.”

“And it didn’t occur to you that you’ve been manipulating arlium this entire time, whenever you absorb it?”

“Sure, it’s obvious now. I just assumed—”

“Well that was silly of you.” He grinned at her. “But I suppose it won’t hurt if I give you some pointers, here, where there’s an infinite supply of dream-arlium for you to play with.”

Then they were back in the vast cavern with the stream of molten arlium flowing into the ceiling. This time they were standing considerably closer than before, but the heat didn’t burn them.

“It won’t be this easy in the waking world,” said Calburn. “But for now we’ll ignore the obvious peril of coming this close to the inferno. Now I want you to focus on the flow you see before you. Imagine yourself passing your hand through a waterfall. Feel the patter against your skin…”

Visualisation was only the first step. Then came the drawing of essence toward her, like sucking a drink through a long straw. Arlium was the substrate through which essence naturally flowed, and arlium didn’t want to let go of its essence. So when she tugged the latter in just the right way, the former came along for the ride. The straw, or channel through which she pulled it, was intangible and shaped by her will alone. She could widen the channel, but that would reduce the suction pressure. It was a tradeoff whose balance would shift as her power increased.

Saskia soon had a stream of arlium splitting off from the main flow, just as she’d seen her father do. The slender line of light writhed in the air as it shot toward her…

And sprayed white-hot arlium in her face.

“Good,” said Calburn. “Had this stuff been real, it would have seared through your skull and cooked your brain. But we can’t expect perfection on the first try. Now it’s about time you learned to master its temperature…”

Arlium temperature, Calburn explained, was directly related to the volume of essence flowing through it. A lot of essence produced a lot of heat. Less essence, and it cooled and solidified. So this time, the trick was to siphon essence out of the arlium. There was one obvious limitation to this approach, however.

“Won’t I just be transferring heat into myself, then? How is that an improvement?”

Calburn grinned at her. “Ah, so you’re not a complete idiot, after all. Indeed, if you absorb essence too quickly, you will…explode.”

“I don’t wanna explode,” she said.

“Don’t worry, Jayne. You’d have to try really hard to suck in enough of the stuff to damage yourself. This body of yours is incredibly tough, and it doesn’t need to store essence. It’s more of a…conduit. Once the essence passes into the between, your undermind can take it. In fact, she’ll gobble it up like a zombie feasting on delicious, tender, juicy brains. Just don’t try to freeze a mountain-sized volume of arlium in less than a second, and you should be fine.”

He recognised her movie reference? Weird. Although he had told her he was, in some sense, a part of her, with access to her memories.

“Wait…” she said, as another thought occurred to her. “If absorbing essence heats me up, why do I also heat up when I release essence out into the world?”

“What causes your body to heat up is the essence flowing through it. In or out—it doesn’t matter. All that matters is how much is flowing.”

“And the wild magic thing that set my vassals’ spells on fire? That’s just raw essence heating them up, too?”

“Not quite. Did you know your so-called wild magic can do more than simply burn things? No? Well, I’ll let you discover for yourself what it can do, out in the real world. It’s much more fun that way.”

“Fun? I could have gotten someone killed last time!”

“That’s what makes it fun!”

Yeah, she’d been right about him all along. He was a real donkhole. Still, if he could help her save Ciendil, he was a useful donkhole.

It took only a little tweak to the way she channelled essence to switch from directing the flow of arlium, to cooling it. Combining the two methods created a stream of arlium that turned solid just before it reached her outstretched hand, and flowed into it without barbecuing her.

Then, to her astonishment, she saw that Ruhildi had three tendrils of arlium coiling at her fingertips.

Calburn laughed at her expression. “You seem to have been outdone by your own vassal.”

“Trust me, I’m used to it,” said Saskia. “But how is this possible…?”

“It isn’t,” said Calburn. “Not out in the waking world. This dream is somewhat malleable.”

“I can absorb arlium as Sashki can,” said Ruhildi. “Why not do this, too?”

“Your body is, in a sense, an extension of hers,” said Calburn. “Your mind, though linked, is still your own. It is her mind that can perform what you might call metamagic, not yours.”

A look of relief crossed Ruhildi’s face. “I didn’t ken if I were still me. If you speak true…”

“You are not just an echo. Trust me, I would know. As to whether you’re the same person you were…that is a matter of philosophical debate. But there isn’t time for that.” He frowned. “You should hurry back to Ciendil.”

“Why?” asked Saskia, feeling a sudden surge of worry. “What happened?”

“Nothing yet,” said Calburn. “But the second rift—the one boiling beneath Wengarlen—is about to blow open.”
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                “How much time do we have?”

It was the same question everyone had asked when she gave them the news. The one doing the asking this time was Nuille, looking as if she’d gone without sleep for a week. Which, quite possibly, she had.

“Days, at most,” said Saskia, speaking through their oracle voice link. “We’ll get there as fast as we can, but you should prepare for the worst.”

“We’ll inform the others,” said Garrain. “It is most fortunate that you have found a solution just in time.”

“A possible solution,” said Saskia.

Thus far, she had only worked her arlium bending magic in a dream, and in a limited fashion at that. There was no telling if it would work as well in the real world, or scale up enough to affect the huge volume of arlium churning beneath Wengarlen.

“It will have to be enough,” said Garrain. “We’ll do everything we can to support your endeavour upon your arrival.”

Saskia returned her attention to Ruhildi’s viewpoint. Her friend was riding full-tilt back across the Deadlands to the little strip of habitable land near the trunk, where the rest of them waited with the dragon. She was still days out. Days in which anything could happen back on Ciendil. Days that would feel like an eternity, with nothing to do but wait.

Except…that wasn’t quite true, was it? There was something she could do besides twiddle her thumbs. Maybe.

Looking through Garrain’s eyes, she scanned his map for…

There they were!

She popped into the heads of a small band of frostlings near the edge of New Inglomar. They dashed madly around a clearing, chased by a laughing young dwarf boy. Thorric was up to his usual mischief.

“Hey little guys,” she told the creatures through her voice link. Immediately, they halted in their tracks, ears twitching. Thorric also stopped suddenly, and eyed his pets with a curious expression.

“Who are you talking to?” he asked them.

That was an odd choice of words. Why would he think they were talking to anyone? One of them scratched something in the ice at his feet: a crude stick figure with an arched back and long arms. A troll.

A huge smile spread across Thorric’s face. “Aunty Sashki! I miss you so! When are you coming home?”

Okay, this was weird. Did he know she was looking through their eyes?

“Soon, child,” she said. “Very soon. I miss you too.” Obviously he couldn’t hear her, because she was speaking into the adorribles’ ears, not his. But she said it anyway because…just because.

One of the critters let out a chitter and waggled her paws.

Thorric voiced a happy chirrup of his own. “I can’t wait to see you again!” He began to run around in circles; something he often did when he was excited.

Watching the performance in befuddled bemusement, Saskia spoke to her furry vassals. “I wish I could say this was just a social call, but I have something to ask of you…”

If the Wengarlen rift had already blown, there would be nothing the furry little ice-makers could do to stop it. Just standing within a few hundred metres of a massive stream of molten arlium was enough to make anyone spontaneously combust—even frostlings. But with a buffer of argnum separating them from the inferno, it might be a different story. Argnum was the substrate of the world tree, equivalent to its ‘wood,’ but much harder and more heat-resistant than any ordinary wood. The thin crust of argnum beneath Wengarlen wouldn’t hold for long, and it wouldn’t completely block out the arlium’s heat, but it was a much better insulator than open air. If enough of the frostlings gathered around and beneath the town, their ice magic might just be enough to slow the imminent eruption.

A delay was all she could hope for, and perhaps all she needed. Once she arrived, she could work her own magic to provide a more permanent solution.

Speaking to one frostling tribe was the same as speaking to them all—and their queen, back on Grongarg. While not a true hive mind by some definitions—individuals retained some autonomy from the collective—the frostlings shared a kind of world-spanning telepathic link, rather like her own connection to her vassals, that let them share information instantaneously.

Across Dwallondorn, bands of the tiny critters headed for tunnels and crevices that would take them to the surface. There were three tribes in this cavern alone, and they were just the tip of an iceberg that extended throughout Ciendil—and beyond. Now, as untold legions of her tiny vassals migrated toward Wengarlen, she found she had access to an unbroken chain of eyes leading all the way up to the cave where she’d first encountered their kind. The one with the deepworm trapped in ice.

Their colossal prey had been reduced to a hollowed out shell—now used as a nest housing countless frostling families. Seeing this, she felt a strange kinship to the little murderlings. They weren’t the only ones to have chewed through the insides of a giant worm.

Spinning her consciousness down the mountainside and across the sea, she watched as thousands of tiny tempests descended from the rooftop of the Pillar of Strife on streams of super-chilled air. She had half a mind to demand that they turn back. Those tempests were barely more than babies, and they’d be putting themselves in terrible danger by venturing anywhere near the site of the rift. But their presence could also mean the difference between success or failure. And if Wengarlen did blow up, they stood a better chance of getting out in time than anyone else did.

There would be no averting this catastrophe without risk. Her vassals had decided to give it their all. She’d have to respect that, and follow their example.

As the hours passed, she flicked between the various control groups she’d set up, keeping a close eye on their progress. It would be days before the furthest ones arrived at their destinations, but the first wave would be there any minute now.

Wengarlen, once the thriving home of the druids, and the most powerful enclave in southern Ciendil, had seen better days. The trees and buildings on the fringes of the town were buried under metres of snow and ash. At its centre, the ground had sagged into a deep crater, from which billowed a cloud of steam.

She’d expected the elves to have deserted the place long ago, but to her surprise, she found a number of stubborn survivors huddled near the crater’s edge, skirting the narrow boundary between heat and cold. There were several mer here too, and what appeared to be an elven beastmaster with far too many eyes. He and the mer weren’t Wengarlen’s original inhabitants, but refugees who had taken shelter near one of the few sources of warmth on the surface of Ciendil.

That same source of warmth would be their undoing within a matter of days, if she didn’t get there in time.

Unsurprisingly, these elves and mer were none too happy at the arrival of hordes of frostlings at their doorstep. Shouting, they nocked arrows and levelled spears at the approaching critters. The beastmaster’s pet spidery thing clacked its mandibles as he strode forward, putting himself between the other residents and the frostling ‘invaders.’

“Better back off a bit,” she told her vassals.

Chittering, they hopped away from the agitated elves and mer, and waited at a safe distance. They wouldn’t do much good until many more of their kind arrived, in any case—enough to cover the entire surface of the crater.

“Our people in Wengarlen yet live?” said Garrain, when she told them the news. He sounded conflicted. The elves who had remained behind in his former home—either by choice, or because he’d refused to bring them back to New Inglomar—hadn’t exactly held him in high regard. Nor he, them.

“Some alvari do,” said Saskia. “I suspect most of them are refugees. Ironically, the heat from the impending eruption has made Wengarlen one of the few remaining habitable places on the surface. Until it blows and they all die horribly.”

“I’ll fly ahead, and let them know of the danger that awaits them if they stay,” said Nuille. “And that the frostlings are here to help. Perhaps they’ll join us in New Inglomar after this is over.”

“Be safe, my light,” said Garrain. “I will continue on foot, as fast as I am able.”

“You be safer, ardonis. I’ll come back for you.” Nuille shifted into bird form, and flapped away.

“I don’t know why you think you need to be there,” Saskia told Garrain. “Nuille can be a messenger, and heal anyone who gets injured, but most of your magic is for killing things, and you can’t kill molten arlium.”

“Where she goes, I go,” said Garrain. “Wengarlen was my home. And we can’t be certain you won’t have need of me. What if the assassin should strike at a critical moment when you can’t defend yourself?”

“What if the assassin should strike New Inglomar, or the refugees, while you’re away?” she countered.

“That is a risk,” he admitted. “I wish it were possible to be in two places at once, but it’s not. I choose—”

“Oh it is,” she interrupted.

“What?”

“It is possible to be in two places at once. But never mind that.”

He sighed. “As I was saying, I choose to go where the fate of Ciendil will be decided, even if it is my fate to be consumed by the conflagration.”

“Ugh, don’t be such a downer! There’ll be no conflagration. I won’t allow it.”

Feeling far less confident than her words may have led him to believe, Saskia turned her attention to her vassals gathering in the tunnels beneath Wengarlen. There were several spots where they could get close to the molten arlium without being directly exposed to its intense heat. From there, they directed their magic through hundreds of metres of solid argnum to the liquid inferno raging on the other side. It was already having a small, but noticeable effect, cooling the outer layer to a near-solid form that no longer wanted to defy gravity. Hopefully, this would ease the pressure against the thin crust holding it back from the surface.

All this time spent looking through her vassals’ eyes meant very little of her attention was focussed on the needs of her own body. Feeling more vegetable than troll right now, she was terrible company for her companions, waiting with her at the northernmost tip of the Deadlands. Sometimes, she’d be briefly pulled back to herself by clawed hands kneading her shoulders. Rover Dog was the best masseuse. Sadly, she was too busy and distracted for it to go any further than that.

The same could not be said for Kveld and Zarie. Even with her mind half a world away, she could hear them. Yeesh, they were like rabbits! Well, at least they seemed to have found a pleasant way to pass the time. She was happy for them.

Nuille touched down in Wengarlen after a full day in flight. She nearly startled the beastmaster out of his spidery skin when she shifted back into elf form and stood before him, shivering in the snow. Recovering his wits quickly, he pulled off his thick fur cloak and threw it down to her.

“Thank you,” she said, donning the cloak. “It’s fucking freezing up here.”

“Deus blind me!” he said. “What strange magic did I just see?”

“That’s not important,” said Nuille. “Gather everyone in the Circle. I bring dire tidings…”

As Saskia had suspected, only a few of the current occupants of Wengarlen were among its original inhabitants. The rest came from nearby villages, or, in the case of the beastmaster—whose name was Vannach—much further north, across the sea. It took some convincing, but the survivors reluctantly agreed to follow Nuille back to the Prime Passage. All except Vannach.

“The frostlings I’ll leave be, but I’m staying,” he insisted. “I will not flee like a craven cur.”

“Do as you please,” said Nuille. “But if you get in their way, they’ll freeze your blood and devour you.”

Vannach wisely allowed the frostlings—now numbering in the thousands—to approach unobstructed. They swarmed down into the crater, leaving trails of ice in their wake. Like their brethren in the tunnels below, they directed their ice magic through layers of earth and rock and argnum, to the molten arlium pushing up against the crust. More and more of them gathered, until the crater looked like a near-solid mass of white fur. Others hovered overhead, driving icy winds down into the crater. They were going all in on this. If she didn’t get there in time…

No. She would get get there in time. The alternative was unthinkable.

Another day passed. Saskia couldn’t sleep, so anxious was she to get back to Ciendil. Not even Rover Dog could do much to ease her tension, though not for lack of trying.

She watched as Nuille delivered the elven and mer refugees to the relative safety of the Prime Passage. From there, she took flight once more. Meeting up with Garrain, she bore him to the surface in her kitty form. It was nowhere near as fast as her tiny bird form, but considerably faster than walking.

The ground beneath the elven city was shaking almost constantly now. Despite their best efforts, the frostlings couldn’t hold back the tide for much longer.

By the time Ruhildi finally rode in on her skeletal horse, Saskia was about ready to burst. Bounding on four limbs behind her friend were a pack of zombie trolls. One was encased in a suit of heat-resistant armour. The rest carried on their backs a supply of duanum she could use to make more.

“I came as fast as I could, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “Would that these useless piles of bones could run as fast as you.”

“Well I’ll be glad if I can run half as fast as them when I’m dead,” said Saskia. “Load up the dragon and let’s get going.”

Within minutes, they were off, bourne up the trunk by a surge of wind and lightning. The journey to Ciendil and back along the branch to Wengarlen would take several days.

They were still at least half a day out from Wengarlen when a deep fissure opened up inside the crater. In a single instant, hundreds of frostlings plunged to their doom. A huge tongue of flame licked up into the sky.

Garrain and Nuille, arriving on the scene, reeled back in horror.

It was happening. There was no time. She needed to—

She was.

Expanding. Unfolding. She exploded outward, her not-so-metaphorical tentacles reaching for the crater walls.

Blazing white light, brighter than the sun, rose up to meet her.

A single instant was all she had. And in that instant, she acted. Just as her late, not-so-great father had taught her, she focussed her mind on the mountain of arlium surging through the widening crack beneath her, and tugged at it just so. There was no time for subtlety or restraint. She siphoned up every drop of essence she could latch onto, sending it surging into the between.

To get to the between, it had to go through her.

Calburn had specifically told her not to do this, just days earlier. Not such a vast quantity of essence. Not all of it at once. But she had no choice. It was either let everyone burn, or…

Incandescent agony ripped through her, pure and all-consuming. It lasted only an instant.

And then…stillness. Silence. Blessed cold.

Saskia opened her eyes. The fact that she still had eyes to open came as somewhat of a surprise to her. A pile of agitated furballs wriggled against her smooth, unblemished shell. She felt no pain; only the soothing chill of their touch. All in all, she was feeling remarkably good for one who was supposed to have exploded.

She could only think of one reason why she hadn’t.

Instead of drawing all that essence through her troll body, she’d drawn it through the eldritch thing she’d briefly become during her emergence—at a moment when her connection to the between was at its strongest. Her undermind could absorb any volume of essence without breaking a sweat. And in the moment of her extrusion into this world, so could she.

Her eldritch form had weathered the exploding worldseed that had destroyed half of Spindle. A brief excess of essence was nothing compared to that.

Turning her attention downward, she saw that her desperate gambit had paid off. The ground had stopped shaking. There were no flames. And her oracle sight told her that the deep shaft the dwarves had hollowed out beneath them was now filled not with liquid fire, but the solid amber of crystallised arlium.

“Sash…ki?” The voice was soft, uncertain.

“I’m okay, Ruhildi. I—” Saskia froze. Her friend hadn’t spoken through her oracle link. The voice came from directly behind her.

She spun about, heart thrumming in her chest. Ruhildi stood there, as naked as she herself was.

Saskia’s own mouth dropped open. “How did you get here? And if you’re here, then what about the…? Oh. Oh no.”

With rising panic, she turned her attention to her vassals back in the bone dragon, where she and Ruhildi had been sitting, just moments earlier.

Kveld cast a frantic gaze around the cabin. The world outside lurched and spun. Zarie, seated beside him, clutched at his hand and mouthed a silent prayer. The dragon tumbled in the air, its wings flopping limply at its sides. No longer animated by Ruhildi’s magic, it had become a dead assemblage of bone and metal, its uncontrolled descent slowed only a little by the force of the gale battering it from below.

“Aquatic squishy can land us safely,” said Rover Dog, crouched behind them, gripping the dragon’s ribs on either side of the cabin. He looked to be enjoying himself immensely.

“Not by myself.” Zarie closed her eyes, drew in a series of short, sharp breaths, and opened them again. “Frostlings, I…need your help.”

Nine tiny white faces peeked out of the surrounding compartments, blinking and yawning.

“I cannot keep the wings steady on my own,” said Zarie. “But with your help, we can do it, yes?”

The adorribles sat blinking at her for a long moment. Then the five young tempests hopped down from their perch and slithered through the gaps between the dragon’s ribs. Four of them scurried out onto the wings. One tempest took up position at each wingtip, while another clung to each humerus. The last grabbed hold of the wide metal fins at the tip of the tail. The dragon seemed to have been de-electrified, thank dogs.

Each of the critters summoned a series of focussed gusts, directing the dragon’s limbs just so. The wings spread, the tail straightened, and the dragon’s wild plunge began to level off into a more gentle descent. What they were doing couldn’t be called flying. It could barely even be called a controlled landing. But when they finally came to a juddering halt in a nearby mountain valley, neither the dragon nor its occupants suffered any notable damage.

Saskia let out a breath she hadn’t realised she was holding. “I think they’re safe.”

“Aye, no thanks to me,” said Ruhildi.

“It’s not your fault,” Saskia assured her. “I had no idea that when I teleported, I’d bring you along for the ride. Not that I had much choice.”

Ruhildi frowned. “That was…fair odd.”

“Understatement of the century. Is this going to happen every time I teleport, from now on? That could be…good or bad.” Saskia looked down at the seething mass of white fur spread out across the crater floor, and the tempests descending from the sky. “I can’t even begin to thank you enough, little guys. You pulled our butts from the fire. Twice. And at great cost.”

She eyed the great gash in the ground, now shining with the amber glow of crystallised arlium. How many of them had died in there?

Ruhildi looked at the arlium with a hungry expression.

“Don’t even think about it,” said Saskia. “That cap of solid arlium is all that stands between us and another eruption.”

Come to think of it, would the superheated arlium coursing its way through Ciendil’s veins slowly melt its way through the solid stuff? If Fireflower Isle was anything to go by, the answer was no. But she didn’t know enough about arlium heat exchange to bet everyone’s lives on that.

“By all that is sacred, what is this?” The voice originated from the beastmaster, Vannach, who sat astride his spider mount on the crater rim. His six eyes bulged. He raised his bow. “Demon! Necrourg—aargh!”

Vannach landed hard on his back, pinned to the ground by a large cat.

“There will be none of that,” said Nuille, after shifting back into her elven form. “Raise your bow against them again, and I’ll feed you your own balls. Are we clear?” When he didn’t reply immediately, her hand went low, and twisted. “Are we clear?”

“Yes!” he gasped.

“Good.” She offered him a radiant smile. “There are several alvessi back in New Inglomar who would be most displeased with me if I spoiled such a…healthy specimen.”

The scowl faded from Vannach’s face. “I will…consider joining your colony.”

“Wise decision,” said Nuille. “I suggest you head that way now.”

He glanced between Nuille and Saskia. Then he gave an elven shrug, and lead his pet spider away.

“Saskia!” said Garrain, coming up behind them. “What happened? How did you get here?”

“Surprise!” said Saskia. “Crisis averted. Wengarlen is safe. Well, what’s left of it is. Well, as safe as any other place on this frozen wasteland. We still have to deal with the Elcianor rift. And I’m afraid we’ll have to travel the slow way. Our…transportation is stranded in the mountains to the north, until Ruhildi can get to it.”

While they quickly filled each other in on the latest happenings, the frostlings slowly dispersed, leaving just a few stragglers clinging to her legs and feet like fluffy slippers. She barely even felt the cold of their touch, but she was glad they didn’t try to climb higher because…well, she was naked, and that would be weird.

Then a nude undead dwarf hopped on her back and shouted, “Giddy-up, Sashki!”

Saskia gave a resigned sigh. No matter how hard she tried to evade it, the weird was going to follow her wherever she went on this crazy world.

She and Nuille carried their respective riders north, to a coastal village where they might find a ship to take them across the sea.

They found a suitable ship moored in the docks. At Saskia’s request, a flock of frostling tempests descended from the sky to speed their passage. To the north, the air was a choking haze of ash and smoke, punctuated by the occasional falling chunk of hot arlium. Without needing to be prompted, the tempests formed a barrier of air around them, fending off the rain of fire, and creating a bubble of somewhat-breathable air.

They sailed northeast, aiming for the site in the mountains where the dragon had landed. Without the duanum armour Ruhildi had brought back from the Deadlands, going anywhere near the volcano would be suicide. That armour waited inside the dragon, along with their friends.

They were just an hour or two away from their destination when she received an urgent ping from Kveld.

“Saskia, we…have a wee bit of a…”

Surveying the scene through his eyes, Saskia felt her stomach drop. Her friends had hunkered down behind a high wall of rock Kveld had hastily erected in front of them. But an instant later, the wall was gone, reduced to a molten slag by a trio of concussive blasts. Letting out an audible grunt of effort, Kveld raised another wall in its place, and then another behind that, as they hurriedly backed up.

Her stomach tightened further at the sight of a single enemy marker on their shared map, dark violet in colour, advancing slowly toward them.

Chosen.

Why weren’t they attacking him? He was out there in the open. They didn’t even need to step out from behind the wall for their spells to hit him.

“You need to keep the pressure on!” said Saskia. “Don’t give him the chance to attack! If Garrain and Nuille could take out a Chosen, I know you can.”

“We can’t,” said Kveld. “’Tis Baldreg.”

“What?” The words didn’t seem to compute in her head. Baldreg was alive…? And a Chosen!?

Then Zarie peeked out from behind the wall, and Saskia caught a glimpse of their foe. Pale eyes gleamed on an awfully familiar beardless face. The short, stout figure unleashed another barrage of shots from his triple crossbow. Zarie ducked back behind the wall just in time to avoid being blown up by the ensuing explosions.

There was no mistaking their enemy’s identity. And the realisation utterly terrified her. If Abellion could make a Chosen out of Baldreg, who had made it his life’s mission to fight the Arbordeus…

Suddenly, Zarie fell gasping into the snow. A dark stain spread from a shallow cut across her leg. Cursing, Kveld wheeled on her attacker—only to blink in confusion, as he realised there was no-one there.

“It’s the assassin!” cried Saskia, drawing a startled glance from Garrain.

Her view from Kveld’s eyes jerked to the side. He pressed a gauntletted finger to his cheek, and it came away bloody. Then he slumped forward onto Zarie. Through his fading sight, she caught a glimpse of Rover Dog, also lying on the ground.

Poison. That was the only way the assassin could have felled them so easily.

Desperately, Saskia willed herself to teleport to her friends. It was no use. Only days had passed since the last time she’d used that ability. Not enough time to recharge it.

Footsteps crunched in the snow. A voice sounded in her ears; one that sent another chill running down her spine.

“We know you’re listening, demon. Our mutual friends and the mer appear to have taken a wee nap. No matter. It is you we wish to speak to. We invite you to meet us beside the bones of your precious dracken. Come alone.”

Saskia halted in her tracks, standing in silent shock. It wasn’t the words that shook her to the core—though they were bad enough. It was the voice that spoke them. She knew that voice.

“You ken what will happen if you refuse our invitation,” said Freygi. “We expect to see you within six bells. Do not make us wait.”
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                The leaf-eared Chosen strode forward, eyes shining through the slits in his pale mask. His claymore whirled, cleaving through armour and flesh and stone, carving great channels into Spindle’s walls.

Freygi darted into a side chamber, through an adjoining passage, and back out into the corridor, emerging at Thiachrin’s back. If she could just get close enough to stick a blade through the cracks in his armour, this would all be over.

She didn’t fancy her chances.

Skilled though she were at passing unseen, he were a Chosen. A most powerful one, to have slain the Chancellor. If he sensed her approach, he’d carve her up like so much meat. Still, this may be the only chance any of them got to vanquish their foe. Countless others had given their lives to grant her this chance. She had to take it.

Freygi stalked through the shadows, blades at the ready. When she got within two dwarrow’s length of him, she sprang.

Her slender blade sank deep into his armpit—one of the few weak points in his armour. Grunting in surprise, he spun on her.

She never even saw the blow, but she felt it: a crushing pressure against her midsection, driving all the air from her lungs, and sending her spinning into a wall. Light closed in around her.

When next her awareness rose to the surface of the waking world, she were looking up at a masked face.

“You will do,” said Thiachrin. “Normally, we only grant this honour to our allies, but we will make an exception for someone of your…obvious talent.”

He took off his mask, and all she could see were his eyes; shining like twin stars. Behind those eyes, something vast and eternal pressed down on her.

“Just kill me and be done with it, you bollocking shitebag!” she gasped. “Kill me afore I sink my blade into your skull, and paint the walls with your brains!”

“Such fire!” said the Chosen. “We will use that too. Now lie still. This will be quick.”

A pale hand clasped her forehead. The malevolent presence behind his eyes began to seep into her mind.

“Surrender,” the presence whispered.

She wouldn’t dignify that with a reply. A thousand deaths would take her afore she gave one spec of ground to the tyrant or his leaf-eared lackeys.

“You want to kill them all, don’t you?” said the voice inside her. “Surrender, and you can kill to your heart’s desire. The ground will run red with alvari blood. Their forests will burn. And you—you will stand triumphant atop a mountain of bones.”

Why was he saying this? The leaf-ears were the tyrant’s favoured children. He would never allow her to slaughter them.

“The alvari of Ciendil are a failed people,” whispered the presence. “They are weak, and unworthy of my protection. You may have your vengeance on them. All I require from you is your surrender.”

The words were seductive. If he truly had abandoned the leaf-ears…

No. No no no! ’Twere a trick. And even if ’tweren’t, the tyrant were a more despicable foe than the leaf-ears ever were. She would defy him to her last breath, no matter the cost!

“As you wish,” said the tyrant. “If you will not surrender, then you will be cast aside. To tell the truth, this would be your fate, either way. This way is just faster. Faster, and…more wasteful. Some of Freygi’s fire will be lost. But there will be more than enough for my purposes.”

Thiachrin’s eyes flared brighter than the midday sun.

Freygi made no sound—not even as she felt her spirit and her body being rent asunder. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.


Peering through the smokey haze, Saskia stepped toward the dragon-shaped assemblage of battered bones, silvery metal and blue glass sprawled across the mountainside. The unconscious forms of her friends lay in the snow beside the bone dragon. Baldreg the Chosen stood over them, crossbow cocked and held at the ready.

As for the other Chosen…where was she? Where was Freygi?

She could be lurking anywhere out there, veiled as she was in powerful magic that not only hid her from sight, but from Saskia’s oracle senses as well.

And so it came as little surprise when a line of light appeared in the air, intersecting with her midsection. Saskia waited until the telegraphed trajectory turned red, then tilted her body to the side. Something flew past her, and thudded into the snow at her back.

“You’re going to have to do better than that.” Saskia opened her arms wide in that classic ‘Come at me, bro’ pose. “You want me? Well here I am. But, fair warning, that’s the last unanswered attack you’ll get.”

As she spoke, Saskia swept her eyes over the spot from where the thrown dagger had originated. Sure enough, her eyes seemed to want to wander anywhere but there. With a supreme act of will, she forced her gaze to remain steady. Her head pounded, and she felt as if she was going to throw up at any moment. Tears blurred her vision. She blinked them away angrily.

And that was when she saw her.

Freygi stood still as a statue, her pale, slender form barely visible against the white snow and battered trees. Her hair was gone, and she wore the same porcelain mask that adorned the faces of the other fully-indoctrinated Chosen they’d encountered before.

“How are you even alive?” asked Saskia. “They saw you cut down.”

“Did they now?” said Freygi. “We’re not here to give answers, demon. We ask but one thing of you: surrender. Surrender, and our mutual friends—and the mer lass—will walk free, unharmed.”

“And just who, exactly, would I be surrendering to?” said Saskia. “Am I speaking to Freygi and Baldreg, or just a pair of Abellion’s puppets?”

The side of Baldreg’s face twitched. “I’m so sorry, Caesitor, but ’twere my bonnie! I had to…”

Hearing his words, and seeing the obvious signs of turmoil on his face, Saskia felt a stab of pity. She didn’t need an oracle vision to imagine how the scene must have played out. As Redgrove burned, Freygi had come to him, and offered him a chance to be with her again. All he had to do was become a Chosen like her. From his point of view, his wife had returned from the dead, and he would do anything—anything—to have her back. Even if it meant betraying his friends and siding with the tyrant he’d sworn to oppose.

Or maybe Freygi hadn’t even offered him that much of a choice. Saskia didn’t know the mechanics of it, but she herself had taken vassals both willingly and unwillingly.

Either way, now he too was a Chosen—though clearly not as far gone as Freygi. His eyes were paler than they had been, but he wore no mask, and he still had his hair. Whatever process stripped away a Chosen’s individuality, and moulded them into their master’s image, it hadn’t yet run its course with him.

If there was enough of Baldreg left inside him to feel remorse over betraying her, maybe he could be saved. Maybe his link to Abellion could be severed. It was a slim hope, but it was all she had. His apparent distress could be a ruse, of course. Saskia’s oracle truth sense wasn’t telling her anything—apparently it didn’t work on Chosen. Still, best not to antagonise him right off the bat, just in case.

“It’s okay, Baldreg,” she said. “You did what you had to do. I understand.”

Freygi looked at the unconscious bodies in the snow. “Understand what we’ll be doing to them, if you don’t surrender.”

“Oh I understand perfectly,” said Saskia. “But here’s the thing. Do you really think I’d be so stupid as to give myself up while my friends remain your hostages? You’ll cut their throats the moment I’m at your mercy and they’re no longer needed.”

“They are our friends too, Caesitor,” said Baldreg. “We won’t hurt them unless…”

“Okay, let’s say I believe you still care about Kveld and Rover Dog,” said Saskia. “Then what about Zarie? You barely know her, Baldreg, and the only time Freygi ever met her, she tried to kill her.” Saskia didn’t bother to mention the fact that she didn’t trust Freygi not to murder the other two either.

“Mayhap we should let the mer go,” said Baldreg. “As a sign of good faith.”

Freygi turned her masked face to him for a long moment, before answering, “Aye. Let’s let her go.” She stepped toward Zarie.

The skin prickled on the back of Saskia’s neck. There was something about the way she said those words…

Saskia took a step forward. “Uh…how about no.”

They both turned to her. Freygi, who had been in the process of drawing her blade, slid it back into its sheath.

“I have a passing familiarity with the evil playbook,” said Saskia. “When you said ‘let her go,’ you meant ‘kill her,’ didn’t you?”

The Chosen tilted her head in acknowledgement. “Mayhap.”

And that right there all but confirmed Saskia’s assessment of her, as if her past actions in New Inglomar weren’t proof enough. The creature standing before her was not the same Freygi she had known. She was, in some sense, the entity who had killed that Freygi. Ruhildi may be undead, but there was far more life in her than this…thing. This hollowed out shell of a person, dancing on the strings of her unseen master. When Freygi had said goodbye to Ruhildi in the dream, it hadn’t been because her body had been killed. It had been because her soul had been ripped out of it, cast aside to make way for…something else.

Baldreg also appeared to have come to some kind of a realisation. He was staring at Freygi in apparent shock. “You…what? I thought we agreed—”

“Oh come on, Baldreg!” said Saskia. “This isn’t frocking Freygi!” And you, quite possibly, aren’t Baldreg, she added silently.

Baldreg scowled at her. “Methinks I ken my own spanmate. Now she may have…changed a wee bit…”

Saskia suppressed an eye-roll. She was never going to get through to him. She turned back to the other Chosen. For convenience, she’d still refer to her as Freygi, even though she wasn’t. “You want to kill a hostage you think I don’t care all that much about, just to prove you’re serious. You think if you do that, I’ll become a blubbering wretch, begging you not to hurt the others—the ones I really care about. ‘I’ll do anything, if you just don’t hurt them!’ That’s what you think I’ll say. Am I right?”

“Och aye,” said Freygi. Saskia could have sworn she was raising her eyebrows beneath the mask.

“Well there’s just one fatal flaw with that prediction,” said Saskia. “What you don’t know is that Zarie is just as much my friend as Kveld and Rover Dog are. You think she’s less important to me just because she’s a mer, or because I met her more recently? That’s…to quote another friend, bollocks.

“And just so you know, I made a vow before I came here: if you harm a single hair on any of their heads, then I will act as if all of them are already dead. If that happens, I have nothing to lose. You can kiss any notion of a deal goodbye, along with your lives, and that of your precious Arbordeus. From that point forward, I devote everything I have—everything I am—to annihilating you.”

“Then we are at an impasse,” said Freygi. “If you don’t believe we’ll let your friends live”—Saskia didn’t fail to notice she’d dropped the pretence of calling them ‘our friends’—“then there’s naught to discuss. We’d best just kill them and get to fighting.”

“Not so fast,” said Saskia. “I don’t believe you would let my friends live. But I trust Baldreg.” I trust him less far than I could throw him, but more than I trust you. “So how about you let Zarie walk free—for real, this time? You stand over here, while Baldreg administers the antidote I know he keeps in his backpack. Once that is done, then we’ll talk surrender.” Yours.

Freygi stood silently for several seconds, before answering. “Alright. But only the mer walks. The others will be freed only after your complete surrender.”

Saskia nodded.

Baldreg put a vial to Zarie’s lips, tipped back her head, and poured it down. She waited in tense silence until, finally, the mer woman began to stir.

Zarie blinked up at Baldreg, her eyes slowly widening. She looked down at Kveld. Then she caught sight of Saskia. “What…?”

“It’s okay, Zarie. Get out of here. Garrain and Nuille and Ruhildi are waiting down the slope.”

“What happened?” askied Zarie, shaking Kveld gently by the shoulders. “I cannot leave him like this! Why will he not wake up?”

Zarie couldn’t see Freygi, Saskia realised.

“You can and you will leave. There isn’t time to explain. If you stay, she’ll kill him.”

That may or may not be true, but her words had the desired effect. Zarie staggered to her feet. “You will keep him safe, yes?”

“Trust me, we’ll be okay,” Saskia reassured her. “I won’t let them hurt him—or any of us. Now go!”

Sending one last worried glance her way, Zarie dashed off down the slope, to freedom.

“Well played,” said the Chosen. “We can see why they would follow you. Now, surrender.”

“Okay, so how does this work, exactly?” said Saskia. “You gonna bind me in unbreakable chains or something?”

Freygi drew a slender blade and ran it across her hand, smearing dark blood along its edge. The blood seemed to shimmer and shift, becoming a sickly cream colour, almost as pale as the surrounding snow. With a casual flick of her wrist, she pointed the blade at Saskia’s throat.

“Oh, you mean die,” said Saskia.

“No, you misunderstand,” said Freygi. “We don’t want you dead. We want you to join us. One prick of this blade is all it will take. When you are asleep, open your mind to us. Surrender, and your friends will live.”

Under any other circumstances, doing as she said would be a terrible, terrible idea—even to save the lives of her friends. But Saskia had an ace or two up her sleeve. She just couldn’t be certain it would work.

Drawing a deep breath, Saskia approached the Chosen with slow, measured steps; arms at her sides. It was as non-threatening a posture as a troll could adopt. Even so, Baldreg’s crossbow tracked her every move.

The Chosen stood impassively, waiting until Saskia stood over her. Now that she was within striking range, it would be so easy to end the life of this cruel facade.

And yet she couldn’t do it. Couldn’t reach down and tear open Freygi’s throat, as she had done to Thiachrin. Not because of who she was, but because that action would tip Baldreg over the edge. Saskia could feel how close he was to the brink. If she killed Freygi, he would kill Kveld and Rover Dog, and lose himself.

Just a little longer…

Freygi pressed the tip of the oozing blade against Saskia’s leg—and plunged it through her rock-hard shell.

Numbness crept up her leg and into her belly. She let herself pitch forward onto the snow. Her eyes drooped shut.

“I didn’t think she’d give in so easily,” said Baldreg. “She always were a soft-hearted one, though.”

“Not as soft-hearted as we remember,” said the Chosen. “The demon we kenned wouldn’t have played dice with her friends’ lives. And she almost looked as if she were enjoying it. ’Tis a pity her efforts will go unrewarded. We have a mer to catch…”

“You can’t be serious, bonnie,” said Baldreg. “Just let her get away! What harm can it do?”

“What harm? She’s our enemy! Did you let the alvari walk free in your Vindical days? Or when they came knocking at Torpend’s gates?”

“No,” admitted Baldreg. “But I don’t like what we became, back then. There has to be another way…”

“Now you’re sounding like her.” A boot thudded into Saskia’s side. “Don’t tell us you listened to her lies, afore. We are Freygi—and so much more. You will understand, soon enough. We can’t wait to bring you completely into the fold.”

“I’m ready, Sashki.” The voice in her head sounded like it had a mouthful of gravel. It probably did.

You’re just in time, thought Saskia. On three…

The numbness spread by Freygi’s blade had almost completely faded. Baldreg wasn’t the only one with an antidote to Freygi’s poison. Garrain and Nuille had come up with their own, unique counter to its effects. And it had worked like a charm.

Two…

Having been laid low by poison before, Saskia had made sure she brought an insurance policy this time, in the form of blood. Garrain’s blood, to be precise. For what better way to impart immunity to poison than to drink the blood of someone who was already immune to it?

One…

Just as troll’s blood on its own wasn’t enough to heal other species, Garrain’s blood also required a little bit of something else to impart its immunities and curative powers on her. And that something was arlithite. A tiny taste was all it took. Now, for a limited time, her blood wasn’t just a healing potion. It was a cure-all potion.

Now!

In a flash, Saskia’s arm whipped out, reaching for—

Her hand closed around empty air.

Damn Freygi was fast. And…where had she gone? The Chosen was no-where in sight. That could not be good…

At the same moment, an undead dwarf burst out of the ground, knocking aside a startled Baldreg. Ruhildi had been burrowing underground for some time now, moving into position while Saskia kept the Chosen distracted. Her friend didn’t need to breathe, so she could’ve stayed down there for days, if need be.

Wasting no time, Ruhildi snatched up the vial of antidote Baldreg had been carrying, and dashed to Kveld’s side.

The vial shattered. Its contents splashed across the snow, along with two of Ruhildi’s fingers, sliced off by a flicked dagger.

Crap crap crap! Their advantage of surprise didn’t seem to count for much.

“Time to make your move, guys,” she told her friends and allies through her oracle link—the ones who couldn’t read her mind. Through her vassals’ eyes, she could see that Zarie had just met up with Garrain and Nuille, who had been lurking nearby, invisible. The three of them sprang into motion. A dark stormcloud gathered to mark the tempest’s passage.

While she spoke, she cast her gaze frantically around the valley, trying to pinpoint Freygi’s location. It was hopeless. At the speed the assassin moved, she could be anywhere. They wouldn’t have a shot of finding her until she struck again, and by then, it may be too late.

She needed to wake up Rover Dog and Kveld, because they were sitting ducks right now. Or lying ducks. Baldreg’s antidote may be gone, but that wasn’t their only option. Dashing to her friends’ sides, Saskia bit down as hard as she could on her arm, and with a supreme effort, managed to puncture her rock-hard flesh. She drove her claw into the wound and pulled it apart. Bright blood poured into Rover Dog’s mouth, and then Kveld’s.

Baldreg climbed to his feet, his expression furious. He looked at Ruhildi—and froze.

Not in the sense that he stood in silent shock, though there was surely some of that. Froze in the literal sense. His limbs turned blue and rigid, and icicles crept across his skin.

A flurry of fuzzy white forms skittered across the snow, converging on their location. Five more descended from the sky, hovering at the eye of a howling hurricane.

Baldreg’s eyes blazed blinding white. A jet of steam rose from his body. Cocking his crossbow, he spun and aimed at the advancing frostlings.

“Wait!” shouted Saskia, reaching for him.

A trio of explosions detonated across the valley, swathing dozens of frostlings in billowing flames. The smell of scorched flesh and fur assaulted her nostrils. Baldreg sprinted away, quick as lightning, dashed up a rocky spire, and stood atop it, preparing to rain fiery death down on them.

Twin spears of lightning stabbed at the Chosen—one summoned by the frostling tempests, and the other by Zarie, who had just arrived on the scene alongside Garrain and Nuille. Saskia blinked away the bright afterimage—and drew in a shocked breath. Baldreg crouched low atop the stone spire, with his long metal crossbow planted into the stone beside him, pointing up at the sky. He’d used the crossbow as a lightning rod. Little, if any, of the lightning strikes’ energy had passed through his body.

No sign of Freygi yet. She could have run off, but that seemed unlikely.

“See if you can sniff out our sneaky little friend,” she told Garrain over her oracle link. Thus far, he’d had the more success than anyone else in ferreting out the invisible assassin, although that wasn’t saying much.

Nuille, meanwhile, had taken to the skies in bird form. She swooped down on Baldreg, and Saskia’s heart leapt into her throat as she watched him raise his crossbow, take aim and—

The spire collapsed, sending the Chosen tumbling off his perch. No question who was responsible for that. Ruhildi stood facing Baldreg, fists clenched.

He was already dashing off in another direction the moment his boots hit the ground. Creatures of bone and rotting flesh reached up out of the snow, clawing at him, but he danced nimbly aside, and blasted them away with a couple of well-placed explosive bolts.

Saskia bounded after him on all fours, wishing she had Jarnbjorn. It would be waiting for her in the dragon, along with all her gear, but there wasn’t time to fetch it now. She felt a slight weight settle on her shoulder, and to her surprise realised it was Nuille, now in the form of a tiny rodent. The druidess had apparently decided it would be prudent to keep a wall of troll flesh between herself and fiery death.

“’Tis over, Baldi.” Ruhildi spoke softly, yet her voice echoed across the frozen treetops and windswept cliffs. “’Tis your turn to surrender. Lay down your weapon. No-one else needs to die. Sashki will find a way to help you. I ken she will.”

“There is no coming back from this!” called back Baldreg. The anguish in his voice tore into Saskia’s heart, but she gritted her teeth and continued her charge. If she had to choose between the lives of Chosen-Baldreg and everyone else, well, that was no real choice.

“’Tis never too late to—” Ruhildi’s voice abruptly cut off.

Saskia watched the scene through half a dozen eyes. A head rolled across the snow trailing a tangle of dark curls. It bounced off a tree stump, and lay still. Dark, unblinking eyes stared up at the sky.

Saskia stumbled and fell. She choked, gagged, then violently emptied the contents of her stomach across the snow. Her head spun—but not in the literal way Ruhildi’s head had spun. And with that thought, she felt her world coming apart.

Behind the headless corpse of her friend stood Freygi, bright blade twirling. Her eyes shone behind the mask.

Ahead of her, Baldreg’s steps faltered. He spun about. His eyes widened, then narrowed, as his face twisted into an expression of purest rage. “You,” he snarled. And in that moment, she could tell he was finally seeing Freygi for what she truly was. Not his wife, but his wife’s killer. And now the killer of someone as dear to him as his wife had ever been.

He raised his crossbow, and in the blink of an eye, three shots were in the air.

The first bolt thudded into Freygi’s mask—and detonated.

For an instant, as the mask was torn aside by a ball of expanding fire, Saskia caught a glimpse of the face beneath it. The mouth gaped in silent astonishment. The eyes were wide. But behind the eyes, something ancient and cruel snarled in impotent fury.

Then the other two bolts struck. The Chosen’s body—and Ruhildi’s—were swallowed up in column of billowing flames and acrid smoke that licked high into the sky.

Letting out a keening groan, Baldreg flopped onto his knees, and then his back. Saskia crawled to his side—just as the convulsions started. His back arched. Limbs flailed. Spittle ran from his chin.

“Is there anything you can do for him?” she asked Nuille, who stood at her side, wearing her elven form.

“I don’t know,” said Nuille. She knelt over the convulsing dwarf, hands already aglow with healing energy. Within seconds, the druidess let out a blistering series of curses. “All the blood vessels in his brain are close to bursting. I’m doing the best I can, but…I don’t think I can keep him alive much longer.”

Saskia felt numb. Ruhildi…

She shook her head. Ruhildi was already undead, right? Maybe she could ‘survive’ the destruction of her body. Regardless, there was nothing Saskia could do for her right now. Whereas Baldreg would certainly die without her intervention.

“I think Abellion is attacking his mind—punishing him for going rogue,” she told Nuille. “We need to get him to the keystone. The one in the dracken. Can you keep healing him while I carry you both?”

“I’ll try,” said Nuille.

Saskia picked them both up and dashed to the dragon, which lay in a tangle of broken trees. Forcing open the great beast’s ribs, she clambered inside and set him down beside the keystone. Touching the black monolith, she hastily gave her command.

Moments later, she was floating in that now-familiar void. Baldreg thrashed in the water beside her, already trailing a tenuous vine. But unlike the fleshy tendrils attached to her doppelgängers and vassals, this one trailed off into the far distance, where a pale, dim form hung limply in the water.

She wanted to get a closer look at that vine’s source, but there wasn’t time. Baldreg seemed to be fading before her eyes, his flesh growing pale and waxy as his legs and arms flopped about like dying fish.

Seizing the vine, she pulled it until it came apart, staining the water with viscous light.

Baldreg’s back arched, and his thrashing abruptly ceased. But not in the way she had hoped. If anything, he seemed to be fading faster now.

There was only one thing she could do. One of her own tendrils snaked toward him. It seemed to sniff at the tip of the torn vine hanging from the back of his neck. Then it darted forward—and fused with it.

In the deep place, Baldreg’s eyes shone with a new light. Not pale or white, but amber bright.

Back in the waking world, Saskia opened her eyes. Turning over, she let out a long sigh. Baldreg lay beside her, asleep, but breathing steadily.

“He will live,” said Nuille, still kneeling beside him. “And he isn’t the only one, it appears.”

“‘Life’ is perhaps not the best word for her present condition, my light,” said Garrain, who stood at his wife’s side.

Both of them gazed outside the dragon, where Rover Dog and Kveld and Zarie had gathered around a dark shape, crouching in the snow.

Saskia stepped out, and her breath caught in her throat. Her friends were talking to a…skeleton. The corpse was so badly charred, there was very little flesh left. Only the arlium remained; ropey fillaments of the stuff, coiled around blackened bones. The arlium seemed to be growing, forming what superficially resembled muscles and tendons. Ruhildi’s head was in somewhat better condition, with flesh still present on one side, and a naked skull with a thin veneer of arlium on the other. It was attached to the body at a slightly crooked angle.

Ruhildi flashed her a grisly one-sided smile. “As you can see, Sashki, I’ve had better days…”

“H-how?” stammered Saskia.

Her friend’s fleshless smile widened. “You didn’t think I’d let a little decapitation or incineration stop me, did you?”

“Uncanny squishy,” muttered Rover Dog. “Not even princess could survive that.”

They buried Freygi and the slain frostlings on a tree-covered mound overlooking a frozen lake. It was a beautiful spot, even now, in this apocalyptic wasteland. If the light of the sun shone undimmed across it again, it would be truly something. Hopefully, that day would come sooner rather than later.

Only now, after Freygi’s second, and final death, did they notice the strangeness surrounding her first less-than-complete death. They had never even considered the possibility that she might have survived her encounter with Thiachrin—in body, at least. Baldreg and Kveld and Rover Dog had witnessed the blademaster cut her down, but they hadn’t stuck around to check if she actually died from her injuries. The fact that there had been no body was easily explained by the near-destruction of Spindle. What was not so easily explained was the fact that not even those who loved her had thought to check. Or that no-one had considered the possibility that she might be the invisible assassin. Even though…duh, assassin.

“Her concealment magic went beyond hiding from our sight, methinks,” said Ruhildi. “She were hiding the truth of her existence. If the Chosen can do that, then…”

“What else might they be capable of?” Saskia finished for her. “I guess we can ask Baldreg, when he wakes up.”

She felt a little guilty that they hadn’t waited, before burying his wife. Then again, she didn’t know what his state of mind would be when he awoke, or how long it would take. Or whether he would ever wake up.

And they still had at least one more vital task to perform. One that couldn’t be deferred any longer. It was time to finish the task she’d set for herself all those months ago. Time to save what remained of Ciendil.

Approaching Elcianor from the air, she saw there was very little left of the elven capital. Walls and buildings and trees—and all the people who had lived inside or among them—had been blown apart, incinerated, melted or buried. In their place was a steadily growing mountain of ash and arlium and molten lava.

All she had to do was to climb that mountain, and cast the ring into the fires of—whoops, wrong quest. All she had to do was put a cork in a volcano. One that burned far hotter than any on Earth. Getting close enough to the vast column of superheated arlium to work her magic on it was the problem. But they’d already come up with a solution for that. Thanks to Ruhildi’s crafting and Kveld’s wards, the heat-resistant fat suit, which she dubbed Big Mummy, should be up to the task.

Should be, but the only way to know for sure was to get out there and hope she didn’t catch on fire. So here she was, surrounded by a thin layer of metal, with dozens of nervous furry critters clinging to her body, acting as living refrigeration units.

The suit did its job well enough. She couldn’t see outside with her eyes, which was probably a good thing, because it would have been like staring into the sun. Instead, she relied on her minimap, a little X-ray vision, and her vassals’ eyes to guide her where she needed to go.

The ground close to the arlium jet was covered in rivers of lava—not arlium, but molten rock. This proved no obstacle to them. Ruhildi, who was able to work her magic across vast distances if Saskia was near, swept the lava aside.

A hundred metres was close enough to begin to work her magic. She focussed on cooling the arlium closest to her, and worked her way back. Within fifteen minutes, the plume had sputtered to a halt, and she shifted her focus downward, creating as deep a plug as she could make it. The arlium shooting into the sky kept rising—for a little while. As it cooled, it sagged, forming arches and rippling folds. Huge chunks of half-solidified arlium rained down for kilometres in every direction. She had to be fast on her feet to avoid being flattened. By the time it was over, the resulting structure looked less like a flower and more like a tree.

After such a long journey, after all the dangers they’d faced, the adventures and tribulations of the past few months, the actual sealing of the volcano had been a bit of an anticlimax. Saskia was just fine with that. Excitement was not high on her agenda right now.

And she wasn’t done yet.

Within hours, the air had cooled enough for her to remove her helmet, and view her handiwork with her own eyes. The bone dragon landed nearby, and her friends gathered around her, watching as she began to form shapes in the bright amber surface. Patterns and figures—and faces.

Before she quite knew what she was doing, she’d created rows of giant Mount Rushmore-style heads, surveying the scorched land. The faces were those of her friends, rendered with all the life and laughter and detail she could breathe into them. Freygi, she saved for last, because she wanted to do justice to their fallen companion. The mischievous expression she chose for the assassin was how she wanted people to remember her—bright and full of life; not the monster Abellion had made in her image.

“’Tis beautiful, Sashki,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia blinked at her friend, once again startled by her change in appearance. Over the past day since her encounter with Freygi, Ruhildi had been repairing her mutilated body, but the result was not the same as it had been. She now looked less like a corpse, and more like a cyborg, sheathed in a duanum shell, with one side of her face covered in a metal mask. It was eerie, and somewhat terrifying, but also…kinda badonk.

She wondered how Baldreg would react to seeing her like this. If he reacted to anything, ever again.

“World saved, yes?” said Zarie. “What do we do now?”

“Now we go home,” said Saskia.

Home, for the immediate future, would still be New Inglomar. It would be a while before the skies cleared and the sun shone once more on the surface of Ciendil. Longer still—perhaps centuries—before it returned to some semblance of the way it had been: brimming with life and magic.

At least now this branch had a future. She hoped it would be a bright one. But she could think of only one way to secure the future of this branch and every other.

“I think we’ve earned a little rest,” she told her friends. “But don’t get too comfortable. As long as Abellion is still out there, we’ll never be safe, and there will never be lasting peace.”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “If the tyrant on the amber throne can make Chosen out of Baldreg and Freygi, anyone could be next. Anyone, leastwise, ’cept us—your vassals.”

Saskia nodded. “Frankly, I’ve had it with that frocker. I, for one, am not going to sit around waiting for him to bring the fight to us next time. I’m going to go up there and kick his butt into the void. So who’s with me?”
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                High on the slopes of Mount Sesayung, she stood, and watched, and waited. A chill wind whispered across the mountainside, sending a shiver of dread down her spine. The wind was trying to tell her something. She knew she wouldn’t like what it had to say. 

Another sharp gust buffeted her shining body, stronger and louder than before. This time, she could almost discern the words.

“Look up,” the wind seemed to say.

Her eyes tilted skyward. Something crawled overhead, unheard and unseen, but for the absence of stars in its wake.

Again, a voice on the wind. More than a whisper, now. “Wake up.”

She’d heard that voice before, many times. But never here. Never on Earth.

“Dad?” she asked. “Is that you?”

“Wake up, my daughter,” said Calbert Bitterbee. “He’s coming for you.”


Saskia sat bolt upright. There had been little ambiguity in her dad’s message.

It took only seconds to confirm the danger. On her minimap, red dots were tracking toward the temple’s location, moving too quickly and too directly to be travelling on foot, or in ground vehicles. A quick hop into the pilots’ heads told her everything she needed to know. Helicopters—military-style ones, with two sets of rotor blades stacked on top of each other. Some carried camo-clad soldiers, while others were bristling with guns.

There was something deeply unsettling about these soldiers—other than the fact that they were coming to kill or capture her. They weren’t talking. To anyone. Not each other, and not via radio to anyone outside of their squadron. Without anything she could follow back to its source, she could get no inkling of who had sent them.

They could be the Nepalese Army, or an international task force. But her dream suggested otherwise. “He’s coming for you,” her father had said. She knew of only one potential enemy who could be referred to as ‘he.’

The Ram. Ogunteng. The Infernal Spirit. These men must be his. But could Calbert’s words have been more literal than that? Could her enemy be here in person?

Probably not, she decided. Why would he take that chance, when he had this much firepower to fling at her?

“What is it, Sass?” asked her mum, rising from her bunk, a look of worry spreading across her face.

A bell rang out across the temple grounds, and through her oracle sight, she saw that it was Padhra who had sounded the alarm. She was presumably seeing the same thing Saskia was.

“We’re under attack,” said Saskia. Leaping to her feet, she pulled on her body armour, and dashed out the door.

Ivan was already waiting for her, looking way too calm for someone who was about to enter a combat situation.

Across the hall, Fergus let out a loud, “Feck!” and burst out of his room in his underwear.

“So soon?” said Raji, blinking blearily as he and Dave emerged from their shared room.

“We need to get to the hexapod,” said Saskia. “Something tells me these guys won’t be taking prisoners.” Fergus and Raji looked as if they were about to freak out, so she added, hastily, “It’ll be okay. The hexapod can take a beating. We’ve trained for this.”

“Once,” said Dave. “We’ve had exactly one training session. And that one time, Raji almost blew us up.”

“Hey it’s not my fault she decided to tilt the bugger just as I was firing,” said Raji.

“The hexapod only has seats for three gunners, but four of us have trained for the job,” said Ivan. “For some definitions of training. Who’s going to sit this out?”

Two hands pointed at Raji.

“Fine,” muttered Raji. “I’ll just sit here and sulk, then.”

“You’ll sit in the vault and sulk,” said Saskia. She looked at her mum. “As will you. Minus the sulking, I hope.”

“There’ll be no sulking on my watch,” said Alice. She looked at Raji. “First, we’ll round up the other non-combatants. No-one stays on the surface unless they have a gun in hand.”

“Or an urumi,” said Ivan.

To be fair, Padhra knew her way around a rifle as well, even if she preferred to wield that absurd multi-bladed monstrosity of a weapon.

There were about sixty people in the temple at the moment—considerably more than the twenty or so who had lived here before her arrival. Many of the extras were Yagthumba fighters who would gladly give their lives to defend her.

Today, it might very well come to that.

Saskia was still struggling with the fact that more people might die for her, after all the carnage she’d witnessed on Arbor Mundi. As a multidimensional being, she might survive the death of her human body, in some fashion. These people, however, had only one life—at least, as far as she was aware. It didn’t seem fair that they would throw away their irreplaceable lives to defend her expendable one.

But what could she do? Turn them all away, and just roll over and die when her enemies come knocking? Keep running forever?

No, she needed allies. And that meant accepting that her allies would be in danger. All she could do was try to protect them in turn.

And that was where the hexapod came in.

With a remote command, she ordered the giant bug mech to make its own way to the surface. Meeting up with it on the other side of the temple grounds, they hurriedly loaded the main guns and piled up into the cockpit. Engaging its stealth field, Saskia piloted the hexapod out onto a rocky outcropping. Here, she’d have a good line of sight to the incoming helicopters when they drew close enough.

“Are you sure this stealth field will conceal us from radar and infrared sensors, as well as the visible spectrum?” asked Dave.

“No,” said Saskia. “It probably will though, otherwise what would be the point of it?”

“What if its makers never used those wavelengths?” said Dave.

She stared at him. That was a very good point.

“You had to bring this up now?” said Fergus. “Right when we’re about to enter a life-and-death engagement?”

“Let’s just operate under the assumption that they can’t see us, for now,” said Saskia. “Because the alternative is…”

“We’re fecked?” said Fergus.

“We’ll cross that bridge if we get to it,” said Saskia.

“The bridge into Valhalla,” muttered Fergus.

While this was going on, Saskia kept a sliver of her attention on Padhra and Minganha, who were organising the temple’s defenders, and, together with her mum and Raji, getting everyone else down into the relative safety of the vault. Her mum had the same level of access to the keystone as Saskia herself did, so she could activate the site’s automated defences once everyone was safely inside. Those defences only covered the underground passages and the vault itself, though. Hopefully, their enemies wouldn’t get that far, but if they did, they would be in for a shock. Perhaps literally.

The original control chamber was in a much more precarious position, with few defences remaining between it and the surface. They’d recently discovered another one deeper inside the underground complex, and Saskia had already relocated the keystone there. The new control chamber was less accessible than the original one, but far more secure. Now, she was really glad she’d—

Something was wrong. A purple dot had appeared on her map, moving faster than the choppers, and approaching from a different direction. It had no pilot—at least none whose head she could leap into.

She directed the hexapod’s night-vision sensors toward the new target, zoomed the camera and…there!

It was some kind of winged, windowless aircraft, high up in the sky. Not particularly large or imposing, but a pair of thick, stubby missiles hung beneath the wings like, uh…things she shouldn’t be thinking about in a life-or-death situation.

“Oh shit,” said Dave. “It’s an attack drone.”

“Doesn’t look like ancient alien future-tech, at least,” said Fergus.

“Yeah,” said Dave. “Not a Predator or Reaper drone, either. No idea who made it, but definitely a modern design.”

Through Padhra’s eyes, she watched as an orange-red glow appeared across a vast swathe of the temple grounds, telegraphing an incoming strike.

“We have to shoot it down,” said Saskia. “Like right now.”

“On it,” said Ivan, directing one of their gauss rifles upward.

The hexapod bucked as two shots rang out. Less than a second passed before the drone’s wing tore off, and it dropped into a tailspin, disintegrating as it fell.

Saskia whooped. “Great job—oh no…”

Her elation died as she realised the telegraphed strike had not gone away. The drone must have dropped its payload moments before its destruction. And now…

Padhra dashed inside the temple, bellowing at the other Yagthumba fighters to do likewise.

A muted boom sounded through the thick hull. Their sensors on the temple side whited out. A moment later, the shockwave hit, and the hexapod swayed on its six splayed legs. A huge plume of smoke billowed into the sky behind them.

Padhra picked herself up off the floor, coughing in the thick smoke. Her arms and legs were bloody, but the fact that she could stand was a good sign. Most of the blue dots on the minimap in and around the ground level of the temple—those representing the Yagthumba defenders—had vanished. Others were slowly winking out as they succumbed to their injuries.

Saskia’s mouth felt suddenly dry. She’d known there would probably be casualties, but this…

“Get the survivors down into the vault,” she told her vassal through the oracle comm link. “There aren’t enough defenders left to do much good out here.”

“What about you, Old One?” choked Padhra.

“We’ll…do what we can.”

The helicopters were now in sight range, looking like a swarm of mosquitoes in the sky. She zoomed the sensors in on them so her friends could get a better look.

“Kamovs,” said Ivan. “Attack and transport choppers. They’re Russian-made, but many countries and companies use them.”

Saskia gritted her teeth. “Whoever they are, they probably think they’ll just be cleaning up after the airstrike. Let’s teach them the error of their ways.”

“We have very limited ammo, so make every shot count,” said Ivan. “Set projectile speeds to maximum. That’ll punch through their armour, for sure.”

“This is so fucked up,” said Dave. “It’s like we’re in War of the Worlds, only we’re the Martians.”

“I’m thinking more District 9,” said Fergus.

“Could we please focus?” said Saskia. “You can debate which movie we’re in later.”

“Shoot the attack choppers first,” said Dave. “If we can take most of them out in a coordinated first strike, before we reveal ourselves, it’ll make our lives a lot easier. Otherwise, those rockets will fuck us up big time.”

“Uh, which are the attack choppers?” asked Fergus.

Dave gave Fergus his patented ‘I’m looking at an idiot’ stare. He used that a lot. “The ones with the big fucking guns and rocket pods.”

“There are five of them,” said Ivan.

“Well we’ll just have to do the best we can, won’t we?” said Dave.

They waited for several agonising minutes while the choppers closed in. Saskia, who had taken double-duty as pilot and gunner, controlled one of the main gun turrets, while each of her friends took one apiece. She and Ivan both had aiming cheats—Ivan’s had his magus abilities, while she had her oracle targetting assistant. Fergus and Dave had no such cheats, but they had proved to be reasonably capable marksmen during their practice session, thanks, in part, to the first-person shooter games they played. Saskia could also help them adjust their aim based on what her oracle senses were telling her, but it was hard to keep track of more than one trajectory.

“You’d think a giant fucking robot would come with auto-aiming,” grumbled Dave.

“Yeah, that sounds like a great idea,” said Fergus. “Give machines the ability to shoot people without any human intervention. Because that worked out so well in every sci-fi movie ever.”

“Auto-aiming doesn’t mean there can’t be humans pulling the trigger,” said Dave. “It just means we wouldn’t have to rely on shitty human hand-eye coordination to hit anything.”

She didn’t bother to mention that the hexapod actually did have an auto-targetting option. The problem was that their bullets were hand-forged, and so wonky that their trajectories were impossible to predict without…well, magic. Until they improved their process or got hold of a modern manufacturer who could make ammo to their specifications without raising any alarm bells, the auto-aiming system would be worse than useless. Now wasn’t the time to be having this discussion, though.

“Concentrate, guys,” she said. “You still have your targets?” After receiving confirmation, she began the countdown. “On my mark. Three…two…one…”

The hexapod bucked, lifting up onto two legs as the simultaneous shots almost knocked it over. Three hypersonic projectiles leapt toward the incoming aircraft. An instant later, two of the attack helicopters crumpled and fell from the sky in expanding clouds of debris. A third attack chopper spun wildly in the air and smashed into one of the transports, bringing both of them down in a spectacular fireball.

Saskia felt sick. How many people had they just killed?

“Feck!” shouted Fergus. “I think my gun’s jammed!”

“We still got four of them,” said Ivan. “Not the right four, but it’ll do.”

Unfortunately, the two surviving attack helicopters had already deduced their location, and a swarm of rockets were heading their way. With the stealth field up, their enemies presumably couldn’t get a lock on the hexapod, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t fire at where they thought it would be. If they carpeted the area in explosions, accuracy wouldn’t matter.

Time to move.

Saskia sent the hexapod charging back toward the burning wreckage of the temple as the ridgetop exploded behind them. The six-legged tank staggered, but continued on its path.

Beneath the shroud of billowing smoke, their sensors couldn’t see much, but it also concealed them from the sight of the enemy pilots. Not even the telltale ripple in the air would be visible now. And unlike her opponents, she still had her oracle interface to tell her where the helicopters were.

She and Ivan fired off another round each. Her friend was firing blind, but somehow his magic still allowed his shot to find its mark. The remaining attack helicopters became clouds of debris, raining down across the treetops.

Meanwhile, a pair of transport choppers were landing in Tengsanpalem, while several others had circled around to offload soldiers above the temple. They were out of her line of sight now, so there would be no shooting them down until it was already too late.

A quick hop into the head of one of the villagers revealed that the soldiers in Tengsanpalem had shot at least two men, and they were rounding up the rest, beating them with butts of their rifles when they offered any resistance.

Crap, this was bad. The hexapod couldn’t defend both the village and the temple at the same time, and their enemies knew it.

“We’re going to Tensanpalem,” she announced, as she sent the hexapod bounding down the slope. “At the speed this thing moves, we can be there in minutes. If the attackers get to the temple before we do, the vault defences should be able to hold them off for a little while.”

“But Raji and your mum…” said Fergus.

“I know!” she said. “It’s a risk, okay? But the villagers can’t defend themselves against these guys. They have, what, a couple of rifles? If we don’t help them, it’ll be a slaughter.”

While they made the journey, she informed Padhra and Minganha of the situation over the oracle link.

“Glory to you, Old One,” said the priestess. “It is the right decision. The Old Mother”—that was what they called Alice Wendle, much to her dismay—“has prepared the vault defences.”

“We will hold off the invaders until your return,” added Padhra.

Nearing their destination, they stopped briefly while Ivan cleared Fergus’s jammed gauss rifle, then crept forward as stealthily as a fifty tonne hunk of metal could creep.

The scene that awaited them in Tengsanpalem was not unexpected, but it was chilling. Camo-clad soldiers patrolled the area. Bloody bodies lay in the dirt—more than had been here when first she looked. The survivors had been herded into several of the larger buildings. One of the men was splashing oil across walls and onto thatched roofs. Another rigged what looked like explosives under a floorboard.

“So what do we do about them?” asked Fergus. “As soon as we start shooting, they start killing hostages. And we don’t have much ammo, in any case.”

“Let me handle them,” said Ivan. Saskia felt essence shifting through the air. “I think…we should be good to go now.”

“What are you doing?” asked Saskia.

“You’ll see, assuming it works,” said Ivan. Sweat poured from his brow.

“If you say so,” said Saskia. “Be careful not to fire toward the buildings where the villagers are being held. For the ones around the perimeter…set phasors to disintegrate.”

“Aye, aye, cap’n,” said Fergus.

On her mark, several squads of soldiers were abruptly swallowed up in billowing clouds of dirt and debris. Only craters and smoke and red smears remained in the spots where they’d been standing.

Some of the surviving soldiers aimed rifles and carbines and rocket launchers at the hexapod, while others dashed to the buildings where the villagers were being held. Bullets ricocheted off the ancient machine’s armour. Far fewer than she expected, though. Men were clearing their jammed weapons, only to find them jammed again the moment they tried to fire. One of them shot himself in the foot, and fell to the ground, clutching the wound. A rocket fell out of a launch tube and exploded, killing three men in an instant.

Then the hexapod was upon them, flailing its limbs, stomping and kicking, sending battered bodies tumbling through the air.

Within a minute, only one of the hostage-takers was still alive, and he was in a bad way, having had his legs crushed beneath tonnes of metal. Ivan stepped out of the hexapod, snatched up the man’s carbine, and pointed it at his head. “Who sent you?” he shouted.

The man looked at Ivan with eyes so dead he gave Ruhildi’s zombies a run for their money. Then his hand darted out and pressed Ivan’s finger down on the trigger.

Saskia flinched as the gun went off, splattering red and purple gore across the cold earth.

Ivan swore, and threw the carbine aside. Then, apparently thinking better of it, he picked it back up. He unclipped an ammo belt from the dead man’s body and put it around his own waist.

Following Ivan’s example, the rest of them hopped out to loot some weapons and ammo from the fallen soldiers.

While they did this, the rescued villagers crowded around them. Their praise and gratitude were even more effusive than usual today.

“Back off, please,” she told several of the villagers who were getting too handsy with her. “The temple is still in danger. We have to get back there without delay.”

“We will go with you!” offered a man with a dark bruise spreading across his face. “We will help fight the invaders!”

A few of the other men stepped up behind him, murmuring their eagerness to join the battle as well.

“The hexapod is almost out of ammo,” said Ivan. “And it won’t be able to enter the smaller tunnels, if our enemies have gotten that far. We may need their help.”

Saskia pointed at her carbine. “Can you shoot these?”

The man nodded. “I have shot wolves before.”

Some of the others piped up with similar deeds of hunting valour. Never mind that the rifles they had used were unlikely to handle the same as these military-style weapons.

“Okay, we can fit several of you in the hexapod’s storage bay. The rest will have to follow on foot—but we won’t be waiting for you. Grab body armour and weapons from the fallen soldiers, and be quick about it.”

A few minutes later, they were carrying several kevlar-clad villagers back up the slope to the temple. Saskia pushed the ancient machine to its limits, but every second that passed seemed like another second too late.

On her map, swarms of red dots had arrived at the temple grounds. The attackers had located the stairs down to the upper control chamber, and had blown open the entrance to the vault. In the passages beyond, their progress was slowing, presumably thanks to the automated defences her mum had enabled. They weren’t going to be held back for long.

And that wasn’t the worst of it. Another team had found the doors leading to the ramp straight down into the bowels of the vault—the one used by the hexapod. How they’d found that entrance, she had no idea. It was very well hidden. Saskia could only watch in dismay as they blasted a hole in the cliff face, and the metal doors behind it, and swarmed down the ramp. From there, they could bypass most of the defences and just waltz straight down to the hangar, where her mum and Raji and Padhra and Minganha and everyone else waited.

With enemies coming at them from both sides, there was no way out.

“We’re nearly there!” Saskia told Padhra and Minganha through the oracle comm link. “Just…try to hold out for another minute or two.”

Arriving at the temple grounds, Saskia and her friends made short work of most of the soldiers waiting outside. They left the villagers to deal with the rest, and charged down the ramp.

In the time it took her to reach the halfway point, the assault force had already reached the bottom, where Padhra stood guard with a handful of other Yagthumba fighters. To make matters worse, the second enemy force had almost breached the last of the defences on the other side, taking only light casualties in the process.

Gunfire erupted in the hangar below. The Yagthumba’s hunting rifles and melee weapons were no match for military-issue assault rifles, grenades and body armour. The attackers outnumbered them two-to-one, held the high ground, and moved like a well-oiled machine, always keeping the pressure on as they advanced. The Yagthumba could hunker behind barricades, whereas their opponents had little natural cover, but that hardly mattered, given the barrage of fire coming their way.

Minganha knelt on the floor by the firing line, her forehead crinkled in concentration. Saskia immediately banished her oracle interface and withdrew her view from Minganha’s eyes, though she continued to watch through Padhra’s. Oracle magic interfered with a magus’s abilities, but only while it was being actively projected into her vassal’s mind. The more she could see, the less she could change. Quantum mechanics was weird like that.

As Saskia’s vassal, Minganha now had almost as much magical strength as Ivan. It looked as if her efforts were paying off. The enemy fire faltered as most of their weapons jammed simultaneously.

Then Minganha fell back, clutching her shoulder, where a bullet had grazed it. One of the Yagthumba fighters pulled her away, despite her protests, dragging her through a door. To her surprise, she saw that it was Mig, Amlya’s husband. Returning her oracle sight to her vassal’s head, Saskia watched as Mig dragged Minganha down a tunnel and into the lower control chamber, where Alice Wendle sat with Raji and the other non-combatants.

Her mum let go of the keystone with a sigh. She looked at Minganha. Her lips curled back in a snarl. Then she drew a pistol from beneath her overcoat, cocked it, and dashed outside.

What the frock are you doing, Mum!?

Things were getting desperate out in the hangar. Reaching the bullet-ridden remains of the barricades, the soldiers shoved them aside, stepping over a pile of bodies…

And were met by a whirling storm of steel and blood. Screaming, Padhra tore into them; whip-blades flailing around her as she spun about. The walls turned red. Severed limbs flew. Men shouted and fired into the darkness.

And Padhra fell to the ground, clutching at a bloody hole in her chest.

One of the mirrors in Saskia’s oracle interface shattered. Where moments earlier an image of Padhra’s stern face had been gazing back at her, now there was broken glass clinging to an empty frame, and a hazy silhouette, receding into the distance, as if standing on the trailing carriage of a departing train.

“Fuck!” she whispered.

Her Lingya bodyguard-turned-vassal had been a constant, reassuring presence in her life since the day they met. There were none more steadfast or selfless than Padhra. Saskia couldn’t ask for a more loyal friend.

And now, in a single moment, her friend had been ripped away. In her place, a yawning, hollow void.

Before she even knew what was happening, Saskia was no longer in the hexapod; no longer herself. She became a writhing storm of impossible shapes and twisting tendrils, snatching up shrieking men, pulling them apart and hurling them into walls. Not against walls. Into them—entombing their bodies in solid stone.

Then she was standing naked on the cold stone, surrounded by…

Oh god.

Saskia felt bile rising in her throat. This was too much. Why did this keep happening!?

She could remember everything now. Everything that had happened over the months in Arbor Mundi since her first…departure, right up until the moment the rift opened up in Wengarlen.

Oh what the frock!? There were two Saskias!?

Standing in the doorway, still holding her loaded pistol, her mum was staring at her, open mouthed. Mig stood behind her with an identical expression.

Saskia cleared her throat and tried to speak. And in that moment, the second assault team burst out into the hangar, raised their weapons and…

Two shots rang out. One of the soldiers fell back, clutching his throat. Alice Wendle stalked toward them, screaming words that Saskia had never, ever imagined coming from her mother’s lips.

The soldiers reacted instantly, dropping into prone positions and returning fire. Bullets cracked the wall behind her mum, missing her by a hair’s breadth. Mig fell back, blood blossoming from his tunic. Saskia, jolted out of her daze, also fell to the ground.

More gunfire. Coming from behind, this time. It was Ivan, Fergus and Dave, dashing down the ramp. Ivan fired without aiming, yet still he managed to hit one of the prone soldiers.

Abruptly, her friends skidded to a halt. Their eyes went wide, and they turned their guns toward her.

“Get back, Sass!” Fergus’s voice was full of panic.

Saskia glanced about in confusion as a dozen blood-covered figures rose to their feet around her. A few were clad in kevlar armour. The rest wore the simple garb of the Yagthumba. And in their midst stood Padhra, looking like a creature out of nightmare. Something moved inside the gaping, bloody hole in her chest. Tendrils of amber writhed beneath her skin.

As one, they turned to the soldiers emerging from the passage across the hangar—and charged.

The men turned their weapons on the tide of the dead, but it didn’t even slow them down. One of their own fallen rose up in their midst, growling and swinging his carbine like a club. They ducked back into the tunnel, with their fallen enemies and comrades in close pursuit. Screams emerged from the tunnel beyond.

When it was over, Padhra emerged from the tunnel, and slowly, tentatively stepped closer. She opened her mouth to speak, but only a gurgling, choking sound came out. She coughed, and turned, and spat blood, and tried again.

“Sashki? Great drackens, I feel…fair odd.”

Saskia swallowed. Tears prickled the corners of her eyes. “Ruhildi? Is that really you?”

Padhra—or the creature who now occupied her body—was silent for a long moment, as if weighing her answer. “Aye,” she said finally. “Methinks ’tis me.”

            

    
        End of Book 3: Character Survey

    
    
    
    
                Sorry for the delay getting this end-of-book survey out. Turns out the site couldn't handle a poll with more than 20 options, so I had to wait for a patch to increase the limit.

This survey covers all the main (and some minor) characters in Book 3. It's a longer list than the previous ones, so I've given everyone more votes this time.

Characters such as Garrain, Nuille, Baldreg, Freygi, Grindlecraw and Dallim ended up with less to do in this book than I originally expected. I planned more of a frostpunk arc for them, as well as more conflict between New Inglomar and Grindlecraw's colony, but between that and the Earth chapters, the story was losing its focus on troll-Saskia, so I ended up cutting it way back. Other characters such as Zarie and the adorribles/frostlings got more limelight than I expected.

Book 4 will wrap up the story for most of these characters, and conclude this phase of the series. Endings are hard to write, and rarely well-received, but I want this series to have a point where people can stop reading and still feel satisfied. That'll also give me a chance to edit the ebook versions of Books 1-4 without everyone breathing down my neck for the next chapter. I do have long-term plans for at least a couple of the characters beyond Book 4, but there'll be a major shift of focus (you can probably guess the nature of the change). So if there's anything you want to see from troll-Saskia and her friends, now is the time to tell me.

Thanks for reading!

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 1: Departures

    
    
    
    
                Light bloomed in her world between worlds. So much light. So much magic.

She was…sated.

Oh, she could take in more if she needed to. A lot more. But it would be a while before her body could process even what she had already absorbed.

Her frond was angry with her. She could sense that now. She had a vague inkling of what it meant to be angry, although the fact that a frond feel that way about her—a vital part of itself—was a strange concept. Emotions in general, beyond hunger and the urge to grow, were difficult for her to grasp.

The knowledge magic had taught her much over the…months—yes, that was indeed the correct measure of time—since her frond had tapped into it. This newfound understanding had allowed her to nudge her frond toward the largest easily obtainable source of magic she’d found thus far. Her frond had stubbornly turned away from the delectable bounty despite the powerful surge of hunger she had projected into it. And so she had sought another way to encourage it to do what was best for them both.

Fear.

She’d sent a surge of raw fear into her frond. Its mind had done the rest, conjuring up images of terrifying creatures coming to devour it.

Success!

Driven back by the hallucination, her frond had unwittingly absorbed a generous portion of the world tree’s magic. Not enough to do any lasting harm to the world itself, but more than enough for her.

What she had not anticipated was the effect the sudden increase in magic would have on the local denizens bonded to her, who drew their magic from her. These beings, known as vassals, were having difficulty controlling the power they now wielded. One was having a particularly adverse reaction. This vassal’s bond was stronger than the rest, and its power was antithetical to life itself. It would only have been a matter of time until the vassal succumbed to the damaging combination, but the sudden surge of magic was greatly accelerating its demise.

This was the source of her frond’s anger. It thought she was responsible for the imminent loss of their vassal.

Losing vassals—and fronds, for that matter—was to be expected. She was young, and had yet to experience such things, but she knew she was far from the first of her kind to visit these worlds. The residue of her predecessor had revealed much about the nature of her existence.

Her frond didn’t see it that way. It clung to their vassal, desperate to keep it from slipping it away. And in its desperation, it did something she hadn’t anticipated. It fused the vassal’s consciousness—the very core of its being—to her. The new bond was no longer a tenuous thing that would last only as long as the vassal lived. Now, this vassal was almost a frond in its own right, with mind and magic separate from those of her other fronds, yet closely entangled with one of them.

When the vassal—her frondlet—withered and died, its peculiar branch of magic allowed it to linger as long as the frond itself survived.

In time, she discovered that her frondlet’s husk of a body could absorb the magic of the world, just as her frond could. When she briefly extracted her frond from its world, her frondlet came with it. She didn’t know if it would be possible to disentangle them—or if there was any benefit to be gained from doing so. For now, wherever one went, the other would follow.

Such was the state of their entanglement that when she pollinated her first frond with the second frond’s mind and memories, another frondlet bloomed on the first world as well. It had no body of its own, but it took root in the husk of a dead vassal.

Sustaining two fronds and their entangled frondlets was straining her young body to its limits, even with the bountiful magic now surging within her. It would be many years before she could simultaneously extrude three fronds.

This was unfortunate, because her third frond was almost ready. Not only was it almost fully grown, but she also had a world picked out for it—one that was even more enticing than her previous choice.

For her third frond to have its chance to bloom, she would have to withdraw one or both of her other fronds. Yet both of them had unfinished business in their respective worlds. And she had a feeling they would need each other in the days to come.

She could wait a little longer. But not too long.


Saskia Wendle awoke with a cold hand on her shoulder. Too cold.

She rolled over, blinking up at Padhra—no, at Ruhildi. Her friend, inhabiting the zombiefied body of her other friend and bodyguard—oh god this was so frocked up—gave her a rueful smile. If this was weird for her, how weird must it be for Ruhildi, who had woken up on another world in a body not her own? Actually, scratch that. Saskia knew precisely how weird that felt.

“’Tis almost time, Sashki,” said Ruhildi.

“Already?” croaked Saskia. It felt as if she’d been asleep for a less than a minute. She’d been tossing and turning all night, but at some point she must have finally nodded off.

Hopping out of bed, she hurried to make herself presentable for the dawn ceremony. The dress Amlya had provided her was, frankly, a little ridiculous. It was even gaudier than Minganha’s usual outfits, and that was saying something. On the other hand, she was grateful to have anything to wear right now. Most of her clothes—everything she hadn’t been wearing yesterday—were buried in the rubble of the temple. This was not the first time Amlya had clothed her. The Lingya woman had been the first to offer her food and shelter and clothing after she’d stumbled down the slopes of Mount Sesayung, naked and alone.

In the room across from theirs, Amlya still sat by her husband’s bedside. Saskia swallowed, seeing his limp, bandaged form. Mig had taken a bullet defending her.

“How is he?” asked Saskia.

“I managed to get some warm broth into him,” said Amlya. “My husband is strong. He is too stubborn to die.”

Saskia gave her a wavering smile. “That’s good to hear. I wish—well, I’m sorry things turned out this way.”

“Do not apologise, Yona. I…” Amlya trailed off as she caught sight of Ruhildi, stepping up behind them.

Saskia wouldn’t have known her friend was undead just by looking at her. Her wounds and…otherworldly features were concealed beneath layers of clothing and makeup. Her magic would prevent the body from rotting.

But nor did she look quite like Padhra. Ruhildi held herself in a subtly different way, and she hadn’t quite managed to emulate that stoic, yet alert expression that had been a permanent fixture on Padhra’s face. The moment Ruhildi opened her mouth, anyone would be able to tell the difference. It was just as well Padhra had never been much of a talker. Still, even without speaking, Ruhildi hadn’t been able to fool Amlya, Padhra’s aunt. Saskia had been forced to admit that Padhra’s body was currently inhabited by her ‘spirit friend.’ She hadn’t yet been able to bring herself to tell Amlya that her niece was, in fact, quite dead. Saskia hadn’t had time to come to terms with that fact herself. If she said it out loud, she might just become a blubbering mess, and that was no way for a ‘goddess’ to behave.

“Sass, you ready?” asked her mum, coming to her rescue.

“Yeah.” Struggling to maintain her composure, Saskia threw her arms around Amlya. “It’ll be starting soon. Thank you for everything.”

Amlya herself wouldn’t be attending the mass burial ceremony. She had a sick husband to tend, and it would be best if her children didn’t have to witness so much death.

Saskia, Ruhildi and her mum rode the hexapod to the site the Lingya had chosen for the burial. They left the ancient machine parked a few hundred metres away, cloaked under its stealth field. Now was not the time to make a showy entrance.

This wasn’t one of their usual burial grounds. Those weren’t able to accommodate so many dead in such a short span of time. The new site was a short distance away from the now-destroyed temple, beyond the patch of forest whose trees had been burnt and toppled by the airstrike.

By the first the light of dawn, temple survivors and villagers alike were gathering by the hundreds. Some of the men and boys had shaved their heads, which if Saskia remembered Lingya burial customs correctly, marked them as children of the deceased. Many of the girls and women had painted faces, and they wore every piece of jewellery in their considerable collections.

Saskia didn’t want to think what would happen if their enemies chose to attack again today, with so many of them out in the open. Although with all these dead bodies here, Ruhildi would be in her element…

Fantabulous, she thought. Now I’m imagining a funeral turning into a zombie uprising. Thanks, Ruhildi.

Her friend flicked her a smile, just for an instant, before assuming a neutral expression.

Oh yeah, mind reader. That was one of many things she’d learned from the recent memory dump she’d received from Arbor Mundi—along with Ruhildi herself. She was still reeling from the discovery that there were, in fact, two Saskias, on two different worlds; one troll; one human. She now both of their memories up to the point where troll-Saskia had last dipped into the between. Fortunately, her other self had already done the mental legwork of figuring out what the hell was really going on, after their memories merged the first time, on the other side of the interdimensional divide. Now, it was just a problem of sorting between the two threads.

One thing she hadn’t figured out was whether there also two Ruhildis. Had her friend’s soul been cloned, or had she simply transferred to Earth? Until Saskia received another memory dump from Arbor Mundi, she had no way of knowing.

Fergus, Dave and Raji stood at the back of the crowd, looking uncomfortable, while Ivan spoke softly to Minganha and another priestess. Ivan had been here long enough to make a few connections among the locals. The other three were newer arrivals, who had rarely stepped out of a city before coming here. This was as far from their usual scene as she could imagine.

The ceremony itself was mercifully brief. The dead had been swaddled in white sheets, and arranged in neat rows before a series of graves. There was a distinct aroma of burnt flesh on the air that no amount of incense could mask. Mourners placed coins and other valuables on the bodies of their loved ones. Minganha spoke briefly, then turned to her.

Saskia stepped between the bodies, touching each of them in turn, and muttering the words the priestess had prepared for her. By the end of it, her voice was choked, and tears clouded her vision.

Whispers rippled through the crowd. Gratitude for her compassion. Prayers. To her.

She didn’t deserve their devotion. She was no goddess. She was a fraud. And now she had their blood on her hands.

If she hadn’t come here, these people would still be safe at home with their families. Their deaths were on her. Padhra’s death was on her. She’d had every reason to expect her enemies to strike at her here, and yet she’d stayed, because…

Because where else could she go?

Saskia didn’t have a good answer to that question, but she’d have to find one. Because she couldn’t stay. Not now. Not after this.

There were more burials to be done, but few of the locals would be present for those. The bodies of the soldiers who had attacked the temple were being piled into graves on the other side of the ruined complex, and outside Tengsanpalem. Minganha had insisted that they treat the dead soldiers with dignity, even after all they had done—if only to ward off vengeful spirits.

“Do we have any hints as to who they were?” asked Raji, as they gathered to discuss their next step.

“Not really,” said Saskia. “They knew exactly where to go, and yet there was none of the radio chatter I would have expected from such a well-coordinated operation. In fact, I never heard them speak—not once. So I’m not even sure of their nationality.”

“Mayhap they were under a compulsion,” said Ruhildi, speaking in the stone tongue. “Remember what we saw in the dream, Sashki. Calburn could command folk to do his bidding with just a pinch of words.”

The others looked at her in confusion, so Saskia translated for them. “She thinks the soldiers may have been mind controlled. My father has that ability—like a Jedi mind trick.”

“Seriously?” said Fergus. “That’s awesome!” At her scowl, he added, “Also creepy. So could he be behind this?”

“I doubt it,” said Saskia. “He warned me someone was coming for me. In a dream. Why would he do that if he had sent them?”

Dave raised his eyebrows. “In a dream.”

“Don’t look at me like that,” said Saskia. “I know it sounds ridiculous, but I’m telling you, a lot of my dreams aren’t just dreams. Oracle, remember?”

“If your dad can make puppets out of people, it’s likely he’s not the only tentacle master who can do it,” said Ivan.

Saskia groaned. “Can you please not call us that?”

“Okay, Tentacle Girl—ow!” Fergus rubbed his side, where Saskia had elbowed it.

“I think I know who was controlling them,” said Saskia. “Viktor calls him The Ram. The Lingya call him Ogunteng, the Infernal Spirit. He’s my father’s enemy. And Yona’s enemy. And just about everyone else’s enemy too, it seems. Look, he’s basically the Devil. And now he’s coming after me.”

“The Devil,” said her mum, looking at her with the same expression Dave had held moments earlier.

“Not literally,” said Saskia. “But he’s not to be taken lightly. If he can mind control a whole platoon of highly-trained soldiers, who knows what else he can do?”

“Those guys they sent after us back home—they could also have been mind control zombies,” said Fergus.

“Let’s not call them zombies, okay?” said Saskia. “Seeing as we have someone here who can raise actual zombies.” She glanced pointedly at Ruhildi.

“This is so fu…dged up,” said Raji, hastily correcting himself as Alice Wendle’s hand reached for him.

Fergus grinned at them. “Now I know where she gets it from.”

“Whatever do you mean?” asked Saskia, giving him a dangerous look.

“Er…nothing.”

“Can we get back on topic?” said Dave. “Whoever is responsible for the attacks, they’re not the only ones we have to worry about. The destruction of the temple, the downed choppers—they’ll be easily visible by satellite. Hell, someone might have seen the airstrike itself. Every government and private group with eyes on this area and an interest in finding you is going to know something big went down here. So what do you think is going to happen next?”

“They’re heading our way,” said Ivan.

“I realise that,” said Saskia. “I’ve already decided I can’t stay. Not after everything I put these people through.”

“Where do we go, then?” asked Fergus.

“You know, you don’t have to come with me,” said Saskia. “There may be safer places for you to be.”

“Our reasons for coming here haven’t gone away,” said Dave. “We’re still safer with you than on our own, even now. We survived an all-out attack by a large military force. What do you think would’ve happened if you hadn’t been here at the time?”

“But a lot of people did die…” said Saskia.

“Because we were spread too thin, trying to defend them all at once,” said Dave. “The hexapod is a powerful weapon, and it can travel unseen. It can keep a small group of us safe, and take us…anywhere, as long as we don’t have to cross an ocean.”

Saskia sighed. “Yeah, maybe you’re right. It’s not like I’m gonna leave the hexapod here where our enemies, or some random government goons, could find it.”

“I will stay,” said Minganha. “My people need me now more than ever. It saddens me to see you leave, Old One, but we will meet again, in this life or the next.”

“Of course, Minganha,” said Saskia. “This is your home. I would never ask you to abandon it, and I’m sorry I caused you so much pain. I hope if I’m gone, our enemies will have no reason to attack you.”

“You are not to blame for what they did,” said Minganha. “Any one of us would die for you, gladly.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” said Saskia. “If they do come back, don’t throw your lives away in a fight you can’t win. Do what you can to survive. Run and hide if you have to. Live to fight another day.”

Minganha nodded. “It would not be the first time our people have used such tactics.”

“Speaking of running and hiding,” said Ivan, “that’s all we’ll be able to do until we can make some more ammo for the hexapod’s gauss guns.”

Saskia had already considered that problem. She looked at Ruhildi. “You can shape iron, right?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. She glanced about her. “There is a fair bit of iron in these mountains.”

The ground trembled beneath their feet. Ruhildi held out her hand, and a stream of reddish-brown dust rose up to meet it. She clenched her fist, then opened her palm for them to see. In her hand lay a tiny chunk of polished metal.

The others were staring at her, mouths agape. “Who are you?” asked Fergus.

Saskia winced. Her friends knew Padhra was dead, and that this wasn’t her, but they didn’t know the full story about just who now resided in her body.

“Ruhildi is my oldest friend from Arbor Mundi,” said Saskia. “She’s a necromancer, but also a stoneshaper—earth magic, basically.”

“I’m not that old, Sashki,” objected Ruhildi.

“Technically, you’re the oldest person here,” pointed out Saskia. “Almost twice as old as my mum.”

“I remember you telling me about her,” said Fergus. He looked at Ruhildi. “You’re a dwarf, right?”

Ruhildi answered in English. “Aye, I were dwarrow.”

“And you even sound a bit Scottish,” said Fergus. “How does that even work?”

“Uh, that’s probably my fault,” said Saskia. “She only speaks English through her link to me. I suspect my expectations of how dwarves should speak colours how my translator thingy makes her sound to us.”

Fergus laughed. “So you unwittingly turned her into a cliché?”

Saskia shot him a glare. “She’s not a cliché. She just…sounds like one.”

Raji rolled his eyes. “You know the original dwarves of mythology were Norse or Germanic, right? You should have made her talk like a Viking.”

“Tell that to all the movies and video games that gave dwarves Scottish accents,” said Saskia. “It wasn’t exactly a conscious decision on my part.”

“Guys, we so have to get her to do voices for the Threads of Nautilum dwarves,” said Fergus. “There is literally no-one better suited for the role.”

“Except Nautilum’s dwarves aren’t Scottish.” Saskia frowned. “They’re actually less of a cliché than real dwarves—oh god, what have I done?”

“Back to the matter at hand,” said Dave. “Where are we going to go from here?”

“I don’t know,” said Saskia. “Since you’re all coming along, maybe we should decide together.”

“We could go back to India,” said Raji. “It’s relatively close, and I have family there.”

“Too close,” said Ivan. “And too crowded. I say we get somewhere far from here. We could go north across China, into Russia. I speak Russian, and my dad has many contacts there. From Russia, we can head west into Ukraine. Or the rest of Europe, if you prefer.”

“Our attackers might have been Russian,” said Dave. “Their choppers were Russian-made.”

“That doesn’t tell us anything,” said Ivan. “Half the world buys Russian military equipment. Besides, if they were mind controlled puppets, their nationality is irrelevant. Anyone, anywhere could be turned against us.”

“True,” said Saskia. “But ultimately, I want to track down the one who keeps sending these donkholes to kill us. So if he were Russian, then that would be all the more reason to go there. It’s also quite sparsely populated up there, if we avoid the main centres. May be easier to hide.”

“How about Norway?” said her mum.

They all looked at her.

“That’s…really far away,” said Saskia.

“I’m aware of that,” said Alice. “Obviously it would be a more long-term goal. But that is where I met Calbert. If we could find your father…”

“We could wring some answers out of him,” said Saskia. “It’s…not a terrible idea. So Russia first, then head northwest, possibly as far as Norway?”

The others all nodded. Except Ruhildi, who just looked confused. Apparently being able to read Saskia’s mind didn’t give her an instant understanding of Earth’s geography.

“There’s one more thing I’d like to do before we go,” said Fergus. He looked at Saskia. “I want you to make me your vassal.”

“You what?” said Dave, staring at him in something close to outrage.

“I know it’s…a big step,” said Fergus, still looking at Saskia. “But if our enemy is mind controlling people, he could conceivably do it to any of us. Unless we’re already…connected to you. In theory, at least. Your kind has to be immune, right? Otherwise he’d have just mind controlled you straight off a cliff. It stands to reason that your vassals are also immune.”

“There are so many assumptions in there, I don’t even know where to begin,” said Dave.

“I have to agree, that’s a pretty big stretch, dude,” said Raji.

“Maybe,” said Fergus. “But that’s not the only reason. I’m supposed to be a magus, right? So far, I haven’t been able to do shite with it.”

“Give it time, and practice,” said Saskia. “It took weeks for Minganha or the others to do anything, too. Ivan developed his magic faster than that, but that’s because…” He’s got eldritch genes, like me and Mum. “…he’s a freak.”

“Oi!” said Ivan.

“You know it’s true,” said Saskia.

“But you must admit, Minganha’s powers have grown a lot since she became your vassal,” said Fergus.

“Yeah, I suppose… But you should be aware that my oracle abilities interfere with the local magic. You wouldn’t be able to share my oracle interface and use your magus powers at the same time.”

“So I’d have to chose between two strong powers, instead of having one weak one?” said Fergus. “That sounds positively awful.”

“Dude, Padhra was her vassal,” said Raji. “And now she’s dead and a freaky dwarf’s taken up residence in her corpse.” He looked at Ruhildi. “No offence.”

Ruhildi raised an eyebrow at him.

“Not sure if that had anything to do with her being my vassal,” said Saskia. “Ruhildi’s soul may have just latched onto the nearest dead woman she could find. And she’s kind of a special case. I don’t expect that to happen again.”

“Frankly, I don’t care what happens to my body after I die,” said Fergus. “If someone from another world wants to use it after I’m gone, be my guest.”

Saskia sighed. “You sure about this? Because I don’t know how to reverse it if you change your mind.”

“I’m sure,” said Fergus.

“Well then, I guess we should go visit the control chamber.”

“Ah what the hell,” said Dave. “Vassal me too, while you’re at it.”

“Seriously, guys?” said Raji.

“Well you have to admit, the oracle UI shit will be pretty useful,” said Dave. “Like augmented reality goggles, without the goggles.”

Raji sighed. “Oh fine. I guess you should hook me up too.”

“What about you two?” asked Fergus, looking at Ivan and Alice.

“No way,” said Ivan. “My magic is plenty strong enough already. I don’t want anything messing with it.”

More likely, he just didn’t like the thought of her sticking her not-so-metaphorical tentacles in him. She could respect that. It was pretty weird.

“I…suppose I could give it a try,” said her mum.

Saskia blinked at her.

“Don’t look at me like that,” said Alice. “The thought of being manipulated into hurting you…well, if being your…vassal might prevent that, then I’m all for it.”

Several hours later, Saskia awoke by the keystone with four new vassals. She’d half expected it not to work on her mum, who, as a bearer of latent eldritch genes, still presumably had the potential to manifest her own undermind. If it hadn’t happened already, it probably wasn’t ever going to. But if it did…

Well there was no point in worrying about it now. They had bigger problems to deal with.

On her minimap, several aircraft were closing in fast. They weren’t marked as threats, so presumably not the same group who had attacked them, but she didn’t want to be here when they arrived.

“We have to get going,” she told them. She snatched up the now-palm-sized keystone and stowed it away. “Before we do, we should bury the entrances to the vault.” She turned to Ruhildi. “You can do that, right?”

“Of course, Sashki.”

When they were outside, it took only seconds for Ruhildi to bring tonnes of rock down on the cliff-side entrance, and smooth it over so it didn’t look like a fresh rockfall. The other entrance, already half-buried in the ruins of the temple, she sealed over just as quickly.

After a hasty goodbye to Minganha and the other Lingya, they piled into the hexapod. Her mum and Raji and Ruhildi rode in the storage compartment, while the rest took up their seats in the cockpit.

Then they were off, lumbering down the mountainside as a trio of helicopters landed outside the destroyed temple, and Minganha strode forward to greet the new arrivals.

“That was cutting it a bit close,” said Ivan. “Do you think they spotted us?”

“We’re mostly invisible, so no,” said Saskia. “And I don’t think giant bug mechs were on their list of things to look out for. They look like Nepali military, and I doubt they have a clue what really went down here.”

“Let’s hope it stays that way,” said Ivan.

As they made their way down the slopes of Sesayung, Saskia was already deep in thought, wondering what lay in store for them next. Their prospects for a peaceful life seemed dimmer than ever.

But she had her friends. She had Ruhildi. She had her mum. Somewhere out there, even her donkhole dad was looking out for her. Whatever perils awaited her in the weeks to come, she would not face them alone.

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 2: Rise

    
    
    
    
                Emerging from the mouth of the Prime Passage, Saskia blinked up at the clear blue sky. Just a few months ago, the sky had been dark even at midday, and the air thick with smoke. It was—and for the foreseeable future, would remain—bitterly cold outside. Most of the trees of the forest were dead, and stripped of all their leaves.

And yet there were signs of new growth peeking out from the ash and snow. Shoots of green, and white-petalled flowers, and spindly stems that would one day grow into tall trees.

Those were Garrain’s doing. He’d been travelling far and wide, and everywhere he went, Ciendil had been springing to life.

Speak of the devil…

A dark shape swooped down from the cliffs above, flapping leathery wings as it came into land before her. Eyes like black pools regarded her unblinkingly. Garrain sprang off the roptir’s back, roots spreading beneath his feet to break his fall. The druid—or perhaps dryad would be a better name for the walking, talking tree he had become—strode to meet her, inclining his head in greeting. Behind him, the roptir shrank down into the form of a dark furred cat, which sat at his side, winding her tail about his legs. Nuille was spending more and more time in her various animal forms these days.

“The alvari of Emberleaf send their regards,” said Garrain. “They will not stand against you, though neither will they take up arms against the Arbordeus.”

“No surprise,” said Saskia. “I’m just glad there are more of your people out there.”

Emberleaf was a tiny settlement on a branchlet to the east that had been spared the worst effects of the Great Winter, as the apocalyptic events of the past year had become known. They were among the most reclusive people on Ciendil—more so even than the oracles of Fellspur—and they’d sat out all the major conflicts of the past millennia. Smart elves.

“Indeed,” said Garrain. “Little good it will do us in the coming battles, though.”

“We don’t need them,” said Baldreg, coming up behind her. Amber light shone from the ex-Chosen’s eyes. The scowl he wore had rarely left his face after he emerged from his coma. “Our people have been reforged in fire and ice, and sharpened to a knife’s edge. The tyrant will piss his cloudy breeches when he larns we’re coming for him!”

Behind him, a clamour of duanum boots struck the tunnel floor in unison, driven by stout dwarven legs—and more than a few spindly elven ones as well. At the fore stood old Myrna the Matron, looking deadlier than ever with her duanum blades and armour. Among those making the journey from New Inglomar were seven newly-rekindled stoneshapers (now Saskia’s vassals); Yasmithe and Sionne, druids of Wengarlen; and Vannach the spidery beastmaster. Most of the rest were battle-hardened warriors, but there were also engineers and craftsmen, hunters and farmers and cooks—everyone they would need to build and maintain a forward base in a foreign land.

Compared to what they would no doubt be facing, this would barely even qualify as an army. But they’d make do with what they had. And they would not be alone.

Another winged shape soared overhead, larger than Nuille’s roptir form. The bone dragon circled once, then landed in a nearby clearing, lowering its belly-cabin to the ground. Calburn’s ghost had recently told her the name he gave this heap of bones: Iscaragraithe. A bit of a mouthful, but it was a name, and it felt more personable than ‘bone dragon,’ so that’s what she’d taken to calling it.

Out of Iscaragraithe’s cabin stepped Ruhildi and Zarie, followed by a handful of mer—Zarie’s compatriots from the Pillar of Strife. Saskia spied what looked like a tempest standing at the rear, with an arlium shard inset in her spear. Not many of Zarie’s people would take her side against Abellion, their god. But she still had some friends in the Pillar, it seemed.

There was an elf with them as well—a scaly beastmaster with a crocodilian pet. Saskia had met him before in her brief sojourn through the floating tower, though she didn’t know his name. How in the nine howls had Zarie managed to convinced him to join the battle?

A moment later, she got her answer, when Vannach dashed out of the tunnel, spider eyes gawking in astonishment. “Cargard!? I thought you were dead!”

“And I you, blood brother,” said the second beastmaster, whose name, apparently, was Cargard. “When Zarie told me you were living among the dwarrows, I could scarcely believe it. But now I see with my own eyes that it is so.”

Saskia eyed him sceptically. “You’re willing to fight against the Arbordeus?”

“Where my blood brother goes, I go,” said Cargard.

“That doesn’t exactly answer my question,” said Saskia.

“I will fight,” said Cargard. “Abellion has brought our people to ruin. He is not worthy of his mantle.”

Actually, it was the stoneshaper dwarves who had brought about the calamity that devastated their homeland. They may never have escalated things to the point of madness had Abellion not stoked the ancient conflict between elves and dwarves, but the so-called god didn’t hold all the blame. Saskia wasn’t about to correct him on this point, though.

“Best that you don’t, no,” murmured Ruhildi, coming to greet her. Her friend was looking as badonk as ever in her duanum shell, with a metal faceplate covering the side of her face that had been seared to the bone. Unlike the armour worn by the other dwarves assembled behind her, Ruhildi’s shell was fused to her body. Beneath the shell were layers of arlium and bone and not much else. Kinda like a dwarven Robocop.

Zarie looked between them in obvious confusion. “Do not what?”

“Never mind,” said Saskia. “I’m glad some of your people chose to join us. Who’s the other tempest?”

“Renia is one of the new conservators,” said Zarie. “I have known her since she was a little spawn. She is quite young, but eager to prove herself.”

“How young?” asked Saskia.

“Three span and nine,” said Zarie. “Not too young to fight, yes?”

Thirty nine. Mer years were almost as long as elf years, so that would make her…equivalent to an eighteen-to-twenty-year-old human, maybe?

“Not too young,” agreed Saskia.

Zarie glanced up at the sky. “He is nearly here, yes?”

“Yup,” said Saskia. “Just about…there.” She pointed at the sky, where a pair of large airships had just risen behind a nearby hill. The he Zarie was referring to was her dwarven partner, Kveld, who was onboard one of the approaching airships.

The giant flying vessels were the fruit of months of labour by Dallim and a team of engineers. They had come up with a solution that would not only travel the skies of Ciendil, but hopefully carry them up and down the trunk of the world tree as well. It was a decidedly low-tech design, lacking even steam engines or propellers. Instead, these airships were steered by sails.

Air currents on the branches of Arbor Mundi were quite predictable—always blowing in roughly the same direction at a given altitude. This was also true of the trunk of the world tree, but unfortunately those air currents were all travelling lengthwise up or down the trunk. Once away from Ciendil, hot air and sails alone would not allow an airship to move toward or away from the trunk, or travel around it.

But these airships were not at the mercy of natural air currents, because each of them had onboard a team of frostling tempests who could direct the air any way they pleased. All the airship crews had to do was point the sails in the right direction, and the tempests would take care of the rest.

Still, even with frostlings propelling them, airships were slow and fragile. It was a shame their attempts to resurrect one of the skyships of Old Ulugmir had thus far borne so little fruit. They could patch together the ancient vessel’s hull, but they hadn’t been able to repair its arlium engines, or build more of them. Calburn had dodged the subject every time she’d brought it up. It seemed, for whatever reason, her dad’s ghost didn’t want them reviving that particular technology. So instead, the skyship’s hull served as the gondola of the airship Freygar, currently being operated by Kveld and a small dwarven crew.

Oracles Dallim and Wuishe, joined by a mixed crew of elves and dwarves, operated the other airship, the Hindenburger. Yeah, she cringed whenever she heard that name. She so should have vetoed it.

Saskia had been astonished at the speed with which they’d managed to build and test these airships—a task that would have taken years back on Earth, even with a decent industrial base to build upon. Stoneshapers could shape the metal frames faster than any mundane construction workers. With an oracle’s intuition, and all of Earth’s knowledge to draw upon, Dallim could correct any major design flaws before they became a problem.

The oracle in question waved down at her from the rigging of one of the Hindenburger’s sails as the airship settled in to land by the dragon. She waved back, trying not to let her nervousness show. If she got him killed, she’d never forgive herself. Where they were going was no place for one as young as he. But on the other hand, Dallim was their airship expert, and a very capable pilot and navigator, to boot. They needed him.

Without further ado, the dwarves and elves and mer began to climb aboard the ships that would bear them skyward. These airships were huge, but there were a lot of bodies to transport. It would be…cosy.

While this was happening, Kveld clambered down the Freygar, and spoke to Zarie in low, urgent tones. Saskia didn’t eavesdrop, for once. The pair would be flying separately, so they would have few chances to see each other before…well, anything could happen.

Saskia boarded the dragon with Ruhildi, Zarie, Baldreg and a few too many elves and dwarves who she knew only in passing. She tried not to think of the extras as redshirts, because, well…that would be mean. But they were totally redshirts. Also joining them would be the family of adorribles that had taken up residence inside. Garrain would be riding Nuille (and yeah, her mind kept going there), while everyone else would squeeze into the two airships. Once they got to the trunk, they’d shuffle things around a bit.

The flight north along Ciendil wasn’t comfortable, though it was scenic. They soared over white snow-capped peaks, white snow-covered foothills, white forests, white fields and…yeah, everything was white. Except the sea, which was blue with white icebergs floating in it.

From time to time, they flew over great spires of ice, reaching high above the frozen wastes. These were watchtowers built by her frostling vassals. Similar spires had sprung up across Grongarg. They would give her advance warning of any incursion by the enemy’s forces. Thus far, there had been no further sign of the skarakh who had attacked Cloudtop, but they would come. And when they did, she wanted to know about it.

The frostlings’ efforts hadn’t been confined to just Ciendil and Grongarg. Every frostling on Arbor Mundi was Saskia’s vassal—or at least, all of them connected to their queen, sealed in her icy prison above the seed of frost. There may be others that were not part of that vast collective consciousness, but without the magic of their queen, could they really be considered frostlings?

Her tiny tempests had travelled far, bringing frostling tribes across three other nearby branches into the fold. Technically, all frostling tribes everywhere were already linked to her, but the only way she could see or do anything meaningful with them was to concentrate on one small group at a time. And the only way she could pick out a small group from the teeming millions was to have one of her known vassals get close enough to select it on a map. Through the eyes of her frostling vassals, she’d explored those branches. One was inhabited by monstrous beasts—and the frostlings who devoured them. Another, containing a single gigantic sea surrounded by mountains, was home to nomadic clans of mer, and two other sapient aquatic species—all of whom worshipped Abellion in one form or another. The third was Lumium, the branch directly above Ciendil. Its inhabitants were high elves, close relatives of Ciendil’s forest elves. Though more secular than many of their Ciendil cousins, they still paid homage to the Arbordeus, and held little regard for outsiders.

She had her frostlings keep a close eye on them, but otherwise didn’t try to interfere. While a slow conquest of all of Abellion’s supporters might ultimately be successful, she suspected if she went down that path, she’d still be embroiled in this war a hundred years from now. No, she aimed to cut off the head, and deal with the limbs later.

Recently, several of her tiny spies had ventured further up the trunk, to the crown of the world tree. They’d glimpsed a huge amber structure nestled among the highest branches. Before they could get close, a large winged beast had descended upon them, and they’d been forced to flee.

Even if that creature was what she thought it was, Abellion’s defences seemed surprisingly light. Still, she weren’t going to take any chances. He may not be a real god, any more than she was, but she’d be a fool to underestimate him. Her friends and allies would bring enough firepower to get the job done.

After days of hard flying, they reached the northernmost tip of Ciendil, where it joined with the trunk of the world tree. The famed dwarven city of Climber’s Gate had once sprawled across this huge junction. Now, the city was little more than crumbling ruins, crawling with vines and covered in trees. During the Great Winter, the ice had encroached even here—and partway up the trunk—but it was recovering more quickly than the rest of the branch, now that the ash was no longer blotting out the sky.

The frostlings were present here as well—marked by the large glaciers that reached high up onto the trunk. They’d also sent a small contingent of elves and dwarves to establish outposts and build fortifications in certain strategic locations along the boundary. There weren’t enough to fight off any invasion of Ciendil, but they wanted to show at least the semblance of strength to any outside force that might come knocking.

Their little fleet landed at one such outpost. Here, they waited for their allies to arrive, and while they waited, the engineers and stoneshapers and druids set to work building up the rudimentary fortifications.

Two days later, Saskia was just drifting off to sleep when a horn sounded. She dashed out of her little shelter to find Ruhildi standing there, smiling at her and pointing into the sky.

Dozens of airships, sleek and deadly, and bristling with ballistas, drifted through the sky, skirting close to the trunk. Tall, spindly figures with hunched backs and long claws dashed back and forth across the decks, shifting sails to guide them toward her little outpost.

The trolls of Grongarg had come through for her.

Her staunchest allies, the Cloudtop Queendom, had been devoting every resource to the construction of the vessels. They were by no means the only queendom to join the battle, though. There were representatives from Cragspear, Riverside, Cramjaw, Bulwark and many others aboard the fleet. The Goldclaw Queendom had sent a battalion of its immensely powerful (but intellectually challenged) lifters—trolls who had received the dubious blessing of the seed of strength. There were even a few Parakumakorai—fierce warriors (though tiny, compared to other trolls) who normally never ventured out of the wildlands of Krakura.

It wasn’t just regular troops who would be fighting at her side, though. There were queens and princesses among them. She could tell their royal status by the smoothness of their skin—and, in many cases, by the absence of anything covering it, besides jewellery. Some of those faces she knew personally, having met them during her month-long stay at Firespring. There was Princess Aele of the Goldclaw Queendom, standing next to another smooth-skinned troll who must be her mother, Queen Moebe. And there, Queen Raku of Riverside. Her granddaughter, Nuhu, wasn’t with her, thank dogs; Nuhu was barely more than a child. In the leading flagship stood Queen Vask of Cloudtop. And beside her…

Saskia drew in a deep, steadying breath. Down girl, she told herself.

Like the Ciendil-built airships, each of the troll vessels carried a number of frostling tempests to help steer them. These particular frostlings had all come from Ciendil, even though Grongarg had plenty of its own. Only those conceived near the seed of storms inherited its power, whereas every frostling born anywhere inherited the power of their queen, sealed in the icy prison of the seed of frost.

Roptirs hung from the sides some of the gondolas, wings folded over their sleeping bodies. The giant bats had been sedated for the journey skyward. By all accounts, the beasts went a little batty when they got close to the trunk. Their riders would wake them only after they reached their destination.

Saskia waited impatiently as Vask’s flagship came in to land. A ladder descended, and a pale, smooth-skinned troll shimmied down it, spun, and spun to face her.

“Queen Saskia!” beamed Queen Vask.

Yeah, they were both queens now, apparently. No-one but the trolls of Grongarg called her that, of course, though the elves and dwarves were following her lead in this war against Abellion. After this was over (assuming anyone was still alive to care) she’d go back to being just Saskia. No way was she going to be saddled with the responsibility of royalty. No frocking way.

Queen Vask hesitated for a moment, then dove for Saskia, arms outstretched.

Uh oh.

Saskia stepped backward, narrowly avoiding the almost-naked troll’s overeager embrace. Vask staggered, and almost face-planted on the ground, her fall halted only by Saskia’s steadying hand.

“Sorry,” said Saskia. “Personal boundaries, remember?”

“Feh!” said Vask. “We have shared so much, and you refuse a friendly hug? Speaking of sharing…” She glanced up at the second troll descending the ladder behind her.

Touching down lightly on the grassy landing pad, Rover Dog strode toward her, grinning broadly. Saskia rolled her eyes when she saw that he was wearing just as little as Vask. His skin was very nearly as smooth as hers, too—a feature that had made him very popular with the troll ladies, as if he hadn’t been popular enough already. Sometimes, Saskia regretted dunking him in the scouring pools.

“Princess,” said Rover Dog, who would continue to use that title for her until the end of time, whether she ascended to godhood or lived under a bridge. “I…missed you.”

“I missed you too.” Even as she said it, she wondered if it was true. Her body had certainly missed him, but she hadn’t felt much in the way of loneliness these couple of months he’d been gone. She’d been too busy for that. She didn’t begrudge him all the other fields he’d no doubt been ploughing in her absence. Any woman who expected Rover Dog to be monogamous would be in for a rude awakening. So what did that make them? Still just friends?

“Your queendom is…not what I was expecting,” said Vask, eyeing the overgrown ruins of Climber’s Gate, and the fortifications that had been constructed atop them.

“It’s not what it used to be,” said Saskia. Also, it’s not really a queendom.

Vask looked at the rows of dwarves and elves who had assembled around them. “Where are the trows?”

Saskia shuffled awkwardly. “There aren’t many of our kind on Ciendil. And those that are here are…”

“Savages,” said Rover Dog.

Saskia gave him a wan smile. She had considered the possibility of recruiting the trolls from the Pillar of Strife for the coming battle. But in the end, she hadn’t had the time or inclination to deal with them. They were big and heavy, and difficult to transport. The equivalent weight in battle-hardened dwarves and elves would be far more useful than a few extra untrained trolls. There would already be trolls aplenty, thanks to Queen Vask’s and Rover Dog’s efforts.

“Your queendom is a queendom of tiny people,” said Vask, frowning.

Saskia laughed. “I suppose it is. Some of them are quite powerful, though. They have survived things you wouldn’t believe.”

“We will find out soon enough just what they can survive,” said Vask. “I am eager to teach this godling on the amber throne how foolish he was to pick a fight with us, but I do not expect all of us will live to celebrate our victory.”

“You’re probably right,” said Saskia. “We’ll find out within the next few days. Get some rest. Tomorrow, we’ll begin our ascent.”

At the crack of dawn, Rover Dog shook her awake, his claws tracing lightly across her back. “Time to rise, princess.”

“Is that supposed to be a pun?” she asked. Her eyes drifted downward. “Something else is rising too, I see.”

His only reply was a grin.

“I guess I’ll see you when we get there, then,” she said, as he helped her into her armour. “Please don’t die.”

Thanks to all the redshirts—uh, indispensable people—they had to carry on Iscaragraithe, there wasn’t room for a second troll. So Rover Dog would be travelling on Queen Vask’s airship again today. Nuille and Garrain, for the time being, would also be riding aboard the same ship. Carrying her lifemate up all the way up to the crown of the world tree in roptir form would have been too much for Nuille—like climbing a hundred Mount Everests with a large boulder strapped to her back. Better that she conserve her energy for when she’d really need it.

“Not worry, princess,” said Rover Dog. “I will live forever.”

He was obviously not being serious, but in that moment, she could almost believe him.

Soon, Iscaragraithe and dozens of airships were rising into the sky. Watching the intricate and varied landscape of the trunk fall away, Saskia found herself once again in awe of the beautiful strangeness of this world. What was Arbor Mundi, really? Was it even a tree? It had no leaves, and clearly wasn’t fuelled by photosynthesis. How had it come to grow so huge? Had it really devoured half of the planet below?

It was as if the world tree—or whatever it truly was—had been perfectly designed to harbour life. The branches, for the most part, where quite flat along the vertical axis, with plenty of depressions that could hold water. Each of them was the size of a small continent on Earth, and they were far enough apart for each to form a distinct ecology, without too much cross-pollination.

As the hours became days, and they continued their ascent, the world tree became…gnarlier. The relatively straight trunk began to splay outward into a tangled nest of spurs and longer branchlets, initially as thick as mountains, but narrowing and multiplying, the higher they went. Streams of water collected in the cracks between them, forming deep, dark pools. Sinuous shapes churned beneath the surface of the pools, and writhed at the water’s edge.

The skies weren’t exactly clear, either. Birds of every size and colour flitted between the branchlets and nested among the various hanging growths. Some were as big as a horse, and not all were friendly. Several times, the trolls put their net-throwers to good use, taking out birds that dove at sleeping roptirs or attempted to land on their fragile balloons.

Nuille flapped over to one of the huge birds struggling to free itself from its net. She brushed up against it for a brief moment—keeping well clear of its beak and claws. Then in a flurry of dark feathers, an identical bird appeared in the air beside it.

One of the trolls turned her net-thrower toward the new ‘threat.’ Garrain and Rover Dog shouted at her to stand down.

“Enjoying your new form?” Saskia asked Nuille through their shared oracle link.

These days, Nuille needed only to touch a bird or beast to adopt its form. She still hadn’t figured out how to take the form of another sapient creature, but she now had hundreds of animal forms to choose from.

The giant bird landed lightly atop the gondola’s upper deck, and a moment later, Nuille stood in its place. A radiant smile spread across her face. “It feels much more powerful than a roptir body,” she said. “Faster, too.”

As sun wobbled behind the planet below, Saskia began to discern a light shining through the bizarre canopy. It was a warm, golden hue, like a candle flame, or…

“The light of the amber throne,” said Saskia to no-one in particular.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “’Tweren’t visible from further down, so we must be getting close.”

The gaps between the branchlets continued to narrow; the sky growing increasingly crowded. It wasn’t yet a navigation hazard, but it soon might be. Even with the frostlings present, the airships weren’t particularly manoeuvrable. She could imagine what would happen if a fragile bag of air scraped against one of those rough, spiny protuberances.

“Careful,” she warned her vassals stationed on every ship. “Slow and steady wins the race.”

“This is a race?” said Zarie, eyeing her quizzically.

“It’s just an expression. Nuille, would you like to scout ahead? You can stay hidden, right?”

“Of course,” said Nuille. “I have been looking forward to using this form.”

Releasing Garrain’s hand, Nuille shucked off her gown, shrank down—and vanished. The only evidence of her presence was a faint smear of grey, fluttering into the tangled sky. Nuille had been working hard to perfect this hybrid form over the past few months. The bird was nearly invisible under most lighting conditions. She would have gone up the trunk in the initial scouting expedition, but unlike the frostling tempests, she tired easily when travelling long distances on those tiny wings.

Saskia watched from Nuille’s eyes as she flew higher and deeper into the canopy. The light grew brighter. Her ascent slowed. And now she was pushing inward more than she was gaining altitude.

She must be getting close now. Saskia couldn’t see anything special on her map, but the light…it was so bright. Almost blinding.

Except…something was wrong. It took Saskia a while to realise it, but when she did, she mentally kicked herself for not having cottoned on sooner. Nuille wasn’t flying toward the light, but around it. And she’d been doing this for some time.

When Saskia pointed this out, Nuille faltered, and turned to face the light. But a moment later, she had turned away, and once again she was flying around it.

A closer inspection of Nuille’s map confirmed Saskia’s suspicions. She couldn’t seem to look at the right side of the map. Whenever she tried, her gaze slid away.

“It’s one of those repelling wards,” said Saskia. “I don’t understand. This wasn’t here when the frostlings scouted the area a week ago.” She sighed. “I wonder what other surprises he has in store for us. Anyhow, now that we know it’s there, we can get through it. Focus on the light. If you turn away from it, I’ll correct you.”

It was slow going, and she could tell that Nuille was in some pain, just as she herself had been when she crossed the greenway on Ciendil. But eventually she managed to guide her vassal through the barrier. Nuille emerged on the other side—and flew straight into a wall.

“What the frock!?” said Saskia. “Nuille, are you okay?”

Nuille slid down the shiny amber surface for almost thirty seconds before she came to her senses, pushed herself away from the wall, and hovered there, shaking her tiny head from side to side. Not just a wall, Saskia realised. A dome.

It was the colour of shining arlium, but something told her it wasn’t actually made out of any physical material. It was magic, just like the other barrier.

“I have no idea how we’re gonna get through that,” said Saskia. “Could you try blasting it with spells, or—Nuille, look out!”

Something massive had suddenly emerged from the dome just above her. Huge, leathery wings, vicious curved claws, a scaly undercarriage, and a long, sinuous neck.

Nuille spun and dove. A wingtip lashed at her, sending her careening end over end, before finally she righted herself.

There wasn’t just one of the great winged beasts; there were dozens—possibly hundreds—swarming out of the barrier. Sitting astride their backs were legions of archers and spellflingers: elves and skarakh, and other races she didn’t recognise. A few were clad in white, and wore pale masks.

They’d flown straight past Nuille without even noticing her, tiny as she was. She wasn’t their target. They were coming for Saskia. For the entire fleet.

“Crap crap crap!” she shouted. “We have to get out of here, right now.”

“What is it?” asked Zarie. An edge of panic leaked into her voice.

Their death approached. Iscaragraithe might be able to outfly their foes, but the airships couldn’t.

They were frocked.

The beasts their enemies rode bore a close resemblance to the wyverns that had attacked Cloudtop, but they were sleeker, and more sinuous. More heavily muscled. And much, much bigger. She knew exactly what they were.

“Dragons,” said Saskia.
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                Saskia looked out at the fleet of airships, slowly sinking between the surrounding branchlets. Too slow. Far too slow. They couldn’t escape dragons. This had all gone so wrong, so fast.

When her frostling scouts had come here, barely a week earlier, there had been nothing to suggest this was waiting for them. They’d been prepared to face any number of humanoid defenders; dozens of Chosen; maybe even a few dragons. But not hundreds of dragons. Nor had they been expecting an impenetrable barrier around what just one week earlier had been a seemingly unguarded fortress.

It had been a trap, clearly. Abellion had lured them into committing their entire fleet. And now…

Now he was going to blow them out of the sky.

“You must not stay, Saskia,” said Kveld over their shared oracle link. “The drackens can outfly our airships, but they can’t catch you if you leave now. Fly while you still have the chance.”

“Bog that,” said Saskia. “You’re all here because of me. I’m not abandoning you.”

“’Tis not just you who will die for nothing if you stay,” said Kveld. “Everyone in Iscaragraithe with you…”

“Who said anything about dying?” said Saskia. “We’ll figure out a way. Just…let me think about this…”

She banged her knuckles against her forehead. If there were a tunnel they could shelter in—somewhere an enormous dragon couldn’t fit…

Nothing. No nearby caves or crevices or tunnels marked on her map, or visible to her vassals. The branches around here were far smaller and more numerous than the lower branches. Not much good for digging. The stoneshapers might be able to carve out a small shelter for a few of them, but what about the rest?

No, they couldn’t escape underground. But was there another way to escape?

She snapped her fingers. “We could deflate the balloons. Turn the airships into falling bricks, essentially. They can’t outfly dragons, but they may be able to outfall them.”

“You ken as well as I do what will happen,” said Ruhildi. “Splat.”

“Well yeah, but the frostlings…”

“There aren’t enough tempests to hold up the airships without their balloons,” said Kveld. “They’re heavier than Iscaragraithe, and they don’t have wings—just sails. Those sails will tear or buckle the moment we turn them downward at the speed we’ll be falling.”

“If there were more frostlings…” said Zarie. “Twenty or more per ship might be enough, yes?”

“Aye,” said Kveld. “We could transfer all of the frostlings to just three or four of our airships. They would stand a chance, but…”

“Everyone else would be stranded here,” said Saskia. “I hate that solution.”

“’Twould be better than everyone dying,” said Ruhildi.

“I still hate it. How would we even decide who lives or dies?”

“There are only three airships with our friends onboard,” said Ruhildi. “The two Ciendil airships, and Queen Vask’s flagship.”

Saskia scowled at her. “You expect me to prioritise our friends’ lives over everyone else’s? Abandon our allies?”

Even as she said it, she knew she would do it if the only alternative was everyone dying. Because…well, who wouldn’t choose a friend’s life over that of a stranger? There were other justifications for making that choice, too. Dwarves were practically an endangered species. Forest elves too, if she counted their mer and high elf cousins as separate species. Their lives were precious. And because they weighed much less than a troll, there were many more souls aboard the Ciendil airships than the Grongargian ones. More lives to be saved…

“There is no shame in wanting to save the ones we love,” said Zarie.

“If there’s no other way, I’ll consider it,” said Saskia. “But what are our other options? Could we fight and win, somehow? I know it seems impossible, but we do have Ruhildi. If we could kill a dragon or two, then you could raise them to fight for us, right? Once we kill enough of them…”

“Methinks you underestimate just how powerful a dracken is,” said Ruhildi. “A deepworm would be a light snack for a fully-grown dracken. If we do manage to kill some of them, mayhap I could command one or two of their corpses, but any more…’twould be beyond my limits, even now.”

“Damn,” said Saskia. She looked about the cabin. “Any other ideas? Any way we could lay a trap for them? Or…I don’t know, anything?”

The silence in the cabin was palpable.

“Frock!” she breathed. “Then it’s back to getting as many people out as we can. We can let the trows pick two of their ships to take the plunge down the trunk. But no matter what, I’m not abandoning the rest of our allies. If they’re stuck here, then I’m staying with them. You can drop me off, and fly Iscaragraithe without me. As long as Ruhildi’s onboard, you’ll be okay.”

“Sashki, you must ken what will happen to me if you die.”

Saskia stared at Ruhildi, not wanting to speak her thoughts aloud.

Ruhildi mercilessly put voice to them. “If you die, there will be naught holding me in the waking world. This body of mine becomes just a corpse once more. And without me…”

“Iscaragraithe becomes just a pile of bones,” said Baldreg. “We will not survive without you, Caesitor.”

“The frostlings and Zarie could crash-land Iscaragraithe without killing you, even if it’s no longer animated by necrourgy,” said Saskia. “They’ve done it before.” It was a weak argument, one she rejected even as she said it. She couldn’t allow Ruhildi to just…fade away. She had to survive.

“Then Iscaragraithe will never take to the skies again,” said Baldreg. “And even if that were not so, understand that you are key to everything, Caesitor. Our one chance to unseat the tyrant. If you die, it will have all been for nothing. We can’t allow that. If only one person has to survive, it has to be you.”

Saskia let out a long breath. It was quite plain she wasn’t going to be able to persuade them to leave her behind. She couldn’t even convince herself that was a good idea. Unless…

“Okay, so how about this, then? I’ll stay with the trows, do whatever I can to keep them alive. And if—when—we get overrun, then I’ll teleport back to your side.”

“Sashki—”

Saskia cut her off. “Look, we don’t have time to argue. This is my decision. It’s either this, or we all stay and die here. Choose.”

“It does sound like a good compromise, yes?” said Zarie. “The trows are more likely to respect our decision if Saskia stays to fight with them. Otherwise, they might…”

“Object,” said Ruhildi.

Baldreg gave a bitter chuckle. “That’s one way to put it.”

“We’ll do as you ask,” said Ruhildi. “And do not despair. No matter what happens today, we’ll larn how to breach the barrier and come back better prepared next time.”

Earlier, Nuille had landed near the base of the dome. She’d flung a few druid spells at it, to no avail. It seemed they wouldn’t be able to brute force their way through, so going there now seemed pointless, even if they could somehow get past the dragon swarm. Nuille was on her way back to them now, though she wouldn’t reach them before the dragons arrived to ruin their day. Saskia hoped she’d be okay, because she was going to miss the ride back down the trunk.

Saskia let out a long breath. “Thank you. And now it’s time to give the trows the bad news, and let them decide who among them lives, and who dies.”

It took the trolls all of ten minutes to decide. The queens and senior representatives from every queendom each picked out a handful of trolls to transfer to the designated airships. The queens and princesses themselves—every single one of them—chose to stay and fight. Seeing this, Saskia’s respect for the queendoms went up a dozen notches.

There was only one source of contention: Rover Dog.

“You stay, I stay,” said Rover Dog, turning a resolute gaze between Queen Vask and Garrain, who was Saskia’s surrogate on their flagship. “Not negotiable.”

“But I’m only staying until…” Saskia trailed off. “I can teleport away. You can’t.”

Garrain dutifully relayed her halting message.

“Other queens, princesses not teleport,” said Rover Dog. “Fight to last breath. I not abandon them. Not worry, princess. I will live forever. You will see.”

It was an absurd claim. If he stayed, he would die. It was simple as that.

“What about you?” she asked Garrain.

“I’m not leaving Nuille behind,” he said. “We’ll find our own way out. Perhaps we’ll be able to rescue a stubborn trow or two while we’re at it.”

Minutes later, Saskia was standing with Rover Dog, Queen Vask and hundreds of other stranded trolls atop a twisting branchlet, watching the four airship gondolas plunge down through the canopy of the world tree, weaving their way around branchlets and spurs as their frostling pilots shunted them about. Iscaragraithe dove after them, carrying its precious cargo to safety.

“Dogspeed,” whispered Saskia. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and turned to the other trolls. “Maybe we should still try to run. I don’t imagine many of us will survive, but some might be able to hide if we disperse.”

“We will not cower and hide like slinkbugs,” said Queen Vask. “We will show these tiny fools and their drackens what it means to face the trow queendoms in battle. It will be glorious.”

The other trolls growled in agreement.

Saskia nodded. Of course they’d feel this way. “If that’s what you want to do, then it will be an honour to fight beside you. At least we might buy the others some time. I’m…sorry it has come to this.” She rubbed her forehead. “God, what was I thinking bringing everyone here? I should have waited; gathered more information, maybe come with just Iscaragraithe first. Instead I’ve delivered everyone straight into…” A meat grinder.

Vask snorted dismissively. “Do not waste your words on what could have been. We are here now, and we will make them pay dearly for every chunk of flesh they tear from us.”

Saskia looked at the assembled trolls, and felt a stirring of…not hope, exactly, but anticipation. She wanted to see what these trolls could do. In the face of impossible odds, they weren’t going to go down quietly.

She reached into her bag of supplies, and pulled out a large container. Pulling off the lid, she showed it to Vask. “I want each and every trow to take a portion of this.”

Vask’s eyes widened. “Never have I seen so much divine dust in one place. You would give it to everyone?”

“It’ll go to waste otherwise,” said Saskia. “And as you well know, a trow can endure a lot with the help of this stuff. It helped me survive inside the belly of a deepworm. Think what an entire army of trows could do with it.”

Saskia poured a fistful of awakened arlithite into her mouth, then handed the container to Rover Dog. He took his fill, and passed it along to a huge, muscular mountain of a troll. A lifter, by the looks of her. She grunted, and looked at them quizzically. Saskia mimed swallowing the stuff. The troll scooped out a generous portion, and swallowed. Her eyes narrowed. Then she grinned, and let out a roar that shook the branchlet.

Garrain swallowed a pinch of his own supply of arlithite, sliced open his wrist, and drained some of his blood into a bottle, drawing on her essence as he did so. When it was full, he handed it to Saskia. She took a swig, and handed it to Vask.

“This will make you immune to most poisons,” said Saskia.

The arlithite and poison immunity potion passed from troll to troll, until all of them had taken their fill. Some of them began to rip into their own flesh, and watch in glee as the wounds closed in seconds.

“Careful,” she told them. “You’ll need to eat a lot to regenerate a serious wound that quickly.”

“Not problem,” said Princess Aele. She bared her teeth. “Our food comes to us. Today we dine on dracken!”

Saskia could see the approaching swarm on her own minimap now, not just on Nuille’s.

“Get into position,” she told the gathered trolls. “They’re almost here.”

The trolls had no intention of hiding, but nor were they going to stand around on one little branchlet, where they’d be easy pickings for a well-placed wall of fire. They still had airships; just not tempests to help steer them. Instead, they had ropes and grappling hooks—and plenty of branchlets to hook onto. Then there were the roptirs. The huge bats went a bit batty in this peculiar environment, but they were more easily controlled here than they would be further down the world tree, where they’d just fly straight into the trunk or out into space. Some trolls elected to stay on their flying vessels or mounts, while others leapt onto neighbouring branchlets.

Garrain, meanwhile, worked his magic on the creeping vines and strange woody spires that grew on and beneath the spurs. They began to grow and shift, sprouting thorny appendages, and uprooting themselves from the hard ground.

Flocks of tiny birds took to the air, merging into twisting, screeching coils of panicked flight.

Now the dragons were visible to the naked eye and…oh god, there were a lot of them, and they were huge. Bigger than Iscaragraithe, surely, although that might be because they had flesh. Their scales were red and golden brown. Their eyes blazed with inner light. And if she wasn’t mistaken, that was smoke leaking from their snouts.

Fantabulous. So these were the flying flamethrowers of legend. Ruhildi had mentioned that not all species of dragons breathed fire. These were the real deal, though.

Fire, thought Saskia. Why does it always have to be fire?

A drum beat of stamping feet set the ground trembling. Distant horns blasted. A roar shook the air like mountains of rolling granite.

Fire streaked across the sky, aimed at Saskia and those gathered nearby—Vask and Garrain, in particular. They stepped out of the way, and watched the vegetation around them erupted in flames.

“You’re gonna have to do better than that!” shouted Saskia. She lifted her crossbow, aimed high into the air—and fired.

Nearly ten seconds later, a white-clad elf tumbled from the back of his dragon, with an arrow in his eye.

Vask stared at her. “The luck of the gods…”

“Not luck,” said Saskia. “I got a memory download from Earth that came with some handy new tools.” When Vask continued to stare, she added, “It’s an oracle thing.”

Following some interesting dreams featuring her Earth counterpart, Saskia had taken another trip into the between a couple of months back, just to sync her memories. Now she remembered an attack on the temple in Nepal, and Padhra’s death. Not a pleasant place for the memories of Earth to end, but she had picked up a lot of useful oracle interface tweaks and abilities, including her Earth counterpart’s targetting aid.

Today, she’d also shared that ability with Garrain. With her help, he sent a scorching sap spell at the enemy, searing the flesh from the bones of a trio of skarakh fire mages sitting astride one of the dragons.

More fireballs streaked toward them. Saskia tensed, preparing to dodge—only to realise these weren’t coming for her.

Flames licked into the air from Queen Raku’s flagship. It wasn’t a full-on Hindenburg-style explosion—these balloons weren’t filled with hydrogen. But there were flames, and screaming. The ship rose for a few seconds—then dropped like a stone. Several onboard managed to leap to the dubious safety of a nearby branchlet. Queen Raku of Riverside and half a dozen retainers went down with their ship.

Watching the wreckage tumble into the abyss, Saskia felt as if she’d been punched in the gut. They were just the first. Her fault. This was all her fault.

Fanning out, the enemy circled around to come at them from multiple sides at once, flinging fireballs all the while. Those standing on the branchlets could dodge fireballs lobbed from that range. The airships, though…

After watching two more airships go down in flames, the rest of the crews decided to abandon their rickety deathtraps and take shelter on solid ground.

“Aim where I’m aiming,” said Saskia, as she prepared to take another shot.

Watching Saskia with narrowed eyes, Vask lifted her crossbow, tilting it in the same direction as Saskia. Rover Dog and the other nearby trolls did likewise. A swarm of spear-sized crossbow bolts shot skyward.

Ten seconds later, a dragon let out an ear-splitting roar. Crossbow bolts jutted from its eyes and forehead and snout. Without Saskia’s exact targetting system, most of the other trolls’ shots had gone wide, but enough had hit their mark to blind the creature. It careened about in the air—and smashed headlong into a branchlet, sending its passengers plunging to their deaths.

A cheer broke out among the trolls. Hitting moving targets from this range would normally be impossible. But Saskia wasn’t about to let the impossible stop her. She hastily reloaded, lined up another shot…

And swallowed. The dragons had wheeled about in the air, and were now coming straight for her from three sides.

“Scatter!” she shouted, even as they loosed another volley.

They bounded away from each other on all fours. Saskia half ran, half slid down the steep branchlet, watching on her map and through Garrain’s eyes as the dragons turned to follow her. They were coming for her, and her alone. That was probably for the best.

As their thunderous wingbeats drew closer, she briefly considered teleporting away, before rejecting the idea. She wasn’t done yet. She closed the visor on her duanum helmet, and pressed herself flat against the ground.

Fire swept over her; four different streams of bright flame, from four different angles. Even through her full-body heat-resistant armour, it seared her flesh, drawing a whimper of agony from her lips. The stone beneath her softened and sagged.

Then she was falling, amidst red hot rocks and billowing flames, tumbling end over end down the slope. She splashed into a dark pool, swathed in steam.

Something coiled around her chest. In a flash, she tore it loose, and plucked what looked like a triple-tentacled octopus out of the water. It reached for her, its beak snapping at her armour. She ripped it in half, pulled up her visor, and took a bite out of it.

Mmm…not half bad.

Overhead, a dragon thrashed in the air, caught in a huge wire net. Spears jutted from its side. Flames billowed, melting thick metal wires into slag. Roaring, it pulled free and launched itself at an unseen foe.

Large claws closed around her ankle. Dropping half of her impromptu meal, she spun, and drove at the new threat with her gauntlet. At the last moment, she drew back. It was Princess Aele, lying in the water beside her.

Aele was in a bad way. She was more lightly armoured than Saskia. Even though the dragonfire hadn’t struck her directly, the splash damage had seared a big hole in her leg.

It would grow back—if she survived.

“Here,” said Saskia, handing her the carcass. “Stay in the water and feed until you can walk again.”

“Appreciated,” growled Aele around a mouthful of rubbery tentacle.

Saskia scrambled back up the branchlet—and into pandemonium. Dragons soared every which way, spewing jets of flame. Arrows and fireballs filled the air. Explosions rippled across the soot-clouded sky. Half of a mangled head lay among a pile of torn and blackened bodies. She recognised that single, lifeless eye. It was Queen Moebe, Aele’s mother.

Her minimap was painting an equally grim picture. Nearly a third of the blue markers representing her allies had winked out. The violet and red markers of her enemies outnumbered them twenty to one, and more were on their way.

Even so, her friends and allies were giving as good as they got.

Rover Dog and Vask and several other trolls had thrown grappling lines over one of the dragons and leapt onto its back, where they were peeling off its scales and laying into the flesh beneath with blades and claws and teeth. Another dragon was sprawled across her branchlet, held in place by thick coils of vines. Garrain hacked at its neck with his glaive, Trowbane, while the struggling creature belched fire like an out-of-control fire hose.

Saskia came to his aid, taking up his glaive and laying into the beast’s throat with all her strength—which was far greater than his, even with the enhancements provided by the weird plants infesting his body.

“Ardonis, Saskia, are you there?” It was Nuille’s voice.

“Little…busy…right now, Nuille,” said Saskia, between swings.

“It’s important,” said Nuille. “Tell your allies not to attack me when I come for you.”

“Why would they…?”

Saskia stopped swinging just as Garrain pressed his hand to the wound they’d opened up. He released a spell that sent creeping tendrils down the dragon’s throat, shredding it from the inside. It lurched and shuddered, and the flames sputtered out.

“Seriously?” said Saskia. Through her vassal’s viewpoint, she’d just watched as Nuille’s elven form suddenly expanded. And now through the corner of Nuille’s eyes she could see great golden wings and a long, sinuous tail. “Oh my god, you have a dragon form now?”

At that moment, an enemy dragon came crashing to the ground in a bloody heap. Rover Dog leapt from its back, landing before her with a shaz-eating grin on his face.

“Good fight!” he proclaimed.

Vask scrambled down behind him, with a gleam in her eyes. She caught sight of Queen Moebe’s remains, and her expression wilted.

Saskia pointed at a vast winged form spiralling down toward them. “That’s Nuille. She’s going to get as many of us out of here as she can. Don’t attack her!”

A large serpentine head rose up from beneath the branchlet, jaws gaping wide, flames already coiling between its teeth. Saskia tensed. Help may be on the way, but they weren’t in the clear yet.

By the time Nuille came in to land, the bodies were piled high around them. Dragons, their riders, and trolls. So many dead trolls. Nuille’s massive scaly body crouched low, while an elf and thirteen trolls scrambled aboard. These were all who had survived in the immediate vicinity—and all Nuille could realistically hope to carry, in any case. Thirteen out of hundreds. At least Rover Dog and Vask were safe.

Another dragon had landed at the base of the branchlet, by the pool where she’d left Aele. Flame licked across the water, turning it to steam. Saskia felt bile rising in her throat.

Then they were diving down through the canopy at breakneck speed, past burning trees and snapping jaws, past fire and stench and blood.

This was what she had wrought. Her grand assault on the heavens. What a joke she was. Somewhere behind his impenetrable barrier, Abellion was surely laughing at her.

Several hours into their dive, Rover Dog pointed at what appeared to be a large knot in the side of the trunk.

“What is that?” said Saskia.

“I…not know,” said Rover Dog. “We should go there.”

“We need to catch up with the others,” said Saskia.

“We should go there,” repeated Rover Dog.

“Oh…kay,” said Saskia. “I guess it wouldn’t hurt to take a brief stop. Nuille could use a break from flying. Assuming there’s anything there for us to land on.”

As they got closer, she saw that there was an immense hollow in the centre of the knot, perhaps a quarter the diameter of a typical branch of the world tree. The inside of the hollow was positively bursting with greenery. There was a sizeable lake at its base, and waterfalls down its walls. They circled over the lush inner landscape, looking for a suitable landing spot.

Rover Dog pointed at a ledge high on the back wall of the hollow. “Land there,” he said.

Her map told her that there was a cave behind the ledge, though it wasn’t visible to the naked eye.

“You’re acting kinda weird,” said Saskia. “You sure you’re okay?”

Rover Dog frowned, and nodded. “I not can explain. I just…know.”

Nuille set them down on the ledge, before shifting back into elven form. Saskia and Rover Dog scraped aside a mound of dirt piled up against the back wall, uncovering a slab of flat stone. Sliding the stone aside revealed a small tunnel, about half her height. Rover Dog tugged at Saskia’s hand, almost dragging her forward in his eagerness to get inside.

After much grumbling from the other trolls, they squeezed through the tunnel, which soon opened out into a huge cavern, bursting with greenery. It wasn’t quite the scale of the hollow outside, or even one of Ciendil’s Outer Hollows, but it was impressively huge nonetheless. The cavern had an eerie stillness about it, despite the abundance of life within its walls. The ancient trees were silent, without so much as the hint of a breeze disturbing their pitted, yellow leaves. Ropey vines as thick as tree trunks crept up the walls and hung from the ceiling, and coiled about an immense silvery pillar at the cavern’s centre. The head of the pillar was carved with an ouroboros, the symbol of a snake eating its own tail. Atop that, an immense tongue of yellow flame licked into the air, bathing the cavern in its warm glow. But it was no ordinary flame. This flame was frozen in time, its light unchanging.

At Rover Dog’s continued urging, they trekked deep into the primordial forest. Along the way, they encountered a herd of lumbering beasts with armoured flesh and few survival instincts. These proved too tempting a target for a band of hungry trolls. Saskia was not impressed with the resulting meal. Their meat tasted like old leather—tough and dry and hard to chew.

In a hilltop glade near the base of the pillar, they came upon a small circle of stone houses. At the village centre, a large granite statue depicting a troll kneeling in a meditative pose, eyes closed. Saskia was struck by how lifelike it appeared. It must have been a really talented sculptor who—

Oh. That was no statue.

A little green-skinned woman glided across cobblestone steps between buildings, while balancing a bucket on her head. Saskia did a double-take at the sight of her. Was she a goblin? She sure looked like a goblin, but no goblin depicted in Earth’s fiction had ever moved with such grace.

On the far side of the village, a door opened, and out stepped a man, who stood facing them with raised eyebrows. He looked very close to human, with only the pointed tips of his ears and a faint dusting of golden splotches on his skin marking him as a distant kin to the elves. His chin was beardless; his skin unwrinkled; his features vaguely oriental.

The goblin woman halted in her tracks, and slowly turned to face them. Barely a ripple stirred the water in the bucket atop her head.

At the same moment, the ‘statue’ at the village centre stirred, and opened her eyes, looking up with glacial slowness. The stone troll’s gaze settled on Rover Dog, and she addressed him in a low, rumbling voice. Saskia recognised the name, ‘Dougan,’ but she couldn’t make sense of anything else the troll said.

An unreadable expression crossed Rover Dog face. He replied in the same unknown language.

“What did she say?” asked Saskia.

Rover Dog translated for her. “She ask why I wait so long to come home.”

“Home?” Saskia looked between the human, the little goblin, and the ancient, statuesque troll. And it all clicked into place. “These people are immortal, like you. And that…” She gazed up at the ouroboros symbol and frozen flame atop the pillar. “…is the seed of eternity.”
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                The newcomers were unlike anyone he’d seen before, although that wasn’t saying much. He’d only ever met four other people.

They were small, but not as small as Burinold or Tulpa. Lean, like the Primordial, with pointy ears and pale skin. They wore animal hides, and carried the musky odour of unwashed bodies. When they glided through the forest, their legs didn’t move, but leaves and branches rustled and swayed in their wake.

Dougan shifted in his perch as they drew near. His gnarled and lanky form pressed tightly against the ancient trunk, gripping its rough bark with long, curved claws.

Their eyes turned upward, and they came to a halt, peering through the golden leaves. One of them called out in a shrill voice, babbling sounds that weren’t words—or at least none he’d ever heard before. He watched them warily, not knowing what to do. These were strangers. Strangers! He’d never met a stranger before. Where had they come from?

There was only one answer that made any sense: they came from outside. Many times, he’d asked Ondite what lay outside. She always said the same thing: “Nothing is out there, child.” He didn’t believe her, which was why he kept asking.

The squishy who had spoken made a shrugging motion, and the pair continued on their way. He leapt from treetop to treetop, following at a safe distance. Soon, they stopped by a deep pool, lit by the glow of the eternal flame. They stripped off their furs, and waded into the water. He watched, fascinated, as they clung to each other, and began to bounce around rhythmically. They didn’t do it the same way animals did. A curious hunger rose up within him as he watched them. Followed by a familiar creeping malaise.

There was no-one here for him to bounce around with. Ondite was too old—almost as ancient as the flame itself. Tulpa was too small, and too…Tulpa.

Here, he would always be alone. Always missing something.

He needed to get out.


Saskia awoke slowly, feeling the press of warm, smooth troll flesh against her back. From the sound of his breathing, she could tell Rover Dog was already awake.

“I just dreamed about you,” she murmured.

Even without looking at him, she could tell he was grinning. “Good kind of dream.”

“No, not one of those dreams,” she said. “It was a vision, I think.” She told him what she’d seen. “Any of that jog your memory?”

It was a long time before he spoke. “Been here before. Not remember when. Not remember…”

“It’s okay,” said Saskia. “Maybe the other eternals can help you remember.”

The eternals, as they called themselves, were individuals of at least four different sapient species who had found their way to the seed of eternity across the ages. Hopefully today she’d be able to find out more about the mysterious, reclusive band of immortals.

But first, it was time she checked in with her vassals. Last time she saw them, they’d still been falling. Now they appeared to have landed…for some definitions of landing.

Ruhildi stood surveying the cracked hull of one of the airship gondolas, and the splintered wreckage on the ground. The trolls and frostlings aboard it had survived the crash, but their vessel had been severely damaged. The other three airships had fared a little better, though none had come out of it unscathed. A bigger problem was that they were scattered across a huge stretch of savannah, in what could very well be hostile territory.

“’Twere all we could do just to land on the same branch,” said Ruhildi. “We didn’t have the luxury to choose our landing sites more precisely.”

“Is that Lumium?” asked Saskia, looking through her vassals’ eyes at the wide, flat, grassy plains, and the distant tree-covered hills.

“Aye, methinks,” said Ruhildi.

“Fantabulous,” breathed Saskia. “I don’t expect the high alvari will be throwing out the welcoming mat for you. Be wary.”

“Aye, we will,” said Ruhildi. “The drackens may yet come for us, too. All we can do is prepare to defend ourselves, and make haste with our repairs.”

“Right,” said Saskia. “It doesn’t look like you’ll be able to get everyone out of there in a hurry, in any case. We’ll be with you soon. But first, I want to see what I can learn from these eternals. Who knows, maybe they can help us find a way to get through Abellion’s barrier.”

With the eternals’ permission, Saskia’s band of thirteen trolls and two elves had set up camp just outside their village. The eternals had offered Rover Dog residence in one of the larger houses. It wasn’t big enough to accommodate this many trolls, so he’d turned down the offer, preferring to stay with everyone else.

“How fare our people?” asked Queen Vask, intercepting them as they emerged from their tent. “Did they survive the fall?”

Saskia nodded. “They’re okay, for now, but…”

“We should go straight to them,” said Vask, after she’d heard Saskia’s account. “Why are we wasting our time here?”

“Our people on Lumium can get by without us for a few days,” said Saskia. I hope. “These eternals could be a treasure trove of information, though. I want to hear what they have to say, first.”

“I don’t like this,” said Vask. “We should not be apart from our people. The drackens could come for them at any moment. They will need us.”

That same fear had been nagging at Saskia, as well. Now that Abellion had revealed his hand, there was little reason to hold back the dragon card. The only reason he might not send all the dragons after them was that it would leave his home turf unguarded. But her people hardly in a position to attack now, were they?

“If the dragons come before they can get their repairs done, they’re dead,” said Saskia bluntly. “You saw what the dragons did to us. Our being there won’t change anything.”

She didn’t mention that the airships wouldn’t be Abellion’s only target. The dragons could just as easily lay waste to Grongarg. The trolls’ only defence would be to shelter underground, where the dragons couldn’t reach them.

When Saskia and Rover Dog returned to the eternals’ village, the troll woman, Ondite, was waiting for them.

“Welcome back, children,” she rumbled.

Thanks to Rover Dog, Saskia’s oracle translator had now heard enough of their language to do its thing, so this time she could participate in the conversation.

“We appreciate you letting us make camp so close to your village,” said Saskia.

“Not inconvenience to us, demon,” said Ondite.

Saskia blinked in surprise. She wasn’t showing her navel-less midriff. “You know what I am?”

“You not first demon I have met,” said Ondite. “Your kind never stay long, but like ephemerals, more will always come.”

“Who was the last demon to come here?”

Ondite tilted her head to the side. “I not remember his name. Nurgo…Murvin…”

“Murgle?” said Saskia.

Ondite nodded. “Yes, that may be it. From his band of followers, Burinold was born.”

“I don’t know much about him, except that he was supposedly created the dwarrows. What was he like?”

“Nettlesome,” said Ondite.

That told her very little. She was about to ask for details when Rover Dog blurted, “Are you my mother?”

Ondrite stood in perfect stillness, staring at him for many long seconds, before she finally answered. “Not blood mother, child. Blood mother ephemeral, not eternal. Her flame extinguished long ago. But I did have hand in your raising.”

“So he was born here—grew up here?” asked Saskia.

Ondite nodded. “Children come to us so rarely. Rarer still do they leave. You were gone so long, Dougan, I thought you forever lost.”

“I not remember,” said Rover Dog. “Help me remember?”

Ondite cast her eyes upward. “Here, beneath eternal flame, you will stop forgetting. In time, regain lost memories.”

“How much time?” asked Saskia.

“To regain all that was lost…” Ondite tapped her forehead. “Span of ages equal to time spent away from eternal flame.”

“So we’re talking centuries—uh, greatspans,” said Saskia.

Ondite nodded.

“I not stay,” said Rover Dog. “Rather be forgetful wanderer than caged with memories.”

Saskia sighed. “Is there any way we could speed up the process to, I don’t know…a few days?”

Ondrite turned her gaze between the two of them. Then she began to laugh; deep, slow belly laughter. “Oh children. You are too precious.”

Saskia frowned at her. “A simple ‘no’ would have sufficed.”

“You shouldn’t laugh at our guests, ancient one,” said the almost-human man, who sat on the roof of a nearby house, chipping away at a wooden figurine. “It’s disrespectful.”

Ondrite sniffed. “Oh twaddle! Now impertinent child calls me disrespectful.”

The man pocketed his carving and shimmied down the wall. “Forgive the ancient one,” he said. “She grows impudent in her old age.”

“Twaddle!” repeated Ondite. “I have always been impudent, young Ithanius.” She sat cross-legged in the grass, closed her eyes, and resumed her impersonation of a statue.

Ithanius motioned for them to follow. “Come. Walk with me for a moment.”

He led them down a cobblestone path at the edge of town.

“Just how old is Ondite?” asked Saskia quietly, once they were out of earshot.

“I don’t know her exact age,” said Ithanius. “She’s the oldest among us, aside from the Primordial.”

“The Primordial?” asked Saskia.

“Xonroth is his name. The Primordial is…” Ithanius gave a little shudder. “…not like the rest of us. He has been asleep a long time.”

“And how old is he?”

“I don’t know that, either. It’s hard to measure time in this place.”

“So are you the youngest, then?”

He nodded.

“Forgive me for asking, but are you a half-alvari, or something? A mix between human and alvari?”

He raised his eyebrows. “I am told my people are the drengari. You have another name for us?”

The moment he spoke the name, Saskia felt a peculiar mix of excitement and melancholy. He was one of the long-lost drengari, the people who had built the original city of Inglomar. His mix of elf and human characteristics lent credence to her theory that the drengari had been proto-elves. Their ancestors may have been human; their descendants, elves and mer. Ithanius might very well be the last of his kind on Arbor Mundi. She didn’t want to be the one to break the news to him.

Actually, come to think of it, Ithanius bore a striking resemblance to the couple Rover Dog had observed in her dream. They too must have been drengari.

“Did I know you?” asked Rover Dog.

“No,” said Ithanius. “They didn’t speak of you, but you must have left before my time.” He lowered his voice. “They don’t like to talk about the world outside.”

As they continued their chat, Saskia couldn’t get over how normal Ithanius seemed. He was hundreds—possibly thousands—of years old, raised by ancient weirdos, and he’d lived in a cave his whole life. Shouldn’t he be…at least a little bit crazy? She half expected him to lead her to his collection of flayed squirrels or something. Maybe that would come later, after she lowered her guard. Maybe he’d flay her.

Okay, now who’s acting crazy? she chastised herself. No-one’s flaying anyone. He’s just a normal well-adjusted homebody multicentenarian.

But as their conversation continued, she was beginning to doubt Ithanius’s true dedication to homebodiness. He was really curious about their adventures out in the wider world. She quickly steered the conversation toward their recent bid to reach the Crown of the World, the barrier that had blocked their approach, and the question of how they might get through said barrier.

“I wish I could help you,” said Ithanius. “I’ve never heard of a dragon, and I know nothing of magic, except what the Primordial—” He swallowed. “Perhaps Burinold or Tulpa will know of these things, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

Burinold the dwarf was, it turned out, a bit behind the times.

“Who is Abellion?” he asked.

Saskia let out a long sigh. “You guys really need to step out of your cave from time to time, and take a look at what’s going on out there. If you don’t, trouble will someday come to you.”

“Unlikely,” said Burinold. “You are the first visitors we’ve had since Ithanius was born. We are hard to reach, and well-hidden.”

“Rover Dog led me here, but I—or any other oracle—could just as easily have found this place by accident.”

Burinold scowled at her, then his forehead creased in puzzlement. “What is an oracle?”

“I rest my case,” said Saskia.

The other person Ithanius had suggested she speak to was Tulpa, the goblin woman she’d encountered yesterday. Goblins—or geblings, as they were called on this world—were a species as old as trolls, although somewhat less successful, if their absence on Ciendil and Grongarg were anything to go by.

“An energy barrier, hmm?” said Tulpa. “Drackens passed through it, say you. Impenetrable, it is not.”

Dogramit, thought Saskia. Why’d my translator have to make her speak like Yoda? She’s a goblin, not a…Yoda.

“That much seems obvious,” said Saskia. “Any idea what it was that let them through? A key, perhaps? Any way we could duplicate it?”

“A key, hmm?” Tulpa swayed her head slowly from side to side. “Know of such things, I do not. Think better, you will, on a full stomach.” The goblin woman reached into a barrel and pulled out a wriggling eel, almost as long as she was tall. She handed it up to Saskia.

“Don’t mind if I do,” said Saskia, taking a bite out of the slimy creature.


“How many branches…have world?”

Dougan stumbled over the words. Words didn’t come easily to him at the best of times, and these words were not of the eternal tongue. It had come as a wondrous surprise to him that the newcomers—the ephemerals, Ondite called them—had a language of their own, separate from the one everyone else spoke. By learning their tongue, he could talk to them without worry of the others listening in. They would not approve of the topic of his discussion.

“How many branches does the world have?” said Nuvias, shuffling his words into a more suitable form. “That is a complicated question, for there are branches upon branches, and they come in many sizes. At what point does it cease to be a branch and become…a tall mountain?”

“Oh for the love of…” Dacie sighed. “Do not confuse the boy.”

Dougan found it endlessly amusing that these squishies called him ‘boy,’ their word for a male child. Did they not know he was many greatspans older than they were? It was true he hadn’t yet reached his full height—but he was close. Close enough to qualify as a ‘man,’ by his estimation.

“Twelve,” said Nuvias. “There are twelve main branches—many with their own sizeable sub-branches. Then there is the Crown of the World, which is a mass of hundreds of smaller branches. Combined, they outmass any one of the lower branches many times over.”

“How I get to them?” asked Dougan.

Nuvias raised his eyebrows. “You…cannot. We can travel between them because our magic lets us fly through the air, as birds can. You, who lack the elemental magic, cannot.”

“Birds?” said Dougan.

“Creatures with wings and feathers.”

“Wings? Feathers?”

Dacie sighed again. “Oh you poor… There is so much of this world you do not know.”

“Want see all,” said Dougan. “Could I climb…?”

“Climb to another branch?” Nuvias snorted. “No, my boy. The branches are too far from here. You would fall to your death. If you people even can die…”

Dougan looked at their pitying eyes, and hardened his resolve. He would prove them wrong. He would climb to the distant branches of Arbor Mundi—and beyond, to the skies themselves. The world would be his, and he would let no-one tell him otherwise.


Saskia awoke early the next morning, and lay there for a time, watching Rover Dog toss and turn beside her. It was strange that she should relive memories that he himself had forgotten. And now she was more certain than ever—that drengari couple, Nuvias and Dacie, must have been Ithanius’s parents, or close relatives.

After she told him about the second dream, Rover Dog was quiet for a long time. When he finally spoke, his words surprised her.

“Princess vassals get magic without worldseed?” he asked.

She thought about it for a moment, before answering. “Yeah, I think that’s how it works. When someone becomes my vassal, their magic no longer comes from Arbor Mundi, but directly from me. Even if their worldseed is destroyed, as happened to the stoneshapers, their magic still works, so…yeah.”

“If I princess vassal, I get magic of eternal flame—without eternal flame.”

“I suppose you would, yeah. What are you getting at? You already told me you didn’t want to be my vassal. You value your independence too much to bind yourself to me.”

“Vassal magic stronger than normal magic,” said Rover Dog. “Eternal flame restore memories. Maybe vassal restore memories faster.”

She stared at him for a good long moment. “Oh my dog, I think you may be right! So you’ve changed your mind, then? You do want to be my vassal now?”

After a small hesitation, he gave a small nod.

“Fantabulous!” she said. “I don’t think we can do it here, though. Since you don’t have a focus, I’ll need a keystone to help us enter the dreamstate where I can stick my tentacles in—uh, bond with you. But as soon as we get back to Iscaragraithe, it’s definitely worth a try.”

Although she wanted to hurry back to her friends on Lumium, she wasn’t quite ready to give up on these eternals just yet. She still hadn’t met the Primordial, Xonroth. He’d been locked in a deep sleep for a long time, according to Ithanius, but maybe they could wake him up?

“No, child,” said Ondite. “If I awaken Xonroth without cause, he will be…most displeased. You not want to be here when Xonroth displeased.”

“Isn’t our arrival cause enough?” said Saskia. “We’re the first visitors in like…forever.”

Ondite made another slow, rumbling laugh. “Oh child, you know nothing of forever. I will not do as you ask. If I did, Xonroth not help you.”

Sighing, she turned away. Maybe they could sneak into the Primordial’s sleeping chamber and throw a bucket of water on his head or something. But she was pretty sure that wouldn’t end well. Whenever Ithanius spoke of him, he looked petrified. “The Primordial is not like the rest of us,” he’d said.

What a disappointing bunch these eternals were turning out to be. She would’ve thought being immortal—and unlike Rover Dog, retaining their memories—would make them godlike masters of countless disciplines. But in most cases, it just made them lazy and disinterested in the world outside.

Ithanius was one of the few exceptions to this—maybe because of his relative youth. And indeed, he seemed as frustrated as she was with his fellow eternals.

“When you leave, I want to go with you,” Ithanius told her, speaking low, and glancing about nervously, as if expecting to be jumped by an angry goblin at any moment.

She’d been half expecting something like this, truth be told. Still, she tried to act surprised. “Are you sure? Out there, you know you’ll start to forget things, right?” Unless, perhaps, I make you my vassal too, she added silently.

“A small price to pay for being alive,” said Ithanius. “In here, this is not life. This is a pretty cage.”

“Well alright then. I’d be happy to give you a lift out of here. What do the other eternals think of this?”

“I have not told them,” said Ithanius. “They would forbid it.”

Saskia frowned. A cage indeed. “I don’t want to make enemies here. Is there any way you could convince them to let you go peaceably?”

“I doubt it,” he said. “It would be best if we don’t ask for permission…”

That afternoon, Nuille came to her with news that blew apart all of their plans. Nervous tension warred with transcendent joy on the elf woman’s face. Garrain, following at her heels, just looked shell-shocked.

“I’m pregnant,” said Nuille.

Saskia blinked at her, momentarily lost for words. “Uh…oh wow, congratulations! Are you sure? Wait, of course you’re sure. You’re a tender. You’d know these things.” She realised she was babbling and closed her mouth.

“The nestling will be an eternal,” said Nuille. “She won’t be the greenhand we were hoping for, but…”

“Neither will she be a mundane,” said Garrain.

“That’s great news!” said Saskia. But was it, really? What would the other eternals think if not one, but three of their kind slipped from their grasp?

“There is a problem, though,” said Nuille. “As long as the nestling remains inside me, I’d best not try to shapeshift. You can surely imagine what such a transformation might do to a nestling…”

Saskia winced inwardly. Oh yeah, she could imagine, alright. “I see. So you won’t be able to transport us back to Lumium. We’ll have to wait for our friends to pick us up.”

Nuille inclined her head in acknowledgement.

“Don’t worry,” said Saskia. “We’ll figure something out. I’m really happy for you.”

And she really was, despite the inconvenience it caused. The child was important not just to its parents, but to all the elves of Ciendil. There were so few of them left; repopulation would be their driving goal for the next few generations.

On the face of it, the fact that a new eternal should be conceived here, now, for the first time in perhaps a thousand years, seemed like a ludicrous coincidence. But when she thought about it, she realised that maybe it wasn’t.

Eternals themselves, by their own admission, couldn’t reproduce in this place. Yet the numerous spawn Rover Dog had left in his wake were evidence enough that eternals weren’t inherently infertile. Unless he was some sort of freak mutation, there must be something about this specific place that inhibited their fertility.

The same effect clearly didn’t prevent visitors from bearing children. Maybe it took some time for the seed of eternity to make people sterile. Or maybe it only inhibited eternal’s fertility. Whatever the cause, the result was that all eternals ultimately came from ‘ephemerals’ who bore children here, and then either left or died. Eternal children were only rare because visitors were rare.

So not such a big coincidence, after all. It had happened before, and it would happen again.


A shrill cry echoed across the village. Dougan tensed, as he did every time he heard it. The…birthing, Dacie called it, had been going on for some time. From the sound of her suffering, it didn’t seem to be going well.

Dacie had been listless ever since Nuvias died, and now it seemed as if she was only clinging to life for the sake of the child. Dougan had been dumbfounded to discover that a person could die. Like the beasts they devoured, they could simply…end.

The cry tapered off, and was replaced by a higher, louder wail; an altogether different sound. A half a hundred heartbeats later, Ondite and Tulpa emerged from the sacred hut with sombre expressions, as the others gathered outside. Ondite held something small and pink in the palm of her hand. It stirred, waggling tiny hands and feet in the air.

Raising the…baby to the frozen flame, Ondite proclaimed, “Behold! Eternal is born!”

“Dacie?” he asked.

Tulpa looked up at him, and slowly shook her head.

“Not be sad for her, child,” said Ondite. “She fulfilled her purpose. In time, you will understand.”

In time. These people had nothing but time. It was they who didn’t understand.

Turning away from the celebrations, Dougan left without a backward glance. Through the tunnel and down the cliffs, into the hollow beyond. He had been climbing his whole life. He could do this.

Dougan peered over the lip of the world, feeling a shiver of anticipation. Below, the long, multicoloured strips of distant branches called out to him invitingly.

As he lowered himself over the edge, a cold wind buffeted him, but his claws held firm against the hard stone. Slowly, hesitantly, Dougan began his descent.


This time, Saskia awoke with metaphorical goosebumps on her rock-hard troll-flesh. Not just because her latest dream had showed her the genesis of Rover Dog the explorer, but because Ithanius’s mother had died in childbirth. Did a similar fate await Nuille?

Hopefully not. Nuille was a healer. That had to count for something, right? But would it complicate things if she had her baby away from here? Would the child have memory troubles from the get go?

Worry about that later, Saskia told herself. First, they had to get back to Lumium, then find a way to get past Abellion’s barrier and hundreds of dragons and who-knew-how-many Chosen, then overthrow a god. They could always come back here when it was all over.

Later that morning, she discovered she had another, even more immediate problem to worry about. Her friends on Lumium had had a few minor skirmishes with the local high elves over the past few days, but nothing they couldn’t handle. That was about to change. The frostlings had sighted a large army marching north. There was no mistaking where they were headed.

A day—perhaps two—and the high elves would be upon them. That wasn’t nearly enough time for her friends to complete their repairs and get the frock out of dodge.

“I can’t ask you to take us there,” Saskia told Nuille. “And even if you did, we wouldn’t get there in time. But I need to be there. So I’m going to have to go…the fast way.”

“Is that wise?” said Garrain. “You may be throwing your life away.”

Saskia shook her head. “These aren’t dragons they’re facing. Just alvari—high alvari. We might be able to reason with them. And if not, we can defeat them. It won’t be easy, but my vassals are quite powerful. They’ll be a lot more powerful if I’m with them. So I’m going. This isn’t up for debate.”

Rover Dog grinned at her. “Princess can stomp squishies into dust. Not doubt that.” Then his smile faltered, and his ears drooped. “Wish I could be stomping too.”

“Me too, bud.” She frowned. “Well, maybe not the stomping part—but I wish you could be there. Don’t worry, though. We’ll come back for you as soon as this mess is sorted out. One way or another, it won’t take long.”

Without further ado, she dove into the between. An instant later, she resurfaced in a flurry of shifting flesh before a startled Zarie. She reached for the equipment she’d stored in Iscaragraithe: her gauntlet and axe, Jarnbjorn, and a spare set of duanum armour. Come tomorrow, she may be knee deep in angry elves, but at least she wouldn’t be entering the battle naked.

“Glad you could join us, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. Her friend apparently hadn’t joined her in the between this time, because she still had her clothes on, and they weren’t torn.

“Glad to be here,” said Saskia. “If those elves think we’re just going to roll over for them, they’re in for a rude awakening.”

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 5: Novoretsk

    
    
    
    
                In the windswept outskirts of a small town in southern Russia, three young boys crept through the dilapidated warehouse of an abandoned metallurgical plant. Loose girders creaked and swayed overhead. A floor panel rattled as one boy stepped across it, making them all jump. Something skittered in a dark corner.

“Was that the wind? That was the wind, right?”

“I’m telling you, this place is haunted! Why are we even here?”

“Don’t be daft, Andrei. There’s no such thing as—what was that?”

From the shadowy recesses of the adjacent wire mill came a whir and a thud, as if some long-disused machinery had suddenly been reactivated.

“That was not the wind.”

Nervous eyes flitted from side to side as they stalked toward the doorway. The one called Andrei raised a hockey stick, and looked prepared to use it. They peered around the corner and…

Something skittered loudly across the wall behind them. All three boys spun about. Andrei swung his makeshift weapon wildly. It clanged into a steel rack, leapt out of his hand, and clattered onto the floor.

“Rastyapa,” muttered his friend. Butterfingers.

The third boy stumbled backward into the wire mill—and almost tripped over. His foot had caught against something, but when he looked down, there was only a faint ripple in the air where the object should be. He reached down—and drew back his hand with a sharp hiss. His eyes drifted up the wavering thing that reached almost to the high ceiling.

“What is that?”

“Kikimora?” said Andrei, his voice filled with uncertainty.

“Don’t be daft. That looks nothing like a—whuargh!”

A metal face had emerged from the side of a rusty water tank, opening its mouth in a silent scream.

The boys’ shrieks were far from silent. They stumbled and skidded back out into the warehouse.

White spiders poured down the wall behind them.

Their screams didn’t let up until they were back outside. Leaping on their bikes, they rode off as fast as their wheels could carry them.

“That was really mean, Ruhildi,” said Saskia, watching the departing boys through a broken window. “Those poor kids won’t sleep for a month.”

Ruhildi smirked down from her perch atop a high girder. “I didn’t see you hurrying to stop me.”

Saskia frowned. “It was like watching a trainwreck. I couldn’t look away.”

“Lads need a good scaring from time to time,” said Ruhildi. “Mayhap they’ll think thrice afore coming back.”

“Yeah, but what about their parents? Or anyone else they talk to? We’d better skedaddle.”

“I haven’t finished getting what we came here for,” said Ruhildi.

“Hurry it up, then,” said Saskia. “We leave in half an hour.”

They’d come to this disused factory to salvage metals and other materials to use or to sell on the black market. Most readily-accessible scrap metal had already been looted, but Ruhildi’s stoneshaper magic allowed her to identify and extract materials that wouldn’t be worth the average looter’s time.

They piled the metal into the hexapod’s storage bay, then steered it out the large garage doors. The huge machine could squeeze through surprisingly small spaces if it squatted down and contorted its legs the right way.

From there, they made their way back to Olav’s house on the other side of Novoretsk, the little town they’d called home for the past few weeks. Despite its immense weight, the giant robot left no footprints in the dirt. This was, once again, thanks to Ruhildi’s magic. Without her covering their tracks, the hexapod’s stealth field alone wouldn’t have been enough to conceal them for long.

Her mum greeted them as they stepped in the door. “That was quick. How’d it go?”

“Uh…it was a good haul, but we might have a problem.” Saskia told her about their encounter with the boys.

Alice laughed. “I don’t think they’ll be telling their parents.”

“What makes you think that?”

“No sane parent would let their kid go to a place like that. Think about it. When you were their age, would you have told me you went sightseeing in an abandoned factory?”

Saskia coughed. “No comment.”

“Precisely. That’s not to say their parents won’t still find out, though. We notice more than you think we do.”

“Oh I know.” Her mum had demonstrated that fact to her time and time again throughout her teen years. She’d thought she was so clever sometimes, only to learn that her mum was always one step ahead of her. Meanwhile, her friends had always seemed to get away with the stupidest things. It had seemed so unfair at the time.

“Anyhow, we should be prepared to leave at a moment’s notice if things heat up around here.” Saskia sniffed. “Speaking of heating up, do you smell burning?”

“Olav’s performing surgery on the thingamabob,” said her mum.

“Ah yes, the all-important thingamabob,” said Saskia. “Without it, we wouldn’t be able to connect the doohickey to the whatchamacallit.”

A loud string of Russian curses emerged from the shed at the back of the house.

“Overcurrent protection is more than adequate,” Olav was muttering as she stepped inside. “Cyka blyat! Why it go boom?” Noticing Saskia, he flinched, and his expression turned a little sheepish. “Oh. Sorry, dama. Did not see you there.”

Olav Grankin was a trusted associate of Sergei Krasnov, the benefactor who had funded Threadless Studios. This house they were staying in was his. An electronic engineer by trade, Olav had been helping the guys build an interface between their laptops and the hexapod’s systems. This was a far more difficult task than cheesy ’90s sci-fi movies made it out to be. The hexapod’s robobrain was, as far as they’d been able to determine, analogue, not digital. In spite of the difficulties, Olav had already whipped together a prototype thingamabob, while Raji and Dave worked on a software whatchamacallit. Quite what her friends intended to do once they had unrestricted access to the hexapod’s brain, she wasn’t entirely sure, but they’d probably find a way to run Doom on it.

“Another capacitor bites the dust,” said Fergus, who was sitting around a laptop with Raji and Dave. He raised his eyebrows at Saskia. “Back so soon?”

“Yup,” said Saskia, not wanting to explain the situation for the third time. “I’m sensing a distinct lack of Ivan around these parts. Know where he’s gone?”

Grinning, Fergus shook his head. “He ate a wee bit too much Stroganoff for lunch. Best not to go oracle-peeping on him right now…”

“He’s got the runs,” added Raji helpfully.

“Yeah, I already deduced that on my own, thank you,” said Saskia. “But there’s no-one in the bathroom. You should be able to see that for yourself, on your map. No blue dot, see?”

Fergus’s expression took on that slightly vacant look that he got when he looked at their shared oracle interface. “That’s odd. Doesn’t look like he’s anywhere around the house. Did he just…” He smirked. “…do a runner?”

Dave groaned. Saskia stifled a snort.

The bathroom door was still locked—from the inside. As they forced the door open, a shiver of dread ran down Saskia’s spine.

On the floor in front of the toilet was a pile of torn clothing. Saskia recognised it as Ivan’s, but there was no sign of Ivan himself.

“Jesus,” said Dave, lifting a shredded shirt. “What could do that?”

“No blood…” said Fergus.

“I once found remains of man eaten by bear,” said Olav. “Blood everywhere.” He spread his arms to illustrate the point.

Saskia shuddered. “Thank you for that morbid piece of information, Olav. Obviously he hasn’t been eaten by a bear. How the frock would a bear get in through a closed window and closed door? It’s obviously not gonna bother to close them on the way out. But the question remains—”

At that moment, there came a frantic hammering on the front door. Olav peered out the keyhole, then pulled it open—and hastily stepped out of the way, as Ivan Storozhenko charged inside, naked and streaked in dirt. At least, she hoped it was dirt. He was sweating, despite the cold.

“Dude, what the fuck?” said Dave, still holding Ivan’s torn clothes.

Alice Wendle stalked into the room with her glare on. “We’ll have none of that language, young—” She looked at Ivan. “Oh my.”

Ivan turned to Saskia. “We need to talk.”

“Okay,” said Saskia. “But could you please put some clothes on first?”

A few minutes later, he confirmed her suspicions. “One moment I was sitting on the loo, feeling like…well, like shit. And then…” Sweat beaded on his forehead. “…I found myself in the dirt, a couple hundred metres down the road.”

“And let me guess,” she said. “There were tentacles.”

“What? No!” Ivan groaned. “Well maybe a few. I don’t know. It was so…” He trailed off.

“Congratulations,” said Saskia. “You just manifested your eldritch side. You’re just like me, Tentacle Boy.”

An annoyed expression crept onto his face for a moment, but then he broke into a wry chuckle. “I suppose I deserved that, Tentacle Girl.”

“I’d be lying if I said I was hugely surprised,” said Saskia. “The keystone called you a ‘latent.’ Well now you’ve been upgraded to ‘mouthlet.’ What I want to know is: where’d you get your eldritch genes? Is Viktor Storozhenko also one of us?”

“I doubt that,” said Ivan.

“Why? He could be a ‘latent,’ like my—”

“I was adopted.”

Saskia’s eyes went wide. “Oh.”

“Yeah, I probably should have said something earlier,” said Ivan. “It just didn’t seem important, until now.”

“Any idea who your biological parents are?”

He shook his head.

“Viktor has close ties to my father,” said Saskia. “Could Calbert be your father too?”

Ivan blanched. “Oh god. You mean we could be…?”

“Siblings, yeah. Or half-siblings. I mean it’s possible.”

He looked as horrified as she felt. When they’d first met, she’d fantasised about doing all sorts of unmentionable things to him. Now she felt like throwing up.

But maybe she was getting ahead of herself. She didn’t know how many of her kind there were out there. The only ones she knew by name were Yona, Calbert and The Ram, but there could be many others—not to mention numerous latent descendants, such as her mum.

The silence stretched for a truly uncomfortable length of time, before finally he spoke. “So, what, am I gonna start having seizures like you did?”

“Unlikely,” said Saskia. “The same anti-dampener that gives you access to your magus abilities should protect you from that kind of reaction.”

“Alright, that’s not so bad. Although of all the times I could have teleported, why’d it have to be then?”

Saskia snorted. “It could be worse. You could’ve teleported high in the air, or in front of a huge audience. With their cameras out. And had your butt plastered all over the Internet.”

Ivan shuddered. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. And I will never again call you Tentacle Girl.”

“Okay, Tentacle Boy,” said Saskia. “Don’t worry. Soon, you’ll be able to choose when and where you teleport.”

Teleportation was just the beginning, Saskia knew. At some point, Ivan—or his doppelgänger, at least—would spawn on another world. Would it be Arbor Mundi, or somewhere else? She’d save that conversation for later, though. Now, it would only confuse or alarm him.

Ivan let out a long breath. “Can you hold off on telling the others about me? I need some time to process this.”

“Take as long as you need,” said Saskia. “Although be aware that anything I know, Ruhildi will know soon enough, if she doesn’t already. She can read my mind.”

Ivan raised his eyebrows. “Really? Can she read mine too?”

“Nope. It’s complicated. But no. So what do you want me to tell the others?”

A few minutes later, she stepped out into the hallway, leaving Ivan alone in the guest room.

“So?” said Fergus. “Are you going to tell us what he was doing butt-arse naked out there?”

“He told me he was pretty out of it,” said Saskia. “Delirious. Whatever he has, I think it was more than just the Stroganoff.”

Alice’s face crinkled in concern. “Oh the poor dear. It’s probably gastro. I’ll make him some ginger tea.”

“That doesn’t explain the torn clothes or the locked bathroom door,” said Dave.

“It kinda does,” said Saskia. “In his delirium, he must have ripped his clothes, and climbed out the window.”

Dave looked less than convinced, but that was okay. He was sceptical about everything.

“How’s the hexapod interface coming along?” asked Saskia, eager to change the subject.

“Aside from the exploding capacitors?” said Fergus.

Olav muttered under his breath, and stalked back to his shed.

“Yeah, aside from that,” said Saskia.

“We’ve written an API to access the waveform coming from the ADC,” said Raji. “Analysing and interpreting the data is the hard part. That could take decades if we do it by hand, so we’re probably gonna have to throw machine learning at the problem. I’m thinking maybe a PCA method to reduce the dimensionality of the—”

“Okay okay,” said Saskia, raising her hands in surrender. “Sorry I asked.”

“Translation: it going good, but too early to tell,” said Fergus. “Although I do wonder…is all of this even necessary?”

“What do you mean?” asked Saskia.

“Well, your oracle interface can already access the hexapod’s brain with minimal effort. Now that we’re your vassals, we can do it too.”

“Yeah? So? We’re not computers, so we can’t—”

“Are you sure about that?” said Fergus.

“Sure about what?”

“Are you sure we’re not computers? I mean, it seems as if your oracle magic acts exactly like a well-constructed piece of software. It analyses a massive amount of data, quantifies it, and presents a summary that our primitive meat brains can understand.”

“It’s not that well-constructed,” said Dave. “The UI is missing some of the most basic quality-of-life features.”

“You realise the magic only manifests this way because I’m a game developer, right?” said Saskia. “Most of the other oracles of Arbor Mundi just have visions or dreams, and that’s it. The oracle interface is just my brain making order out of chaos.”

“That’s also part of the point I’m trying to make,” said Fergus. “You designed the art and user interface of Threads of Nautilum, so that’s how the oracle interface appears to you—and to us. But if you were a programmer…”

“It might be a terminal window,” said Dave. “Or a code editor.”

Saskia frowned. “How would that be an improvement?”

“Because if we had access to the source code of your oracle interface, we could make it do anything,” said Fergus.

“Anything?” said Saskia. “Like what? Conjure a sandwich out of thin air?”

“Anything that a computer can do,” said Fergus. “So only virtual sandwiches. But we could, say, create a web browser.”

“A web browser,” said Saskia. “In our heads.”

“Yeah. I mean, your magic is basically knowledge magic, right?” said Fergus. “What is the Internet if not the greatest source of knowledge on the planet? We could plug our brains directly into that source.”

“An oracle browser would be read-only, I assume,” said Raji. “It wouldn’t be connecting to physical servers, just tapping into the data already out there in the wild. No handshaking. No digital footprint whatsoever. We wouldn’t be able to upload anything, but it would make us completely untraceable.”

“That does sound useful,” said Saskia. “Viktor Storozhenko’s guys have done a good job protecting our browsing from prying eyes, but there’s always a risk someone will track us down.”

Could it work? She couldn’t think of a reason why it wouldn’t. It simply hadn’t occurred to her to try.

Closing her eyes, with her head in her hands, she concentrated on what an oracle web browser would look like; the data it would tap into. Within a few minutes, a fuzzy window was beginning to form behind her closed eyelids.

“What are you doing?” asked Fergus.

“Summoning a web browser in my head,” said Saskia.

There was a long, awkward silence. Then Fergus began to laugh. “So you don’t need to be a programmer to do that?”

“Of course not,” she said. “I didn’t need to be a programmer to conjure up any other interface layers. So why would this one be any different?”

“Such a cheat,” muttered Fergus. “If you only knew how hard it is to make even the simplest of programs…”

“Oh I know,” she said. “I worked beside you every day, remember? The cursing told me everything I needed to know about programming. Namely, that I never wanted to do it myself.”

Within an hour, her oracle browser was looking solid enough to use. Experimentally, she brought up a wiki article on aardvarks. Then she brought up the same webpage on Fergus’s laptop. They were indeed identical. Satisfied, she sent each of her vassals a copy of the browser to play with—even Ruhildi, though she didn’t know what her ex-dwarven friend would make of it.

But she wasn’t done there. She had no use for the source code of her interface, nor terminals nor text editors. But the guys were a different story. They were programmers. With the right tools, they might be able to create things she had never dreamt of. So why not give them what they wanted, if it was possible?

A few hours later, after doing a bit of Internet research on programming tools, she created something that at least looked like it would do the trick. She followed some basic instructions, ‘compiled’ a few lines of code, and ‘executed’ them. A message scroll unfurled before her eyes, with the words:

Hello, World!

Huh, that wasn’t so hard. She was under no illusions that what she’d done was actual programming. She’d just mindlessly copied a couple of lines of code. But the important thing was: it worked! Her friends could use this.

“Try not to break anything,” she said as she handed over the tools to Raji, Fergus and Dave.

“We’ll try,” said Fergus. “And fail. Can’t make a virtual omelette without throttling a few virtual chickens.”

“Why do I get the feeling I’m gonna regret this?” said Saskia. “Do I even want to know what you plan to do with it?”

“Make it run Doom,” said Fergus. “And maybe work on some software upgrades for the hexapod.”

Early the following morning, she woke to the sound of someone hammering on the front door. One glance at her minimap, and she was fully alert. Those were not friendly colours. They weren’t kill-on-sight colours either, but the people on the other side of that door were not the kinds of people she wanted to find her.

Olav was already heading for the door.

“Stall them!” she hissed, as she herded her mum and her friends out the back, to where she’d parked the hexapod. They piled inside, and waited in tense silence while Olav spoke to a pair of police officers.

The officers gave the house a cursory search, then left, without even bothering to check the shed or the back yard where the hexpod was parked.

When she figured out what was going on, Saskia let out a strangled laugh.

“What’s so funny?” asked Raji.

“It’s not that funny. Just a ridiculous coincidence,” said Saskia. She looked at Ruhildi, who gave her a wry grin.

Back inside the house, Olav told them the police officers had been searching for a naked man last seen in the vicinity of his house. Not wanting to get Ivan in trouble, Olav had denied any knowledge of it. There was more to the story, as Saskia had discovered when she listened in on the officers’ conversations, and those of their colleagues back at headquarters.

What the officers had actually been investigating was a report that several local kids had spotted, in their own words, ‘some seriously freaky shit,’ that had appeared out of nowhere, then transformed into the shape of a man. The coincidence she’d mentioned was the fact that these were the same kids who had gotten a huge scare at the abandoned metallurgical plant that same day. It was the second incident that had finally prompted them to fess up to their parents about their unsanctioned factory field trip.

The police hadn’t been inclined to believe either story. Ever since the video of Saskia had gone viral, there had been a flood of tentacle monster sightings all over the world—most of them hoaxes, or the result of mental illness. Still, the police were obliged to investigate all such claims. And so they had.

“I doubt anything will come of this,” said Saskia. “But I still think it’s time to say goodbye to Novoretsk. If we get caught with our pants down again—especially if there are more reliable witnesses next time—the local cops will take it more seriously.”

“I agree,” said Raji. “We have the prototype signal converter hardware, although we may not even need it any more. Sorry, Olav.”

Olav threw his hands up in the air. “Next time, I tell Sergei, idi nahui.”

“So…keep heading for Norway then?” said Fergus.

“Might as well,” said Saskia.

They departed that afternoon. In the weeks that followed, they never stayed in one place for more than a couple of days. Sergei and Viktor had contacts all across Russia who would offer food, a warm bed and a roof over their heads, but Saskia preferred to keep their contact with civilised areas to a minimum. Most nights, they simply slept in the hexapod. The webbing that supported them in the cockpit actually made a pretty comfortable bed.

Thanks to her new oracle web browser, they could now browse the Internet safely—albeit without the ability to post cat pics online. Not that they had been doing much of that in any case, for obvious reasons. They didn’t have a cat.

Her oracle browser came with its own search engine—one that seemed uncannily adept at digging up interesting images and forum posts from the darkest recesses of the Internet, whether or not they actively searched for them. Some of these originated from a group that called itself the Unveilers. Viktor had briefly floated the notion that the Unveilers might be responsible for exposing her to the world. But that seemed very unlikely. By his own reckoning, they weren’t a violent group. They posted about Saskia a lot, and from what she read, they sounded more like her personal fanclub than a terrorist organisation.

Some of their posts hinted at something big and mysterious happening in Norway, but these posts were frustratingly light on facts. Maybe they were just conspiracy nuts. But it was also possible these guys really were onto something, and Calbert or The Ram were doing an imperfect job of erasing evidence of their presence.

The hexapod made steady progress across the Russian wilderness, until at last they approached the border into Finland. It was there that they received an unexpected phonecall.

“It’s one of Sergei’s numbers,” said Ivan as he picked up the satellite phone.

But it wasn’t Sergei Krasnov. It was Olav Grankin. Saskia could hear the man’s frantic, almost incoherent voice as clearly as if she were holding the handset.

“They are here! How did they—blyat!”

Leaping through the phone into Olav’s head, she watched helplessly as a squad of camo-clad soldiers kicked in Olav’s door and advanced on him, laser sights dancing across the walls. There were only four of them, but Olav was no soldier. He didn’t stand a chance.

Without even quite realising what she was doing, Saskia felt her body shifting around her, ready to teleport to his aid.

The barrels of three carbines levelled with Olav’s head. Her view from his eyes abruptly vanished. She hadn’t even heard the shots, but it was obvious what had just happened.

Frantically, she tried to abort her shift into the between, but it was too late.

Saskia emerged in a whirl of chaos and flailing tendrils, reaching for the soldiers who…

Wait, there were no soldiers here. This wasn’t Olav’s house.

She was standing before a television screen, on which a man was giving the weather forecast for parts of North America. The volume was turned up about ten decibels too loud. Ruhildi stood beside her, looking as confused as she felt.

Feeling eyes on her, she spun about. An elderly woman reclined on a sofa, watching her with a steely expression.

She pointed a shotgun at Saskia’s face.

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 6: Invaders

    
    
    
    
                A thunder of footsteps marked the coming of the high elves of Lumium. Across the wide open plains swept a vast, seemingly unstoppable tide of tall figures with golden skin and fiery hair.

In their path stood…Saskia. Just Saskia. She gave the oncoming legion a cheery wave.

A shout rang out to hold fire, but it was too late. At least a dozen archers had already brought their longbows to bear and loosed a volley at her.

Arrows, thought Saskia. It always has to be arrows.

Crouching behind her ward-strengthened duanum shield—larger than an average-sized door—she listened to the clatter of arrows, like hail against a rooftop. Then she lowered her shield, and stood, and looked disdainfully at the feathered shafts littering the ground around her.

In truth, the shield was probably unnecessary. Her armour was made of the same stuff, and if an arrow somehow made it through that, her skin was hard enough to deflect any normal arrow. It wouldn’t be wise to assume things would be normal, though.

Quicker than she could say, “Is that all you’ve got?” the high elves had her completely surrounded. Eyeing the vast array of pikes and longswords and bows held directed at her, she grimaced. She may be about to find out just how much of a pummelling her armour and flesh could take.

High elves were more heavyset than the average forest elf—closer to the physique of a human. They could outrun any other elf or dwarf she’d met on this world. Some, she suspected, might be able to outpace a troll. They darted forward in bursts, without seeming to cross the intervening distance. It wasn’t teleportation, she knew, but supernatural speed.

One of them sliced at the air so fast she could only see the blade when he paused between strokes. She had to resist the urge to giggle. If only she had a gun, so she could go all Indiana Jones on him.

The glow of arlium shining from wrist and ankle bracers gave the game away. Those who wore them were quickdraws, recipients of the magic of the seed of swiftness. Their foci were split into four shards—one worn on each limb. The seed of swiftness gave them exceptional speed, agility and skill with weapons. Watching them train had been an eye-opening experience. They’d have given Thiachrin the Blademaster a run for his money in his pre-Chosen days.

In fact, she couldn’t help wondering if Thiachrin might have secretly been a quickdraw. He had no foci, but he’d moved like these guys. Then again, these days, so did Garrain.

Though she’d only set foot on Lumium yesterday, it wasn’t unknown to her. The frostlings had allowed her to explore this land by proxy, and learn some things about its people. She could speak their languages, and through eavesdropped conversations she’d picked up some rudimentary knowledge of their culture. For example, she’d discovered that unlike Ciendil’s forest elves, the high elves were united under a single Imperator, Jecham the Absolute, who was almost as revered as Abellion, their god.

The name they gave themselves—actually high alvari, not high elves, but whatever—spoke volumes about these people. They knew about their forest-dwelling cousins on Ciendil, and considered themselves above them. Well okay, technically they were normally above them, because Lumium was almost directly above Ciendil, but their choice of name had nothing to do with geography.

Her spying had barely scratched the surface, of course, and these high eleves would no doubt have some nasty surprises in store for her today. Still, she probably knew more about them than they knew about her. And she and her friends had plenty of surprises of their own.

Saskia addressed the high elves in their own tongue. “I wish to parley.” She looked at one of the quickdraws: a woman who wore the insignia of a legion commander, or legate. “You! You can speak for the rest, can’t you?”

The legate’s eyes widened slightly. Her expression returned to a fierce scowl, and she guided her mount through the assembled ranks. “We will not negotiate with invaders,” she growled. “Where are your people hiding? We will fertilise the soil with your innards!”

“Charming,” said Saskia. “But we didn’t come to invade your lands. We didn’t choose to be here at all. We just need time to finish our repairs, then we will be on our way.”

“You do not fool us, demon,” said the legate. “We have seen your little spies skulking about our fields and cities. We know who you are. There will be no negotiating with the Arborcaede’s heir.” She spun about, addressing the rest of the legion. “No mercy! Death to the invaders! Death! Death! Death!” The other high elves took up her chant, and the air trembled with the sound of their war cries.

Saskia sighed inwardly. The people of Lumium may not be among Abellion’s most devout followers, but through his local stooge, Jecham, he’d been preparing them for her possible arrival. There was nothing she could do to sway them right now. Until she had the upper hand, she was wasting her time with talk.

The legate brought her arm down in a chopping motion, and instantly the chanting ceased. “Archers, ready!” she bellowed.

Saskia winced at the sound of hundreds of bowstrings being pulled taut. “So that’s your final answer? Very well. I’m sorry for what’s about to happen. I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this…” She gave a little wave.

“Fire!” shouted the legate.

The ground fell away beneath Saskia. Somehow, she managed to hold onto her shield, and keep from inhaling the churning earth, until at last she landed in a wide tunnel. Kveld regarded her with raised eyebrows.

“Yeah, that went about as well as I expected,” said Saskia. Through her oracle voice link, she spoke her command. “Execute operation ‘shloop.’”

Kveld sighed. “Do we really have to call it that?”

“Yup,” said Saskia.

She watched through her vassals’ eyes as the high elves above ground wheeled about in confusion.

“Stay alert!” shouted the legate. “They could be—”

Before the legate could finish her sentence, a column of earth rose up to engulf her. It yanked her underground, where Saskia and Kveld waited.

Saskia stepped up to the wide-eyed high elf, lying in the tunnel before her, limbs held fast by loops of stone.

“Get away from me, demon!” cried the legate.

Wordlessly, Saskia pulled off her gauntlet, and reached for the bracers at the elf’s wrists and ankles. Within moments, she’d absorbed the arlium shards embedded in each of them. She quickly disabled her new vassal’s magic, and motioned for Kveld to unbind her.

“Your magic is mine now,” said Saskia. “You can have it back after this is all over, if you swear to—”

Eyes full of hatred and despair, the legate drew her sword, and sliced open her own throat.

“Frock,” said Saskia, watching the woman bleed out on the tunnel floor. She might be able to use her own blood to heal her, but she wouldn’t. The legate had chosen death over surrender. Saskia wouldn’t deny her that choice. Suppressing a shudder, she stepped toward her next victim.

At the same moment the legate had been pulled underground, seven other quickdraws had met the same fate, courtesy of the stoneshapers stationed throughout these tunnels. More and more of the high elves were being unceremoniously plucked from the surface and bound by stone, unable to leverage their supernatural speed and agility. A surprising number of them managed to leap aside when the earth rose up to entrap them, or opened up beneath them. But no matter how fast they were, they had to touch ground eventually. When they did, the stoneshapers were ready. The quickdraws now lay confined, helpless to resist their imminent vassalhood.

These tunnels were not the stoneshapers’ creation. The natural rock formation had been here all along. They’d chosen this battleground carefully, luring their enemy to a spot where they could pull off this tricky extraction—deprive them of their best warriors. Saskia could have simply avoided this confrontation; hidden here until the high elves went away. But the airships were still vulnerable up on the surface. They couldn’t let them fall into enemy hands.

While she and the stoneshapers dealt with the quickdraws, Ruhildi and Zarie and the frostling tempests were up in the air, circling the high elf legion, keeping them contained with walls of ice, barriers of air, and a sizeable army of the dead.

On the north side, the bulk of her small army had emerged from the tunnels to block the high elves’ advance. Though their numbers were few, they were tough. Fighting alongside forty enormous arlithite-infused trolls—several of whom were immensely strong lifters—were beastmaster brothers, Vannach and Cargard; druids Yasmithe and Sionne; Renia the tempest and her small band of mer warriors; around thirty elven archers and pikemen; and nearly a hundred battle-hardened dwarves. The high elves were boxed in, unable to take advantage of their vast numbers. They’d lost both their command structure and their most capable fighters before the battle even begun. Now they were being torn apart.

By the time Saskia was done with the quickdraws, six out of every ten had surrendered, and now stood imprisoned behind impassable walls. They may not have access to their magic, but they were still dangerous fighters, so she couldn’t allow them to go free—or even think about trying to recruit them—until this was over. The rest of her new vassals had either attacked her, forcing her to put them down, or, like the legate, had died by their own hands.

Kveld and the other stoneshapers were now slowly working their way through the rest of the legion, pulling them underground one-by-one into walled-off ‘dungeons.’ Making peace with them later may be difficult after such treatment, but for now, she had to focus on winning.

Stepping out onto the surface, she surveyed the carnage with a growing sense of nausea. Actually, she’d already seen it through her vassals’ eyes, but it always felt more visceral to experience something her own senses. And…oh yeah, there were viscera, alright. Splattered over the bloody grass, and leaking from risen corpses.

She watched as a line of towering trolls stomped down upon their enemies with great clawed feet, leaving a trail of gore in their wake. A team of dwarf ninjas led by Myrna the Matron cut a bloody swathe through any elves that made it past that meat-grinder. Renia the tempest and her fellow mer covered the east side, sheltering behind a barrier of air while she brought lighting bolts down on the heads of any who ventured too close. To the west, another column of dwarves beat back a charge with shields and spears. Elven archers and dwarven crossbowmen fired over their heads, raining arrows and bolts down on the enemy, who were forced to stop and hunker behind their own shields with each volley.

Not all arrows could be blocked, though. The beastmasters, Vannach and Cargard, fired arrow after explosive arrow into the midst of the close-packed formations, ripping through shields and armour and flesh with equal ease. The pair sent swarms of large spiders and spiky lizard-things scurrying behind enemy lines, where they swarmed over the lightly-armoured archers, gouging out eyes and tearing into throats.

Yasmithe and Sionne stood close to the pair, sending bolts of scorching sap splashing down onto their foes’ heads, while swarms of fire beetles crawled beneath armour and burrowed into flesh. Saskia shuddered at the sight, remembering all too well what it was like to be facing the wrong end of a druid’s staff.

“You seem to have matters well in hand,” she said to Baldreg, who was firing a triple-volley of his own explosive bolts at the enemy.

“Aye,” said Baldreg. “Stay alert, though. Someone has been striking at our back line. We lost some of our archers to an unseen assassin.”

Indeed, several of the elves and dwarves lay dead on the grass, while armoured dwarves prowled about, eyes darting from side to side, trying to protect their kin from further attacks.

“Oh god, not again,” said Saskia. Another Chosen?

Move.

A tingle of premonition was all the warning she got. She threw herself backward just as a slender figure leapt out from behind a rock, gripping a dark, translucent blade. For an instant, her eyes locked on the black cloak he wore, with lines of shining amber running down its length. At the last moment, already airborne, the high elf assassin changed course, slamming into her side with surprising force for someone a fraction of her weight.

Saskia looked down, and saw the shadowy blade already embedded up to the hilt in her side. It had passed through her duanum armour and rock-hard flesh as if they weren't even there. He jerked the blade up, toward her heart.

Snarling, she closed her hand around his throat, and squeezed. Hot liquid ran down her arm, and she tossed the corpse aside. His blade dissipated, and blood sprayed from the ragged tear it had opened up in her side.

She sagged, struggling to draw breath through a punctured lung. Already, the wound was beginning to heal over. Before she joined the battle, she’d taken a generous dose of arlium. She’d be okay. Still, if she'd been an instant slower, the shadow blade would have sliced through her heart. Not even a troll could survive that.

Prior to her arrival here, she hadn’t seen anyone like this guy. She’d heard rumours of an order of assassins and spies, known as shadowmasters. Could he be one of them?

“You mean that assassin?” she said, pointing at the body.

Scowling, Baldreg nodded. “Check the area!” he called out to the others gathered nearby. “Make sure he was the only one.”

Saskia strode to the front line, flicking Jarnbjorn at a high elf who stood over Renia with sword raised, ready to drive home the killing blow. The young mer tempest knelt in the dirt, staring up at Saskia with wide eyes. A mer spearman lay dead at her side. She probably regretted having declined to accompany Zarie inside Iscaragraithe today.

“Enough!” bellowed Saskia.

All around her, the fighting slowly ground to a halt as friend and foe alike turned to her.

She glared at the beleaguered high elves. “Are you done? Can’t you see how pointless this all is? Throw down your weapons, and you will—ah crap.”

Before she even finished speaking, the fighting had resumed, even fiercer than before. Futile though it was, their enemy seemed determined to fight to the last elf.

“Kveld, get your guys up here,” she said through her oracle link. “It’s time to pull out the big guns.”

“You mean…?”

“Yeah. I was hoping we wouldn’t need to do this, but these elves just won’t give up, and you can’t imprison them fast enough to clear the field before three quarters of them are already dead—or we are.”

Kveld and the other stoneshapers emerged from the tunnels. Her friend’s flesh had assumed the glossy black finish of obsidian.

Saskia swept her arm across the enemy lines. “There.”

Across a wide swathe of the gathered legion, the ground began to shudder. The elves swayed and fell, and pawed at the ground in a feeble attempt to regain their footing. Checking that none of her own people were in the affected area, she called to her other nearby vassals to halt their spells.

The high elves at the front line wheeled about, staring at the chaos erupting behind them. Then, seeming to sense something big was about to happen, they turned to her.

Saskia raised her arms, claws splayed. This wasn’t necessary, but she knew a thing or two about theatrics. She drew in a deep breath, and let it out slowly. And with the exhalation of air, she released a tide of raw essence.

The first couple of times she’d done this, it had set her vassals’ spells on fire. Mixed with stoneshaper spells, it produced lava. Back then, she’d called it wild magic. In the months since, she’d learned that wild magic was indeed an apt name, because in subsequent experiments she’d conducted with her friends, they’d gotten all sorts of varied effect beyond just fire and lava. They’d turned a tree to stone, transmuted stone into gold, and from that gold, sprouted a new tree. That same tree had then turned purple and sparkly, for some inexplicable reason. A zone of air had been leached of all sound for several minutes. They’d even made it rain actual cats and dogs—or the local equivalent. That had been traumatic for all concerned, but fortunately the splattered carcasses had evaporated the moment she’d ceased the flow of essence.

Unlike wild magic in games, the effects weren’t completely random. They seemed to be tied to her mental state—her desires, expectations, and imagination. It was prone to unexpected results, however. One stray thought, and things would start ’sploding.

Today, she wanted to avoid the ’sploding. Nor did she want anything so devastating as a lake of molten lava or wall of fire. On the other hand, it couldn’t be completely harmless, either. Turning them purple and sparkly would be good for a laugh, but it wouldn’t convince them to throw down their weapons and surrender. She needed a display of force; something that inspired fear and awe.

She knew just the thing.

In the wake of her expanding cloud of essence, great stone shapes rose up from the wide patch of shuddering earth, sending high elves tumbling aside. Vaguely humanoid in appearance, they stood on legs as wide as ancient tree trunks, and almost as tall. Their eyeless faces looked down at the panic-stricken elves, and grinned; disproportionately large mouths opening wide to reveal rows of long teeth, formed out of polished quartz. There were eight of the gigantic monsters—one for each of her stoneshaper vassals. And they were nightmare fuel.

A shout sounded at Saskia’s back. She whirled around just in time to see Halgog fall with a shadowy blade protruding from his throat. Halgog had been one of the first stoneshapers to become her vassal, after Ruhildi and Kveld, and his loss struck her like a hammer blow.

The assassin fell dead an instant later with two arrows in his back, shot by Vannach and Cargard.

She turned back to the enemy, lips curled back as she let loose a snarl of pure rage. One of the giant golems—Halgog’s golem—fell apart, raining boulders down upon them. The others, seemingly spurred by her emotion, stomped down on the elves, and pounded them into the dirt with their fists.

The screams. Oh god, the screams. She gagged at the sight of spraying blood and terrified elves, crushing each other in their haste to get away.

Crap crap crap! Abort! With an effort of will, she tried to quell her anger. Cuddly bunnies. Hugs and puppies. Rainbows and unicorns. Wait, not unicorns. Their horns will frock you up.

The golems halted their carnage. Well, almost. One of them lifted up a screaming elf and hugged him tight. Too tight. Dark blood squirted across its chest.

Uh…it’s the thought that counts, I guess? But no more hugs! Just stand still, unless I specifically tell you otherwise.

That seemed to do the trick. The golems froze in place, standing like statues amidst a pile of flattened corpses. Some of the corpses rose up, but there wasn’t much left for Ruhildi to work with.

“There are still many thousands of them out there,” said Baldreg. “We should just put the poor bastards out of their misery. We can’t afford to take prisoners, and if we let them go, they’ll return thirsting for vengeance.”

“I’ve had my fill of mass murder for today, thank you, Baldreg,” said Saskia. “I’m going to try to negotiate with them again. Come on, Kveld.”

Back to the tunnels they went. A few minutes later, Saskia rose up to the surface, and found herself looking down upon rows and rows of dead-eyed, beaten-down faces.

“We wish to parley,” she said.

The elves boggled at her. “Why do you toy with us so?” said one. “Just feed us to your nightmare creatures and be done with it!”

“I assure you, this is no game,” said Saskia. “We didn’t pick this fight. You did. There’s no need for any of this. All we ask is that you leave us be. Or you can stay here and die. Your choice.”

“What you ask is impossible, demon,” the elf insisted. “If we don’t deliver your head to the Imperator, he will have us all killed. Better we die by your hand, with honour.”

Saskia felt like slamming her head into a wall, but there weren’t any walls handy. Her palm would have to do. “Why is everyone on this world in such a hurry to die? Can’t you see how stupid this all is?”

A soft, nasal voice sounded behind her: “I offer my surrender.”

Saskia spun to face the speaker, and blinked in surprise. He was quite possibly the fattest elf she’d ever met—although that wasn’t saying much. By human standards, he’d be considered overweight, but not quite obese. Her eyes narrowed at the sight of the arlium-lined cloak draped around his shoulders. The assassin who had attacked her earlier had worn the same kind of cloak.

“Yes, yes, I’m a shadowmaster, but I assure you, I won’t be stabbing you in the back today,” said the high elf. “I saw what you did to my comrades, and I value my own neck, thank you very much.”

“At last, someone who isn’t an idiot,” said Saskia. So the assassins were indeed shadowmasters, then. Good to know.

“What are you doing, Velandir?” hissed another elf, coming up behind him.

“What does it sound like I’m doing?” said the chubby elf, whose name, apparently, was Velandir. “Saving my own life. I suggest you do the same.” He returned his gaze to Saskia. “I will not fight you. Nor will I offer myself up to the Imperator to be executed for failing to complete an impossible task. I will serve you, demon.”

“I accept your surrender, Velandir,” said Saskia. “But since you are a shadowmaster, I’m afraid I will have to ask something more of you. Come closer.”

Eyeing her warily, he approached. “If you’re going to kill me, please make it quick and painless,” he said. “And try not to muss up my hair too much, if you please.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” she said. “At worst, you’ll only wish you were dead.” She tugged off her gauntlet and brushed the back of her hand down his cloak.

“Ah…I’m flattered,” he said. “But I don’t think we’re…compatible—augh!” His voice turned shrill as the arlium in his cloak flowed into her skin, and she hastily disabled his magic.

“You can have your shady magic back just as soon as you’ve earned my trust,” said Saskia.

Velandir gave a nervous laugh. “I will do what I can to earn it.”

“Traitor!” shouted one of the elves, levelling his bow at the back of Velandir’s head.

Saskia stepped over her vassal, caught the arrow the moment the archer loosed it, stuck it through his leg, and tore the bow from his nerveless fingers. He sagged to the ground, clutching at his wounded leg.

“Velandir is under my protection!” she roared. “The same goes for anyone else who surrenders to us.” Through her oracle link, she muttered, “I could use an extraction for my new vassal, Kveld.”

Moments later, Velandir had disappeared underground, to safety.

She looked at the other elves. “Now, does anyone else want to surrender to me? Anyone who does will be treated well, I assure you. Either surrender to me, or go back to your Imperator in defeat, and hope he shows mercy. Or die here today. Those are your options. Choose.”

Ruhildi and the tempests opened up an escape route to the south for anyone who chose to flee back to their capital, Ambiellar, to face Imperator Jecham’s wrath. Iscaragraithe hovered overhead, making sure that anyone who left didn’t circle around for another go at them.

One by one, the elves fled south, or offered themselves up in surrender. Of those who surrendered, some wanted to join her, but most just wanted to stay out of any further conflict between her people and theirs. Others pretended they were switching sides, but secretly planned to cause trouble. A few demonstrations of her truth sensing ability put an end to that nonsense. Occasionally they tried to kill her, and earned a quick dirt nap, as was no doubt their intention. Suicide by troll.

Why me? she thought miserably, after yet another pointless bloodletting. At least the legate had the decency to do it herself.

Some of the elves came to her with challenges, usually in the form of: “I will surrender to you only if you can defeat me in single combat.” Her answer, in such cases, was to step on them.

“You are defeated,” she said absently to the fortieth challenger squirming beneath her feet. “Please make your way to the surrender queue for processing—oh god, please kill me now.”

“Would that I could!” gasped the elf, who was trying to saw through her duanum boot with his blade. It wasn’t even leaving a scratch.

“What are you still doing there?” said Saskia. “Surrender queue is that-a-way.” She pointed.

“Ah, Sashki, he won’t be going anywhere until you lift your foot,” said Ruhildi, stepping up behind her.

Iscaragraithe had just landed nearby. The last of those who were going to flee had already fled, so all that remained were the surrenderers. If that was even a word.

“What?” said Saskia, blinking wearily at her friend. She followed Ruhildi’s gaze back to the elf. “Oh right.” She lifted her foot. A dark stain spread from his unmoving body. “Dogramit.”

After that, there were no more challengers.

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 7: Ambiellar

    
    
    
    
                Warm and content, she floated on a rising cloud.

Like the cloud, her thoughts were fuzzy, indistinct. And that was good. Everything was good. As long as she didn’t think too hard, everything would remain good. But if she let her thoughts solidify, the illusion would be dispelled, and she’d come crashing down. Better to just…be.

“Come to me.”

The voice was like a weighted line, pulling her down to earth. Why couldn’t she just have one good—

“Come to me,” the voice repeated. It sounded like her mum’s voice. What was her mum doing up here in the clouds?

“Go away,” she murmured. “I’m trying to float, here.”

“Come to me. Release me.”

She let out an exasperated groan. “Release you from where?”

And then she was sinking. Gone was the blissful sense of peace. There was something she had to do, and she wouldn’t be able to rest until she’d done it.

Beneath her, white clouds gave way to rolling hills, surrounding a green valley. Nestled in that valley, a golden city. Amidst burbling canals and crystal blue ponds rose ancient spires of pitted stone, draped with yellow-flowering vines. Every rooftop was a garden; every balcony a feast for the senses.

She knew this city. She’d been here before. A different time. A different dream. But the essence of this city lingered across the ages.

Its name was Ambiellar, and it was the high seat of the high alvari.

She drifted between the verdant towers, feeling herself drawn toward the great palace at the city centre. The palace was new, but it was built upon the foundations of something far older.

Down she went, sinking through the high domed ceiling into halls of polished marble, bedecked with gold filigree, and adorned with the trappings of royalty. Fancy embroidered drapes; furniture with all sorts of knobbly bits; exquisite paintings and fine tapestries; marble statues and burbling fountains.

Still further, and the polished walls gave way to chambers far older, and ravaged by time.

One such chamber held a sphere of shining amber, floating in the air like a soap bubble. Why floating? She didn’t know, and in that moment, she didn’t care. Her attention was drawn to what—or rather, who—lay inside the sphere: a woman, naked, and curled in on herself like a baby in a womb.

This was not her mum. But it was someone she recognised. Someone whose blood she shared.

As she drifted closer, the woman’s eyes opened.

“Come to me, child,” said Sarthea.


Saskia leapt to her feet almost as soon as her eyes opened—and fell back down again, rubbing her head, which she’d just banged against an overhead compartment.

If the old god Sarthea was alive, and imprisoned here on Lumium, it could change everything. She had to get to her!

“Sashki, ’twere a dream,” said Ruhildi, standing on the other side of the dragon’s cabin, watching her with a single eerie, unblinking eye. “It may not mean what you think it means.”

Saskia gave her a long look. “Maybe not. But maybe it means exactly what I think it means. The keystone did indicate that there’s a location of interest on Lumium. Night’s Rest, it called it. What does that sound like to you? And remember the earlier vision I had of Sarthea? I’m pretty sure that was in Ambiellar too. So maybe she didn’t die. Maybe she’s in some kind of hibernation. If we could ally with her…”

“I’m not saying we shouldn’t investigate,” said Ruhildi. “Just…don’t be too hasty. The palace is the Imperator’s abode. It will be heavily fortified—as will the whole city. Getting there will not be easy. We will need to plan our attack. It may well be simpler just to conquer the city.”

“Conquer the capital?” said Saskia. “Baldreg would love that, but no. Let’s not go that far. I’m not sure how our new high alvar recruits would feel about that, if it were even possible. Some of them have family in Ambiellar.”

Over the past couple of weeks since they defeated the high elf legion, they’d had their hands full keeping those who had surrendered in line. At the time of their surrender, her truth sense ability had been able to filter out those who had still wanted to do her people harm, but it couldn’t predict future motivations. Since then, she’d had to quell several violent confrontations instigated by high elves who had changed their minds, and decided the price of cooperation was too high.

In the long term, if she could convince them to fight by her side against Abellion, the high elves would be a great boon to the war effort. But in the short term, it was a logistical nightmare. The need to keep a close eye on them strained the limited resources of her meagre army, slowing the repair effort.

Then there was the problem of what do with them once the repairs were complete. There weren’t enough airships to transport both her own people and theirs. But if she just left them here, they’d be at the mercy of Imperator Jecham’s forces, who outnumbered them at least ten-to-one. The main reason most of them had surrendered was so she could protect them from the Imperator’s wrath. If she abandoned them here, they’d very likely be crushed.

She needed more airships. Back on Grongarg, the sky trolls of Cloudtop were hard at work assembling the next batch. It would be weeks before those were ready. That was still sooner than the construction crews and stoneshapers could hope to build one here. Could she afford to wait weeks?

The repairs to the four damaged airships were nearly done. Maybe they should take multiple trips with those—start ferrying their new allies to Ciendil.

Or maybe, a tiny inner voice suggested, she should conquer the rest of the high elves.

That morning, she gathered her friends to discuss their options. Also attending the meeting was the shadowmaster, Velandir. Not only had he been the first to voluntarily pledge himself to her service, but her new vassal had proved to be a valuable source of advice about his people over the past weeks.

“The way I see it, our best choice might be an aerial drop into the palace,” said Saskia. “The high alvari don’t seem to have much in the way of air defences. We’d have to fight our way through the palace, find a way to revive Sarthea, and get out before the whole city descends on us. There’s a lot that could go wrong…”

Baldreg barked out a laugh.

“…but it may be our best shot.”

“We could just take the city,” said Baldreg. “They are no match for us. The last battle proved that.”

“Last time, we set up a trap for them, and they were fighting out in the open, with no established defences,” said Saskia. “This is a completely different situation, and you know it.”

“We held back our full strength,” said Baldreg. “Our stoneshapers, with your help, could breach the walls of Ambiellar as easily as the Chosen breached Torpend’s walls.”

“Many innocents would die if we do this, yes?” said Zarie.

Saskia nodded. “Far too many for my liking. Wild magic of the sort that can melt walls can’t easily be contained. It would be hard to avoid collateral damage.”

“And after we breached the walls, what then?” said Ruhildi. “We’d be fighting from street to street—a fair good place for them to lay traps, ambush us, use innocents as shields. You ken as well as I do how quick it can all turn to shite, Baldi.”

Baldreg nodded. “Aye, I suppose I do.”

The sound of a throat being cleared drew their attention to Velandir. “If I may offer a suggestion.”

Saskia nodded at him. “I’m all ears.”

He blinked at her. “All…ears? Your ears are barely bigger than mine. Yet your head is…” He held his hands apart, illustrating the extent of her voluminous noggin.

Ruhildi snorted. “Aye, she does have a fair fat head.” Her friend had picked up a few Earth expressions in their time together, so she was pretty certain Ruhildi wasn’t referring to said noggin’s literal size any more.

Saskia sighed. “It’s just an expression. I mean, I’m listening. Say what you were going to say. I won’t bite.”

Velandir paled. “Bite?”

She groaned. “Speak!”

“Ah, I was just going to point out that there may be a…less visible way to reach the palace than either of the proposals you have brought up, thus far. There is an underground passage leading from the palace to a secret location outside the city walls. That location is guarded, too, but more lightly than the palace or the city at large.”

Saskia frowned. “Why the frock would anyone build such an obvious weak point?” He opened his mouth to speak, but she waved him off. “No, don’t tell me. It’s so the royal family have an escape route if they come under siege, right? Yeesh, don’t they know that enemies always learn about so-called secret passages and exploit them? I mean, why even have walls if you’re gonna do that?”

Velandir coughed. “Ah…I think the general idea is…not to let the enemy discover the secret passage. Hence the word ‘secret.’”

“Well they clearly did a bang-up job with that. Here you are, telling me about it.”

“As a shadowmaster, I overhear things,” said Velandir. “It was quite by accident that I heard about this passage. My curiosity was thoroughly piqued. I just had to see it for myself.”

“Well it’s fortunate for us that you did. How big is this passage? Big enough to fit, say, a trow?”

He eyed her up and down. “I believe so. Though it would be best if you bring one of your stoneshaper friends, in case you get stuck.”

“I can go,” said Kveld. “Ruhildi should stay with Iscaragraithe, in case they need to…”

“Pull our butts out of the fire,” said Saskia, nodding in agreement.

His idea was an enticing one. If they could somehow get into the palace without alerting the entire neighbourhood, they might be able to pull this off with minimal bloodshed. Assuming his information was correct, and he wasn’t luring them into a trap.

That last part seemed unlikely. Her truth sense would have detected any outright lies from him, and she’d interrogated him mercilessly over the past couple of weeks. If he were planning to betray her, surely she’d have picked up some hint of it by now. There was always a chance he’d figured out how to fool even magical truth detectors, but the odds of that seemed low. If she was going to work with him, she’d have to trust him sooner or later, just as she did with her other former enemies. Might as well be now.

She turned back to Velandir. “If it is as you say, then this may indeed be our best option. I don’t fancy our chances of staying hidden for long, though. I’m about as stealthy as a…big, noisy creature in a shop that sells breakable things.”

“You have such a way with words, Sashki,” said Ruhildi.

“I can help with that, too,” said Velandir. “Not with the words. With the sneaking. Or I could, if you return my shadows to me. Ones such as I can cast our web of shadows upon those other than ourselves.”

Saskia felt her eyebrows climbing her forehead. “Really? You can make me invisible too?”

“Not completely invisible,” said Velandir. “Just…harder to see, and hear. And smell.”

“Och, that last one will be sorely needed,” said Ruhildi. “When I had a working nose, I could smell a Sashki two spurs yonder.”

“Upwind,” added Zarie, wrinkling her nose.

Saskia gave them the stink eye. “It’s not my fault you primitives haven’t invented showers.”

“’Tis alright, Sashki. ’Twere not so bad, after I got used to it.”

Saskia harrumphed. “So we’re decided then? Me and Kveld and Velandir take the secret passage?”

“Methinks you’re making a mistake, Caesitor,” said Baldreg. “But I’d be more at ease if I accompany you as well.”

“If we do any fighting, it’ll be at close quarters,” she pointed out. “That kind of environment doesn’t exactly play to your strengths, Baldreg.”

“I ken my way around blade as well as crossbow,” said Baldreg. “I’m faster and stronger than I were afore…”

Before he became a Chosen.

If one good thing had come out of Baldreg’s stint as Abellion’s lackey, it was that his physical attributes had levelled up. He was probably almost as fast as the high elf quickdraws, and as strong as the average troll—although a lifter troll, born to the seed of strength, would still beat him handily in an arm wrestle. The downside was that he was nowhere near as fun to be around as the old, more lighthearted, Baldreg.

“Okay, you can come with us, too,” said Saskia, after the silence had stretched just a little too long. “That’s if Velandir can keep all four of us hidden?” She looked at the shadowmaster, who inclined his head in confirmation. “We’ll be in and out before you know it.”

As the day wore on, and they made their plans and prepared for the mission, Saskia was beginning to have second thoughts. She was risking everything on the basis of a single dream. This wasn’t something a good leader would do. It was borderline insane. And yet, her dreams and vague premonitions and irrational hunches had served her well on many an occasion. They were just part of being an oracle. So frock it. It may be irrational, but this time she’d just go with it, and come what may.

Preparations complete, they boarded Iscaragraithe and flew into the hills surrounding Ambiellar. Not so close as to make it obvious they were heading for the city. A giant glowing skeletal dragon would be easily spotted, night and day, and Velandir couldn’t conceal something that big. But close enough that the journey to the city on foot wouldn’t be too arduous.

“We’ll be waiting nearby if you need us,” said Ruhildi, as they stepped out of the dragon. “Be safe, all of you.”

The name Velandir gave to his stealth magic, web of shadows, was an apt one. Darkness crept across the ground and gathered about them, until all she could see of her companions were oddly-coloured patches of ground where they stood. As they moved about, she couldn’t hear their footsteps.

“Impressive,” she said. “Wait, can you hear this?” When she didn’t get a reply, she spoke through her oracle voice link.

“I hear you,” said Baldreg.

“How do people under a web of shadows normally communicate with each other, without this oracle voice link?” asked Saskia.

“They don’t,” said Velandir. “Ordinarily, I could see and hear you, but you wouldn’t be able to hear me, or each other.”

Looking from his eyes, she saw the truth of his statement. She and the others were plainly visible to his eyes, albeit surrounded by swirling streaks of darkness.

“I can rope us together if you like,” he added.

“That won’t be necessary,” said Saskia. “We can see each other on our map.”

That, presumably, was only possible because all of them were her vassals. The assassin who had attacked her hadn’t shown up on her map until the moment he struck. The same would be true of any other shadowmasters they encountered. Which brought up another question.

“Can other shadowmasters see us?” she asked.

“Only insofar as they’re trained to to spot the signs of other webs,” said Velandir. “We should be careful where we tread.”

Saskia wondered what the ettiquette would be if two invisible assassins bumped into each other on the road. It’d probably involve knives.

They hiked through the hills at a brisk pace. Velandir, though chubby, was as fit as any other elf she’d met. Baldreg, made up for his stubby little legs with a Chosen’s speed and endurance. Kveld was a giant among dwarves, with a strength and stamina to match. And she…well, she could’ve left any of them in the dust.

It was early in the morning, but not yet dawn, when they made their way down into a wide valley, filled with patchwork fields and neat rows of trees, giving way to the high walls of a bustling city. The spires of Ambiellar loomed over the walls, and they were every bit as breathtaking as they had been in her dream, and the vision back in the Night’s Dream. Not content with bald stonework, the high elves grew plants atop every roof, and covered their walls in vines and mosses and lichens. They may not be druids, but they had a gardener’s touch.

Velandir lead them to a small grove hidden near the edge of the valley. There were guards stationed among these trees. She could see them on her map, if not with her eyes. Also plainly visible on her map was the covered entrance to the not-so-secret-any-more passage. To an unobservant eye, it looked like a pile of rocks stacked inside a hollow formed beneath the roots of a gnarled tree. These high elves must not have met an oracle or stoneshaper before if they thought some carefully arranged rocks would keep the entrance hidden.

“Careful,” said Velandir. “The sentries may not be able to see us, but they can see the movement of trees in our wake, even under cover of darkness.”

“How are we gonna uncover the entrance without them noticing?” whispered Saskia. She didn’t need to whisper, but they were sneaking, so it felt like the right thing to do.

“Those sentries aren’t the brightest bunch,” said Velandir. “They’re all looking outward. None are actually watching the entrance. See? If he’s quiet about it, your stoneshaper friend can get us in and out without them noticing.”

“Think you can put the stones back exactly as they are now, from the other side, Kveld?” asked Saskia.

“I…could,” said Kveld. “But there’s no need for anything so risky. We can simply find a concealed spot further along the tunnel, and I can…”

Saskia smacked her palm against her forehead. “I’m an idiot. Of course we don’t have to use the heavily-guarded entrance. Duh. With your magic, you easily can dig a hole for us.”

The spot they chose was in a little gully, hidden from view by some convenient bushes. Kveld parted the earth beneath them, forming a neat, round hole, just big enough for Saskia to squeeze her butt through. Lowering herself into the dank, slimy tunnel, she watched as Kveld sealed the hole shut behind them. The tunnel wasn’t built to accommodate trolls, but she found she could crawl through its depths without too much difficulty.

At the other end of the tunnel was a stone wall that could normally only be opened by a lever attached to the shelf on the other side. Kveld could get around that, too. He slid the wall aside with a firm shove of his magic. The shelf concealing the secret passage also slid aside, revealing a dusty basement, stacked with wooden barrels and mouldy old furniture.

There was no-one guarding this end of the passage, but her minimap suggested there were more than enough guards in the rooms and hallways upstairs to worry about. If just one of them bumped into her…

Fortunately for her, the palace was huge, by elven standards, with high ceilings and widely spaced walls that gave her room to move about in relative comfort. It was just as she remembered from her dream: a vision of splendour. They worked their way through one exquisitely decorated chamber after another, until they reached a walled-off hallway. Kveld once again opened the way for them, and they stepped into an ancient, disused wing of the palace.

Blue arlium lined the crumbling walls, glowing brightly. The patterns of blue all seemed to point to one room: the room she’d seen in her dream.

As she approached the room, she was starting to feel that something was off. A small, but growing voice inside her was screaming at her to turn back.

“Something is wrong,” said Saskia. “I don’t know what it is, but…something.”

“Should we go back?” asked Kveld.

“I don’t know…” She wanted to. And yet… “No. We’ve come this far. We have to see it through to the end. But keep your spells and weapons primed. Be ready for anything.”

She pushed open the door to Sarthea’s chamber, and stepped inside.

There was no amber sphere. No woman trapped within. Just a jet black obelisk.

A keystone.

“Well that…sucks,” said Saskia. “Was my dream just a metaphor? Or is she in the keystone…?”

There was only one way to find out. Pulling off her gauntlet, she pressed her hand against the smooth, black surface.

A feminine voice echoed through the chamber: “Say your command, mouthlet.”

“Keystone, tell me—eugh, what the frock!?”

Something cold as ice had slithered against her fingers in the instant before she jerked them away. Now she could see a silvery liquid flowing across the surface of the obelisk, like the slime trailed by an invisible snail.

Being nearly invisible, she couldn’t see her own hand. Nor could she see anything on it. But she could feel the mercury-like substance moving inside her.

When she absorbed arlium, it felt…well, embarrassingly good. This sensation was the exact opposite of that. It felt like a million tiny blades tearing into her flesh. And in their wake, an icy numbness.

“Saskia, are you alright?” asked Kveld.

“I…don’t think so, Kveld,” she gasped. “It feels—oh god.”

The web of shadows dispersed around her companions, leaving them starkly visible in the dim blue light of the chamber.

Baldreg rounded on Velandir. “Why did you do that?”

“The demon is injured,” said the shadowmaster. “You need to see this.”

Ignoring them both, Kveld rushed toward her, his face awash with concern.

Tugging off her vambrace, Saskia inspected her arm. Her rock-hard flesh was turning black, and fractures were forming across its surface.

Kveld lifted his axe, and gave her a look that was part terror, and part apology.

“Do it,” she said. “It…won’t be the first time.”

She removed her pauldron, lay down on her back and spread her arm wide.

Kveld mouthed a silent prayer—to her perhaps—and swung with all of his considerable strength, bringing the axe down on her arm, just below the shoulder. The duanum blade of his axe was harder than her flesh. Even so, it left only a tiny gash that was already beginning to heal over.

“’Tis no good,” whispered Kveld, looking defeated.

“Let me try, lad,” said Baldreg, advancing toward them.

Velandir stepped in front of him. “I will do it.”

A blade of shadow materialised in his hand.

It occurred to Saskia that if Velandir intended to betray her, now would be the perfect opportunity. Still, it wasn’t as if she had much choice. Giving him a silent nod, she steeled herself as he drew close.

The shadowmaster knelt at her side, and without preamble began to saw into her arm. The pain, at first, was indescribable. But it didn’t last long. Soon, there was only creeping numbness.

He kicked the severed arm aside, leery to touch it. Saskia eyed it with morbid fascination. The dark decay had spread along the length of the arm, almost to the shoulder joint where it had been severed.

Had they gotten it off soon enough? The numbness spreading throughout her body suggested that no, they hadn’t.

The door creaked open behind them. Velandir stiffened beside her.

“Oh balls,” he hissed. “They are here.”

Hefting his shadowblade, he wavered and vanished, reappearing a moment later, with the blade sunk deep into the chest of a startled-looking quickblade.

Well, thought Saskia. I guess that puts to bed any notion of him switching sides again.

All around her erupted a frenzy of steel and shadows and blood and exploding masonry. She watched it unfold with growing detachment as the chill continued to seep into her. Whatever happened here, she was frocked.

“Sashki, just hold on!” Ruhildi’s voice was loud in her head.

She tried to reply, but nothing came out except a wracking cough, which turned into a choking spasm. Her muscles went rigid. Her back arched. What remained of her vision seemed to splinter, and the sound of her moan morphed into a mosquito whine that became her whole world.


Once more, she was sinking into the warm, bright depths. The ropey coils of vines trailing from her back and neck were torn and frayed, and bleeding light into the water.

Down, down, down she sank. This time, there was an uneasy feeling of finality to her descent. The great winged leviathan of the deep—her deepest self, her undermind—was calling her home.

No. This was unacceptable. If she quit now, what would become of her friends? They needed her. And she…she needed them.

Summoning every ounce of her flagging strength, she thrashed and flailed, fighting against the pull of the deep.

Far below, her undermind circled. And in its gentle rotation, she began to discern…words. Not the words of the surface worlds, but something more primal.

“Do not be afraid,” said her undermind. “Do not fight. This is not an ending. It is a beginning. You will live on in our other fronds.”

“You don’t understand!” she said. “They will be lost without me. Abellion will kill them all, and their world will never be free of his tyranny!”

Her undermind seemed to pause in its orbit, as if considering her words. “You place a high value on our vassals, as you call them.”

“Not just my vassals. All of my friends. Everyone I care about. I can’t just abandon them!”

“I do not entirely understand this concept of ‘friendship,’” said her undermind.

“That’s because you’re a…” She’d been about to say ‘psychopath,’ but that wasn’t really true now, was it? Her undermind’s thought processes couldn’t be compared to those of her surface mind—or any others who shared those worlds with her. It had been alone down here its whole ‘life,’ with only her for company. Why would it have learned about something it could never experience, except through her? The fact that it was even capable of holding this conversation was surprising. Her father had led her to believe her undermind would always be unknowable to her, and her to it. Clearly that wasn’t entirely true. It had been learning…

“Why devote so many thoughts—so much energy—to something so ephemeral?” asked her undermind. “You know we are more than just one frond; one world. You can’t take your ‘friends’ with you—with the exception of your frondlet. They will come and go. All that matters is what they can do for you.”

“Wait…frondlet?”

“She means me, Sashki.”

Saskia started at the sight of Ruhildi, sinking beside her, pulled by her own crop of tentacle-vines. “What’s going on? Are you really here?”

“Aye—and no,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia groaned. “Now you’re beginning to sound like my donkhole dad.”

“You’re not dead yet, back in the waking world,” said Ruhildi. “I am trying to keep it that way. But at the same time, I’m sharing this dream of yours.”

“Well that’s…strange.” To her undermind, she said, “See? I’m not dead yet. You can’t have me.”

“I already have you,” said the leviathan. “You are a part of me, and I of you. But your time in the light of your surface world is nearly at an end.”

“Och no ’tis not, you big lunk of a dracken,” said Ruhildi, scowling down at her undermind. Clearly, she wasn’t seeing everything Saskia was seeing. “Sashki’s strong, and I won’t let her die. If you want to take her from this world, you’ll have to go through me!”

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 8: Imperator

    
    
    
    
                Atop the highest tower garden of his palace, he looked out over his glorious city. Across all the branches of Arbor Mundi, there were none that bloomed with such resplendent colours as his fair Ambiellar.

Footsteps crunched across the gravel behind him. Feeling a surge of hot rage, the Imperator rounded on the intruder. “Who dares enter my…” His words trailed off as he beheld the pale eyes; the cloak of mist. “Deus forgive me. I didn’t know it was you.”

The figure didn’t speak. Only beckoned for him to follow.

Jecham followed, and soon found himself passing into the forbidden wing: the old god’s abode, a section of the palace no alvar was permitted to enter. Not even he had been here before this day. They passed into a chamber with a black obelisk at its centre. There, he closed the door, and waited.

In time, the door opened, and in stepped…

His heart pounded against the walls of his chest as he beheld the demon’s dreadful visage; her long curved claws; her rock-hard flesh and dull grey armour. Involuntarily, he took a step back, until he realised she couldn’t see him. Her red slitted eyes were fixed on the obelisk. She reached for the slab of darkness—

And spun about, growling in outrage, as figures leapt at her, and plunged their blades into her back. They were his alvari, Jecham realised. Quickdraws and shadowmasters. They’d been lurking here under a web of shadows, awaiting her arrival.

But he had ordered no such attack. He would have if he’d known she were coming…

Ah. So that was what this was. This hadn’t happened yet. It was what must come to pass.

“I will do as you command,” he told the pale figure. “But will they be enough? She and her allies already defeated the Second Legion, and now a sizeable portion of them stand as traitors against me. I can’t afford to underestimate her a second time.”

Again, the figure beckoned to him. They passed out of the forbidden wing, and into his private vault, filled with curiosities of incalculable worth, gathered across the ages by his forebears. A mist-swathed hand pointed at a vial of silver liquid sitting on a nearby shelf.

“Okael’s Bane,” said Jecham. “You would have me turn it against the demon.”

A feeling of bliss suffused him as he spoke the words. Yes. This was what he would do. The demon would wither and die. She and her allies and the traitors alike would taste the bite of cold justice—each and every one of them!

He awoke to find Unaeshe straddling him, insatiable as always.

“Get off,” he told his concubine. “There is work to be done.”


Harsh blue light stabbed into her eyes. Still disoriented from her dream, it took her a moment to realise that she was not, in fact, Jecham the Absolute, Imperator of the High Empire. She was Saskia Wendle, the person he’d…what had he done to her, exactly?

Whatever it was, she was still feeling it. Her throat was dry. Her head felt as if a hedgehog was nesting inside it. All she could see was this piercing blue light, and a blurry shape moving beside her.

“Welcome back, Sashki,” said a familiar voice. “I told you I wouldn’t let you die on us. Not today.”

Slowly, the blurry form beside her resolved into Ruhildi’s face, half covered in her metal mask. The other half was a mask of worry. She wore nothing but her duanum shell. That was a little odd. These days, Ruhildi considered the shell as part of her own flesh, so she usually wore clothes over the top.

Behind her stood risen corpses in various states of dismemberment, guarding the door of the control chamber. Okay, so they were still in the Imperator’s palace, in Ambiellar.

Wait, that couldn’t be right. Ruhildi hadn’t been with her when she entered the palace.

“What did you…how did you get here, Ruhildi?” asked Saskia, clutching her head.

“Methinks you ken,” said Ruhildi.

There were only two possibilities. The first was that enough time had passed for Ruhildi to fly in on Iscaragraithe, and fight her way through the palace to reach her. One peek out of Zarie’s eyes had just eliminated that theory. The bone dragon lay exactly where they’d left it, in the hills above Ambiellar. That left the second possibility. Somehow, Ruhildi had teleported to her.

“I had no idea you could teleport on your own,” said Saskia.

“Nor did I,” said Ruhildi. “I saw you were…ill. I needed to be here. And then I…were.”

Saskia looked down at her own body. Her arm had already started to grow back, but it was a blackened, twisted thing. Something oozed beneath the cracks in her flesh.

“So I’m still…dying, then?” said Saskia, unable to keep a quaver from her voice.

“I have slowed the spread of the corruption,” said Ruhildi. “’Tis an odd pairing of life and death. Fair slippery and hard to contain.”

“How long do I have?” whispered Saskia.

Ruhildi frowned. “Mayhap Garri and Nui can help me drive the corruption out.”

Her friend was being awfully evasive. The fact that they still had things they could try gave her some hope, but alarm bells were screaming in her head. Something was seriously wrong, and it may very well be the death of her.

What a clusterfrock this expedition was turning out to be. Sarthea wasn’t here. Thanks to Abellion’s warning, the Imperator had clearly known they were coming. He’d set a trap for her with that silver liquid. Okael’s Bane, he’d called it.

Hell, Abellion was probably the one who lured her here. It shouldn’t have been possible for him to invade her dreams after she drove him out the first time, but maybe he’d figured out how to worm his way back in. And now here she was, minus an arm, barely able to sit up, and quite possibly dying.

“We’ve got more of those bastards heading our way,” said Baldreg through the oracle link.

He and Kveld and Velandir were concealed under a web of shadows just outside the control chamber. More zombies guarded the halls of the so-called forbidden wing of the palace. Not so forbidden now, was it? Orange and red dots approached from the south and east. Distant horns blasted somewhere outside.

Saskia groaned inwardly. They needed to get out of here, but whenever she tried to sit up, the world began to spin, and the needles in her head began stabbing anew. Because of her, they were stuck here.

“Don’t worry, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “The control chamber’s zone of influence covers most of this wing. My minions can protect us. Their numbers swell as our foes weaken.”

“Then what?” said Saskia. “We’re still deep in enemy territory. We still need to get out.”

“Rest,” said Ruhildi. “We’ll away when you are ready. That time isn’t now.”

Saskia nodded slowly. The pain in her head was starting to ease, but in its place, a feeling of drowsiness was creeping over her. Dogramit, hadn’t she slept enough already?

She surrendered to sleep’s cold embrace, all the same. Just a little nap, then she’d be up and about, and everything would be fine.


“We can’t get to them, Sire.”

“Feckless fools! You said there were only four intruders! Four!” Jecham glared at the centurion, daring him to deny his words.

The centurion seemed only too happy to oblige him. “There were four, including the…traitor, Velandir. But another dwarrow appeared out of nowhere and…” The captain grimaced. “She has command over the dead. Any alvari we send against her are quickly slain, and only add to her strength.”

Jecham slammed his fist down on the table. “The revenant. The revenant is here.”

“I believe so, Sire.”

The revenant was the demon’s second, and by many accounts a greater threat than her mistress. Her army of the dead had been instrumental in the defeat of the Second Legion. It was said she commanded the abomination that prowled the skies of Lumium, flinging lightning bolts down upon his people.

Jecham growled. “So be it. If you can’t reach them with blade or poison, we’ll burn them with fire. Prepare the blasting powder.”


Saskia awoke with a start. She was feeling a bit better now, but if that dream was to be believed…

“We have to get out of here,” she said.

“You think you can walk?” said Ruhildi.

Saskia rose onto wobbly feet. “I’ll try. They’re going to use blasting powder. I think I know what that is, and I know we don’t want to be here when it blows.”

“You mean gunpowder?” said Kveld, stepping into the control chamber, followed by Velandir and Baldreg. Kveld had heard some of Dallim’s tales of Earth technology, but it still surprised her to hear him speak of it.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” said Saskia. “Could be totally wrong, of course. I’d rather not find out.”

Velandir tugged on her essence, and she watched as he and her friends vanished under creeping shadows. Well, two of her friends. Ruhildi remained in plain sight. Her minions gathered close, forming a protective wall around them.

“Why aren’t you invisible?” asked Saskia.

“My web of shadows can’t hide the dead,” said Velandir. “That includes your friend.”

“No matter,” said Ruhildi. “I’m fair tough, and I have my minions to guard me. You should get Sashki to safety.”

“Not a chance,” said Saskia. “We go together.” She eyed the keystone dubiously. “Is it safe to touch now?”

“Aye, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “We gathered up the poison, and wiped the keystone down after. I touched it with no ill effects.”

“But you’re already dead,” pointed out Saskia.

Ruhildi frowned. “’Tis true.”

“It’s okay,” said Saskia. “I’m already infected. It may have been a trap, but there’s a chance Sarthea really did want me to come to this keystone. I’m not about to leave it here to get blown up.”

Saskia leaned down and pressed her partially-grown infected hand to the dark obelisk. When nothing happened, she hesitantly swapped to the other hand. This time, it responded. With a verbal command, she ordered the keystone to decouple from the site. It shrank down into a fist-sized dodecahedron, which she quickly stowed.

Dashing out through the crumbling hallway, Saskia dithered for a moment over which direction to go—either way, they’d be evading or fighting angry elves. It was just a matter of how soon, and how many.

“This way,” she decided, opting to head straight for a balcony on the opposite side of this floor. The secret passage out of the city had lost its appeal, now that stealth was out of the question, and this palace could come crashing down around them at any moment.

A wall of armoured fighters awaited them just outside the forbidden wing. Behind them, four burly elves were hauling what looked like a large cauldron through the hallway. No prizes for guessing what’s in there, she thought.

Popping out of stealth, Baldreg fired straight at the line of elves. The floor shuddered as a concussive blast tore into half a dozen bodies, sending them clattering into the walls, limbs askew, amidst a billowing cloud of dust.

The cauldron lay on its side, its contents spilled across the floor. By some miracle, it hadn’t ignited.

Saskia sent Baldreg an angry glare—though he obviously couldn’t see her. “Seriously? That’s blasting powder over there! Did it not occur to you that you might get a bigger boom than you intended?”

The moment she said it, she realised he probably had no idea what what might set it off. Why would he? The dwarves and elves of Ciendil had never used the stuff before.

“I…no,” said Baldreg, hastily swapping out his explosive bolts for normal ones. Then he vanished once more under the cover of the web of shadows.

She led them away, eager to put distance between them and the blasting powder. Another group of elves came charging down the hallway from the other direction. Kveld tugged on her essence, and suddenly, a wall of stone rose up, sealing off the elves’ corridor from the one she and her friends were in.

“See?” said Saskia. “We could’ve just done that. No need to blow things up!”

“Aye, but blowing things up is much more satisfying,” said Ruhildi.

A flicker of movement to her right was all the warning she got that another side corridor wasn’t as empty as it appeared. Two cloaked figures had seemingly materialised out of thin air, lunging at Ruhildi with shadowblades drawn. Saskia snatched up one of the attackers with her good arm, and used him as a shield against his partner. Moments later, she’d absorbed the arlium out of their cloaks, disabled their magic. She tossed her new vassal aside.

Some of Ruhildi’s zombies lurched toward them, but Saskia called her off. “They’re harmless now.”

“Not entirely harmless,” said Kveld.

One of the shadowmasters had drawn a rapier, and crawled toward them on wounded legs.

Saskia stomped down on his hand, wincing as she felt the bones shatter beneath her feet. “Now he’s harmless.”

The elf with the two broken arms drew in a deep breath and bellowed at the top of his lungs: “The demon is this way! Avenge us! Death to the invaders!”

Baldreg popped out of stealth again, and Saskia saw that he’d used the elf’s own rapier to stab him in the throat. The shouts tapered off into a low wheezing gurgle, and fell silent.

Saskia sighed, but didn’t say anything as they kept on running. That brief scuffle had taken a lot out of her, and now it felt as if she was running on fumes.

“If we don’t kill them, the Imperator will,” said Ruhildi, apparently reading her thoughts again. “Like as not, he sent them here to die, just so they could block our escape.”

Right. Because of course everyone was expendable to him. This wasn’t the first time he’d resorted to such tactics. Velandir had spoken of him wiping entire towns off the face of Lumium, just to get at a few rebels hiding within. No wonder Velandir had been so quick to swap teams. And yet still she’d distrusted him…

Maybe she should be trying to be rid of Jecham once and for all. But now wasn’t in the right mental state to be making such decisions. Her head was still fuzzy. Right now, she had to focus on survival.

They dashed out onto a wide balcony overlooking the city. A wide staircase wound its way down the outside of the palace. Trees and colourful shrubs sprouted from a strip of soil atop a low wall on the outer edge of the staircase. They’d do a good job of shielding Ruhildi and her undead retinue from archers on the ground, and atop nearby parapets. Saskia felt more exposed up here, but she was also invisible. She should be okay, unless—

A cloak billowed in the air, as its wearer fell upon Ruhildi, shadowblade slicing in a downward arc. This woman must have shimmied down the vines that covered the palace walls. Saskia drove her claws through woman’s chest. Ruhildi casually stepped aside, and the corpse landed at her feet.

An arrow thudded into the blackened flesh of Saskia’s regrowing arm. She didn’t feel the pain of the impact, but it sent her stumbling to the side. Oh right. By attacking the shadowmaster, she’d just revealed herself.

It was a curious flaw—the fact that attacking someone briefly disabled the web of shadows. Video game stealth usually worked that way, because being killed by someone you never even see is not fun. But there was no reason real assassins should have to play by such rules. Freygi sure hadn’t. Maybe whoever had come up with the shadowmaster spell had realised how ridiculously dangerous it would be for anyone to have access to perfect, permanent invisibility, and had built in a deliberate weakness. If that were the case, they might be able to come up with their own, more overpowered version of the spell…

Stop it, she told herself. Now isn’t the time to be thinking of these things. We’re running for our lives, here.

“’Tis a good idea, though,” said Ruhildi.

“What is?” asked Velandir.

“Later,” said Saskia. “Let’s just try to get out of here in one piece, okay?”

Not only did they have to get off this deathtrap of a palace, but they had to find a way out of the city. There wasn’t time to plan their escape. They were going to have to just wing it. Sadly, there would be no actual wings. Iscaragraithe lay in an inanimate heap far outside the city, and so it would remain until they got Ruhildi close enough to reanimate it.

They’d barely cleared the first couple of flights of stairs when an orange glow suffused the air, turning rapidly red.

“Get down!” she yelled.

Overhead, the walls exploded outward. A wave of heat swept over her, driving the breath from her lungs. Gigantic blocks of masonry tumbled through the air, swathed in billowing smoke.


Jecham watched with savage exultation as the forbidden wing of his palace shattered, and vanished behind an expanding cloud of black smoke.

“Deus,” muttered Illiur, Legate of the First Legion. “How many of our people were in there?”

“It matters not, as long as the demon is dead.”

“And if she yet lives?”

Jecham scowled at the legate. There was a note of disrespect in Illiur’s voice that disturbed him. He might have to look for a replacement.

“Imbecile,” he snarled. “Does that look survivable to you?”

“No. But this is a demon we’re talking about. It would be foolish to underestimate her or her allies.”

“She is surely dead. And if she isn’t, she will be!” said Jecham. “An imperator does not allow his enemy to steal into his home, and live to tell of it.”

“No,” said Illiur. “An imperator does not.”


Saskia awoke with a groan. Her headache was back, but she couldn’t tell if it was from the infection, or…this. The air was thick with smoke, and it smelled of burning flesh. Through the haze, she spotted a blackened body, half covered in rubble. She really, really hoped it wasn’t someone she knew. A quick check of her interface, and she let out a relieved sigh. Her vassals were still alive; their mirrors unbroken.

She herself had been protected from the worst of the blast. Most of her body was encased in duanum armour, and the parts that weren’t covered were as tough as the walls that had fallen on her. As for why she wasn’t buried, she had Ruhildi and Kveld to thank for that.

Ruhildi looked relatively unscathed, although the skin of the exposed side of her face was a bit singed. Her zombies were a write-off; either burnt to a crisp, or buried. The other two dwarves had sheltered under a shelf of stone Kveld had extruded from the wall. They also wore duanum, protecting them from the worst of the heat. 

Velandir, though…

Well he wasn’t on fire. Entirely by accident, Saskia had fallen over him, protecting him from the worst of the blast. She’d also crushed him beneath her enormous bulk.

He was unconscious, bleeding, and parts of his body were scorched. Saskia bit into her wrist, and with great effort, managed to puncture her skin and get blood flowing. She moved her wrist to his lips—then halted, seized by a horrifying thought.

What if her infection could spread to others? Ruhildi said it was mostly contained, for now, but there could be traces of the poison all through her body. If it did this much damage to a troll, what would it do to a fragile elf?

Inspecting his body with her medical interface, she decided it wasn’t worth the risk. None of his bones were broken. Those were second-degree burns. He would almost certainly survive without her blood’s healing effects—if they could get him out of here.

Saskia hauled Velandir up onto her back, and the four of them began to scramble down the pile of rubble that had formed around the wall. A large chunk had been taken out of the palace, and now lay scattered across the ground. So Jecham had really done it—blown up part of his home, and a bunch of his followers, just to get at her.

Stepping out of the smokey haze and into the battered courtyard, Saskia looked up at the far window where Jecham had been standing in her last vision. Grinning a toothy grin, she raised her good hand, and waved.

It wasn’t long before another hail of arrows came their way, followed soon after by a column of high elves on the ground. More and more of them poured through the gates, blocking her exit. At the fore stood dozens of quickdraws, whirling blades in intricate patterns that seemed to spell out her death.

Placing Velandir gently on the ground, she limped toward them.

Oh yeah, there was an arrow in her knee, wedged between two plates of duanum. Guess my adventuring days are over, she thought wryly.

“We wish to parley,” she said.

The high elves did not seem amused. They charged at her, bellowing war cries.

“No?” she said. “Oh well. It was worth a try…”

The ground began to heave violently, courtesy of both Kveld and Ruhildi. The quickdraws somehow managed to maintain their charge; feet barely touching the ground as they swept forward. Behind them, their mundane brethren sprawled on their butts.

Here we go again, she thought, as she prepared to unleash her wild magic. Then she hesitated. A thought had suddenly occurred to her. Without even consciously deciding to do it, she switched from releasing her essence to drawing it in. There were dozens upon dozens of essence sources around her: the arlium shards embedded in the quickdraws’ wrist and ankle bracers. She drew upon them all, just as her father had taught her. It was a complex process—there were so many separate channels, and each of them were so tiny—but in this moment, she knew she could do it. And so she did.

Some of the quickdraws halted in their tracks. Others kept coming—and began to stumble. Still others sprawled in the dirt. Slender streams of arlium spilled forth from their bracers. Hundreds of slender amber threads, writhing and coalescing in the air.

All of them flowing into her.

She slammed the off button on all of them at once. And in that instant, dozens of super-soldiers became harmless pussycats, unable to stand up straight.

A few minutes later, a trio of invisible assassins lunging at her from the shadows met the same fate.

Now she brought out the wild magic. It probably wasn’t doing much for her image, but she couldn’t suppress the cackle of delight at the elves’ bewildered expressions as they beheld their sparkly new purple armour. Sadly, the colour change wouldn’t be permanent.

After that, their passage through the city was slow, but steady. Velandir stirred and awoke, but Saskia waved him off when he tried to cast another web of shadows over them.

“Let them see us,” she said. “This battle is already over.”

Indeed, the high elves seemed to have finally cottoned on to the fact that she didn’t want to kill them—but could if she had to. And so they kept their distance.

At the city centre was a statue of a long-dead high elf hero, carved out of pure arlium. For a moment, she considered absorbing the whole thing, and from Ruhildi’s hungry eyes, she could tell her friend had the same thought. Then Saskia grinned at her, and brought her will to bear on the statue’s face.

Ruhildi chuckled at the sight of the handlebar moustache that had spread across the statue’s upper lip. “Do human males truly wear those?”

“They were popular in the nineteen dicketies,” said Saskia.

As they stepped away from the statue, she saw that there was a procession coming toward them from the palace. A column of armoured soldiers dragged a struggling, bedraggled elf between them.

“We offer this as tribute,” said the legate, Illiur. She recognised him from her vision. “Do with it as you will. We ask that you cease your attack, and accept our unconditional surrender.”

“Don’t think this is over, traitors!” gasped their prisoner. “You will all—”

The legate’s steel boot drove into his face. He sprawled in the dirt, gasping and retching.

Imperator Jecham the Absolute spat blood from between broken teeth, and glared up at her.
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                Gliding on ethereal winds over changeless trees, they rose up the high walls of their gilded cage to their secret sanctuary: a tiny cave, hidden from the frozen flame of eternity, and the prying eyes of its thralls.

“I cannot take this any longer,” said Dacie, when they were safely inside. “It is time for us to make our escape. I will not have our child become one of them.”

Nuvias sighed. “Then tonight we will make our move. But we must be careful. You know what he can do. If he even suspects…”

Dacie shivered. “I am well aware of the risks. If we wait until our child is born, we will never get away from here.” She frowned for a moment, then snapped a finger, sending a sharp gust of air into his face. “What about Dougan?”

“Dougan cannot fly, as we can,” said Nuvias. “He will only hold us back.”

“Yes, but he may be sympathetic to our situation. If he could provide a distraction…”

Nuvias put his hand to his stubbled chin. “It is worth considering. He knows nothing of the world outside, but I sense a great restlessness within him. If anyone in this godsforsaken place can help us, he can. I will speak with him—see if he is receptive to the idea. Until then, perhaps you should wait here, lest the eternals grow suspicious. I will return.”

Descending from the sanctuary, Nuvias flew back toward the village; the place that had been their home for three long years. Ondite stood at the village centre, more statue than trow. Her eyes followed him up the path, and he felt goosebumps form on the back of his neck.

Dougan sat on a ledge with his face in one of the books Dacie had given him; the ones that told of distant people and places he would never see. Nuvias strode toward him—and came to a halt, as the sound of a cleared throat drew his attention.

“A word, we will have,” said Tulpa, stepping out of the shadows.

“Can this not wait?” he said. “I must speak with Dougan.”

“Wait, it cannot,” said Tulpa. “Follow.”

He glided after the gebling, feeling a surge of irritation rising from within. What was it this time? Did she have some vile tonic to shove down Dacie’s throat? Or would she waste his time with unsolicited advice?

She led him across the village to her cabin, and ushered him inside.

“You couldn’t just accept the gift that was offered,” a voice spoke from the shadows. Ice trickled down Nuvias’s spine at the sound of that voice. “It was bad enough that you sought to deny your child his memories. Now you would corrupt young Dougan’s mind as well? This, I cannot abide.”

The door swung shut behind him.


Garrain returned to the waking world with a bundle of alvesse thrashing in his arms. Moments later, Nuille’s eyes snapped open. Slowly, she sagged against him.

“What the fuck was that?” she said.

“A rather disturbing dream,” said Garrain. “I suspect Nuvias did not walk out of Tulpa’s hut that day.”

“Tulpa’s hut?” She frowned at him. “Perhaps we didn’t share quite the same dream this time.”

“What happened in your dream?”

She tilted her head at him. “I dreamt I was Nuvias’s lifemate, Dacie. They were preparing to escape the Hall of Eternity. She waited for him to come for her, but he never did. When she came down from their hiding place, she found Nuvias had been killed in a terrible accident. Dacie was so broken-hearted, she died soon after, in childbirth. It was…” She shuddered. “…harrowing.”

Now it was his turn to frown. “I suppose that confirms my suspicions. In my dream, I was Nuvias. And his death was no accident. The eternals killed him.”

“Are you certain Nuvias and Dacie were real? We’ve had our share of dream fantasies before…” She gave him a knowing smile. He remembered those dreams vividly. They generally had much happier endings.

“This one was different,” he said. “It certainly felt real. Saskia’s oracle magic has been bleeding into us for some time now, so it’s no surprise that we would dream true.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” she said. “If they turned on Nuvias, they could easily do the same to you. If they hurt you, I’d…” She hissed. “Well, let’s just say, we’d find out just how eternal these eternals can be with their insides on the outside.”

“Calm yourself, my light,” he said. “We can’t leave until our transport arrives. Let’s not rush to make enemies of our hosts, unless they give us cause.”

“They’ve given me cause enough already,” said Nuille. “I swear, if I have to swallow another one of Tulpa’s so-called remedies…”

Garrain smiled in sympathy. Pressing his hand gently against Nuille’s belly, he thought he felt a little flutter of movement, but that was probably just his imagination. It was far too soon for that—or for her to be showing a bulge.

The fluttering against his hand became a rumble.

“Oh fuck,” said Nuille. Almost throwing him out of the sleepsack, she lurched to her feet and stumbled out the door. Seeing her double over, he dashed forward and held her hair out of the way as she vomited into a nearby bushes.

“The plants will love that,” said Garrain.

She groaned. “I thought, perhaps, as a tender, I might be able to avoid the nesting barfs. But it comes and goes of its own accord, and my healing magic has little effect.”

“Your condition is no ailment,” said Garrain. “It is entirely normal, or so I’m told.”

Nuille scowled up at him, then went pale, and heaved into the bushes a second time. “Would that I could give you a taste of ‘normal.’” She turned back to him, a sinister smile on her lips. “Perhaps I can.”

He backed away hurriedly, splaying his hands in surrender. “Now there’s no need for that. Have mercy on your doting lifemurf—”

As her lips locked around his, a vile taste spread across his tongue. The inside of his mouth was one of the few parts of his body that had not been altered in any significant way by the symbiotes that had taken root in him. His sense of taste remained largely as it had always been. He was, however, immune to poison, so even though it tasted like a kiss of death, he wouldn’t actually die from it.

“Oh deus that’s—eurgh!” he gasped.

“And now I’m suddenly feeling a lot better,” she said.

They made their way to the pool in the stream where they liked to bathe—only to beat a hasty retreat when they discovered Rover Dog and several she-trows had already claimed the water. He recognised the sky trow queen, Vask, among the thrashing bodies, flailing claws and angry teeth. The pool was stained crimson, and by the sounds the she-trows were making, they liked it that way. Of late, Garrain had been learning more than he cared to about trow mating habits. Saskia had been far more discreet.

“I wonder what Saskia thinks of her erstwhile mate’s proclivities,” he mused as they settled into a different pool, further upstream.

“Oh, she knows Rover Dog’s extremely popular with other she-trows,” said Nuille. “I can’t say she approves, but she knows she can’t change him.”

Garrain looked at his lifemate, surprised the demon had confided in her about such things. Then again, Nuille was a tender. She probably discovered all kinds of things about her patients that she never revealed to him.

Returning to the village, they were met by Tulpa, the gebling eternal. Meeting her had been one of many surprises they’d encountered in this place. Tulpa wasn’t much like the frightful geblings described in the old tales. She was…considerably shorter. But from the way she moved, he could tell she was far from harmless.

Tulpa gave Nuille an appraising look, before announcing, “Spawning sickness, you have.”

“That’s not what we call it, but yes,” said Nuille.

“Just the thing, I have, for you,” said Tulpa, holding up a bowl of wriggling yellow grubs. “A natural remedy.”

Nuille looked at the bowl for a long moment, and he could see that she was struggling not to gag. “Oh fuck off. I mean…thank you, Tulpa. But no thank you.”

“Eat,” insisted Tulpa. “Eat. Good for your unborn child, the slink grubs are.”

Nuille bristled. “I think we know better than you what is good for our own nestling.”

“Oh, you think so, hmm?” said Tulpa. “Answer me this, then. Give birth, you will, how soon?”

“Nine seasons from now, we’ll be welcoming her into the waking world,” said Nuille.

Thinking forward to that day evoked in Garrain a feeling of nervous anticipation. Nestlings may not be so rare to alvari as they were to the eternals, but they were still precious. Doubly so, now there were so few of his people left.

“Seasons, we do not have, in the Hall of Eternity,” said Tulpa.

“A little over a year,” translated Garrain.

Tulpa clicked her tongue. “Sorry, I am, to disappoint.” Her expression told him she was anything but apologetic. “Slowly, an eternal grows. Three years or more, this child you will carry in your belly.”

The blood drained from Nuille’s face. “I’m going to be pregnant for…oh deus. You can’t be serious!”

Garrain frowned. “If it takes thrice as long to birth our nestling, will we have to wait thrice as long for her fledging—her passage into adulthood?”

Tulpa looked at him with a trace of pity in her huge brown eyes, and this time, he could tell it wasn’t feigned. “Slower and slower, she will grow, until time, for her, stands still. Dead and gone, you both shall be, before she reaches adult height.”

Nuille scowled. “That’s just—you’re lying!”

“What need have I for lies?” said Tulpa. “Care for your child, we will, long after you are gone.”

“No,” said Nuille. “No. You can’t have her.”

Tulpa seemed taken aback by her refusal. “Away from the eternal flame, you would try to raise her? What then, when you are dead? Alone she will be. Lost and alone.”

Nuille looked about ready to slap the gebling. “I’ll not have you trying to shame me into abandoning my own daughter.”

“Clearly, we will have a long time to think about this,” said Garrain. “But we won’t be staying here our whole lives, and neither will our nestling. If she wishes it, we can bring her back here in our twilight years.” Although, in all likelihood, we won’t live that long, he added silently.

Tulpa opened her mouth to speak, but at that moment, a large, clawed hand reached down and plucked the bowl of grubs out of her hand.

“For me?” said Rover Dog. Before she could answer, the wriggling larvae went straight into his gullet. He chewed and swallowed, and smacked his belly contentedly. “Plump and juicy. I like.”

Tulpa smacked him on the leg. “Not for you! For the mother-to-be, they were!”

Rover Dog grinned at her. “Squishy said she did not want. Not waste good food.” Ignoring Tulpa’s furious glares, he and his entourage of she-trows sauntered off, heading for the trow encampment just outside the village.

“I would have words with the two of you, if I may,” said the drengar, Ithanius, coming up behind them.

“Certainly,” said Garrain, eager for the chance to get away from Tulpa.

In that moment, it occurred to Garrain that Nuvias and Dacie must have been Ithanius’s parents. He hadn’t gotten a look at Nuvias’s face—the dream had been from his perspective—but he saw a hint of Dacie in the youthful-looking drengar.

“Thank you, Ithanius,” said Garrain, after they were out of the gebling’s earshot. “For a moment there, I thought she was going to try to throw us in a cage.”

“This place is already a cage,” said Ithanius, gazing up at the frozen flame of the seed of eternity. “You know the other eternals don’t want you to leave?”

“We have surmised as much,” said Garrain. “But once our transport gets here, they won’t have the power to keep us here against our will.”

“Don’t be so sure,” said Ithanius. “The eldest among us have had many greatspans to hone their skills. One does not need gaudy magic to defeat an opponent.”

On that, they were in agreement. If Thiachrin had taught him one thing, it was that magic was not all there was to combat, and a sufficiently skilled mundane could still be a dangerous opponent. And these eternals were not mundanes, were they? If they’d had greatspans to practice the fighting arts, what might they be capable of? He would do well not to underestimate their hosts.

“Noted,” said Garrain. “Even so, we will leave as soon as we are able, and if they try to stop us…”

“I don’t doubt your determination to be free,” said Ithanius. “That’s why I’m here. When you leave, I wish to join you.”

Garrain gave him a long, appraising look. Truth be told, he wasn’t surprised the drengar would be less than content to spend the rest of eternity here. The real question was: why didn’t all the eternals feel this way?

“Very well,” said Garrain. “You may join us.”

“Then I suggest we make haste,” said Ithanius. “Tulpa has been making noises about waking Xonroth from his slumber. Believe me when I say: if the Primordial awakens while you are here, you might never get to leave.”

“He is that powerful, simply by virtue of his age?” said Garrain.

“It is more than that. Xonroth is not like the rest of us. He is…” Ithanius’s mouth worked, as if searching for the right words.

“We could leave right now if I could just return to my dracken form,” said Nuille, without waiting for him to finish. “But I dare not risk it. I don’t know what the transformation might do to the nestling inside of me.”

The two of them had shared a few nightmares about that very eventuality. While there was no telling what would happen unless she tried it, it was a gamble neither of them would willingly take.

“It won’t come to that,” said Garrain. “Let’s see what Saskia has to say on the matter.”

“We have our hands full at the moment.” Saskia’s voice spoke into their minds. “I kinda-sorta…accidentally conquered the capital of Lumium.”

“You what?” said Nuille.

“Yeah, long story short, Ambiellar has surrendered to us, and Imperator Jecham is now our prisoner,” said Saskia. “It’s going to take a while for the dust to settle, but it looks like we might have some new allies. Which is good! But also kind of a pain. The airship repairs are going well, but there aren’t enough of them to transport any high alvari who decide to join us. We’ll need more of them.”

“Could you send an airship to collect us?” asked Garrain. “We need to leave as soon as possible.” He relayed what Ithanius had told them, and spoke briefly about their dream.

“So that’s how Nuvias died,” said Saskia. “I did wonder if it was an accident…”

“You know of him?” said Garrain.

“Yeah,” she said. “Anyhow, that doesn’t sound good. You’re right, we should get you out of there. And I need to see you, too. I’ve been infected with…well, it’s slowly killing me, and you might be the only ones who can stop it.”

“Stop what?” asked Garrain.

“It’s some kind of magical poison designed to kill demons,” said Saskia.

“I’ve heard of no such thing,” he said.

“Nor had I until it crawled into my skin,” she said. “Anyhow it’ll be a few more days to get an airship ready. I’ll send Zarie and Ruhildi with Iscaragraithe instead. It can fly faster than an airship, but as you know, we can’t squeeze all those trows onboard. Maybe if they rode on top? Oh no, then they’d probably be fried. Bad idea. Uh…let me think about it. We could take two trips…”

Regardless, it was going to be days before Iscaragraithe arrived. They went to the trow encampment to discuss their next move.

“We ready to leave any time,” said Rover Dog.

“I will not be sad to see the last of this place,” said Queen Vask. “It is so boring here. Nothing to do but…” She flicked a sidelong glance at Rover Dog, and a sly smile crept onto her face.

“Let’s just go now,” said Nuille. “We can wait in the hollow outside, until our transport gets here.”

Garrain considered the idea. “We could. The sooner we’re away from here, the better. But won’t the eternals come after us there?”

“Not beyond the Hall of Eternity,” said Ithanius. “They’re afraid to leave.”

“Good,” said Garrain. “Then I see no reason to stay any longer. Gather your things. We depart immediately.”

“You expect us to simply let you walk out of here?” The low voice sounded behind him, making him flinch.

Ithanius suddenly went very pale. “The Primordial,” he whispered.

Garrain turned to face the newcomer: a dark-skinned figure, tall as an alvar or drengar, but with the small ears and beard of a dwarrow. A human.

Rover Dog tilted his head. “Not just walk. Climb. Fly.”

The Primordial’s eyes bored into the trow. “I didn’t expect to find you here when I awoke, young Dougan. Frankly, I’m astonished you survived out there, after all this time. And I’m not easily astonished. But I really must insist you stay.”

He raised his hand, and Garrain felt the familiar gathering of magic on the air. Dark roots shot up out of the ground all around the encampment.

Garrain felt his mouth drop open. This human…this eternal…was also a greenhand?

Xonroth raised his other hand, and a black cloud swirled overhead, crackling with unreleased potential. Great coils of winged beasts swarmed down from the cavern walls. The campfire flared, roaring up into a great column of heat and light.

What on all the arbor was happening? Was he a demon, like Saskia? It was the only explanation Garrain could think of. But not even Saskia had the magic of multiple worldseeds, did she?

Whatever this eternal truly was, some of his magic could be countered. Garrain sensed the essence flowing into the fence of roots, and it was not as much as he himself could bring to bear, as Saskia’s vassal.

Forcing himself to shut out the chaos roiling about him, he concentrated on the one small thing he could change. There was one spell he’d used on more than one occasion to lull Nuille’s binding roots to sleep when they dueled with one another. It was this spell he invoked today.

Pressure mounted behind his eyes, as his magic drove into his foe’s. Then, with a whisper and a soft sigh, the ring of writhing roots sagged and subsided.

The Primordial’s eyes narrowed, and he stared intently at Garrain. Essence gathered at the eternals fingertip’s. Garrain didn’t know what form the spell would take, but he knew it would probably be the end of him.

Nuille stepped between them, spreading her arms wide.

Nuille, no! What are you…?

With a jerk of his hand, the eternal stifled his spell.

Of course. Xonroth didn’t want to hurt the nestling. Nuille had known this, and had used it against him. That wasn’t all she’d done, though. Nuille had been drawing essence for her own spell: some form of cruorgy, no doubt.

The Primordial stood unmoved by her magic, his blood still pumping, his bones unbroken, his flesh unblemished.

Garrain didn’t wait to see what their foe did next. He may be a match for this eternal when it came to the magic of the seed of life, but he was under no illusions any of them could stand for long against the sheer breadth of power on display. Snatching up Nuille’s hand, he dashed out of the encampment, shouting for Ithanius and the trows to do likewise.

Some of the trows ignored his call, and turned claws and crossbows against the eternal. Whether to prove themselves or to buy time for the rest of them, he couldn’t say.

The result was swift and final. When Garrain spared a glanced back, he winced at the sight of charred and torn bodies crashing to the ground. There were no screams; no growls. Only gathering storm, and a swift demise.

With an explosion of effort, Garrain awoke the trees of the forest, and willed them to turn against the Primordial and anyone else who came after them. They coiled greedy branches around the eternal, holding him in place.

Meanwhile, he and Nuille channelled swift stride spells for a tremendous short-term boost of speed. The trows could keep pace when they ran on all fours, though they were hampered somewhat by the undergrowth. Ithanius stood high on Rover Dog’s shoulders, balancing effortlessly, and occasionally leaping and ducking to avoid passing branches.

Approaching the tunnel that led out of the Hall of Eternity, Garrain felt a moment of relief. That relief faded the moment he caught sight of the three eternals waiting for them there. To the sides stood Tulpa the gebling and Burinold the dwarrow. In the middle, the vast stone bulk of Ondite the trow.

“We offer sanctuary, and this how you show gratitude?” said Ondite in a voice like rolling boulders. She turned to Ithanius. “You. We are family. Why betray us so?”

“It isn’t betrayal!” said Ithanius, stepping lightly off Rover Dog’s back. “I wish only to leave; to see the world. If you see that as a betrayal, that’s your problem, not mine.”

Ondite let out a rumbling sigh. “If just you, we might allow it. But you try to steal our newest child from us.” She looked hungrily at Nuille. “This we will not stand for.”

Putting her hands over her belly, Nuille glared up at the trow. “Oh fuck you to the ends of the arbor! Our nestling is not yours, and I won’t have her raised by dusty old hermits in a deusdamned cave!”

Ignoring her, Ondite gave Rover Dog an almost apologetic smile. “Xonroth also requires your presence. I not know why.”

Rover Dog stepped toward the towering trow, and ran a clawed finger down the side of her face. She shivered at his touch. Her lips parted.

Then he drove his forehead into her face.

Ondite reeled backward. At her sides, Tulpa and Burinold sprang into action. Tulpa became a whirling maelstrom of tiny fists and feet, pummelling one of the trows into the dirt in an instant. Burinold brought up a long metal barrel, and pointed it at Garrain. The fronds on the back of Garrain’s neck stood on end as a glowing red line appeared in the air, passing through his chest.

He sprang to the side just as a deafening crack split the air. The tree behind him shook, showering him with leaves. A gaping hole as wide as his fist had been torn out of its trunk.

Beside him, Ithanius sprang forward, his foot lashing out at Tulpa’s throat. She deflected it with her hands, and the two of them began a frenzied exchange of punches and kicks, both combatants moving almost too quickly for Garrain to perceive.

Rover Dog, Queen Vask and several other trows, meanwhile, were laying into Ondite with their claws, spraying bright blood across the cavern walls. Whether the blood was hers or theirs, Garrain couldn’t tell.

On his map, Garrain could see that the Primordial had gotten free of the awakened trees, and was approaching fast. A few hundred heartbeats, and he’d be upon them. This had to end.

Garrain drew on the vast bounty of essence Saskia availed to him, summoning a spell that would—

He halted, frowning, as he realised their three foes were lying on the ground, twitching. Their faces were slowly turning purple. Nuille stood at his side, her face a mask of fury, as she turned the full power of her cruorgy against their foes.

“We’re leaving,” she said. “Try to stop us, and I’ll pop you like balloons.” She glanced at Ithanius and the trows, who were looking at her as one might regard a swarm of furious swamp wivorns. “Well don’t just stand there. Get moving!”

On a whim, Garrain snatched up the long-barrelled weapon from the dwarrow’s twitching fingers. Saskia would want to see this. As they stepped into the tunnel, he heard the three eternals groaning and gasping and retching, as Nuille released her magical hold on their bodies.

“Remind me never to enrage her,” muttered Queen Vask to Rover Dog.

“Not want to get squished by angry squishy,” said Rover Dog, bobbing his head in agreement.

They raced through the tunnel, emerging on a wide shelf of stone. From here, it was a near-vertical descent down into the tree-covered hollow. He conjured vines for himself and Nuille and Ithanius to climb down, while the trows relied upon their claws and natural climbing ability.

Once under the cover of trees, they descended the steep slope to the lip of the hollow, looking out across the vastness of the sky. There, they made camp, and awaited the arrival of Saskia’s dracken.

It was an entirely different flock of drackens that reached them first.

Garrain awoke to a shout of alarm from one of the trow sentries. He looked up at the dark shapes in the sky, and let out a curse.

“Have they spotted us?” he asked.

“Not yet, but they will,” said Queen Vask. “Trows are not easy to hide.”

“Then what? We can’t fight them. Could we get back to the tunnel in time?”

Rising beside him, Nuille sighed. “Not a chance. And even if we could, I wouldn’t. No, I’m going to have to risk it.”

She spread her arms wide. In a few brief heartbeats, they stretched and shifted into red-gold wings. Her body elongated and enlarged, until the form of a great dracken loomed over them.

“Deus, what have you done?” he whispered. But he already knew the answer. She had done what she had to do, to save all of their lives. Even if it cost them more than he could bear to pay.

Perched on Nuille’s scaly back, he and his fellow passengers held on for dear life as she dove down the trunk of the world tree. Far above, the drackens swarmed into the hollow. He felt a brief surge of relief at the realisation that they weren’t being followed. But that relief turned to a tingle of dread as he considered what it meant.

The Chosen sitting astride those drackens sought a prize far greater than he or Nuille or any of the trows. They sought the eternals. They sought the Primordial.

Abellion would claim the Primordial as his own.

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 10: Unveilers

    
    
    
    
                Saskia’s eyes flicked between the shotgun levelled at her head, and the grizzled old lady holding it. At her side, Ruhildi tensed, preparing, no doubt, to do something drastic. Both she and her friend were naked, having just teleported here in a burst of not-so-metaphorical tentacles.

“Do you want to put that thing down?” Saskia was surprised at how even her voice sounded, given how much her heart was racing. If that gun went off, there’d be no regenerating an exploded brain. “We didn’t mean to intrude. I don’t know why we’re here, exactly…”

“Aliens,” muttered the woman, swiveling the gun between the two naked intruders. “I knew they was real. On the telly, some people called it a hoax, but I knew.”

“We…come in peace?” said Saskia. Then she winced. She really wasn’t helping her case, here.

“Speak for yourself, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “If this lady tries to harm you, I’ll not be peaceful.”

“You’re not helping, either,” murmured Saskia. To the woman, she said, “We’ll be out of your hair in a moment if you just lower your weapon and let us past.”

“Oh, you’re not going no-where, lizard-freaks!” said the woman.

Saskia scratched her nose. “Lizard? Where’d you get that? Squid or octopus, I could understand, but lizard?”

The old lady didn’t reply, because she was lifting a mobile phone off the couch, while holding the shotgun in the crook of her elbow, still pointed at Saskia; finger still on the trigger. Driving one-handed while messing with one’s phone was bad enough, but this? The woman’s neck made a loud popping sound as she tilted her head and wedged the phone between her ear and shoulder. “Yeah, it’s me,” she growled into the phone. “Get over here, pronto. We got ourselves a pair of live ones.”

Oh, this was bad. Instead of calling the cops, as any sane person would, she was calling her hillbilly friend? They’d would show up packing their own heat. If there was one thing worse than having a shotgun aimed at her head, it was having two shotguns aimed at her head. She needed to do something, before this got even more out of hand.

Calling upon her oracle sight, Saskia dove into the head of the man on the other end of the phone. She could tell he was a man, because he was sitting on the toilet, looking down at his hairy chest and…yeah. Under ordinary circumstances, Saskia would have noped right on out of there. But at this moment, one of her lives was at stake, so she endured the horrors she was witnessing, and tried to focus on learning something that might help get her out of this predicament with minimal bloodshed.

“I’ll be there in five, Joyce,” said the man. He glanced down again. “Better make it ten.”

“Goddammit, Bartholomew, this is important!” said the woman, whose name, apparently, was Joyce. “Stop being such a lazy arse and get your arse over here!” She tossed the phone back on the couch.

“Trust me, Joyce, you wouldn’t want him coming over here until he’s freshened up a bit,” said Saskia.

“How’d you know my…? Get out of my head, alien!” The woman twitched the muzzle of the shotgun at her. At least she was holding it in both hands again.

“I’m not in your head,” said Saskia. “I’m in his head.”

It was at this moment that Ruhildi, who had been slowly circling around the woman, finally made her move.

Moving with astonishing speed for one of her advanced years, Joyce pivoted, and pulled the trigger. A deafening boom set china rattling on the nearby shelves. Black blood and gore splashed across the furniture. Ruhildi slammed into the woman, and they both went tumbling onto the floor. She snatched the shotgun out of Joyce’s hand and tossed it to Saskia. Then she looked down at the gaping hole in her side, and muttered, “Och, what a mess.”

Wasting no time, Saskia helped her friend to her feet, and they both dashed for the door. Someone would report the sound of the gunshot, then the cops would be on their way. They needed to be far, far away from here.

Joyce’s bewildered stare followed them out. “Zombie aliens,” she muttered.

They emerged on a sunlit street, in what appeared to be a mid-sized town. Realising she was still holding the shotgun, Saskia tossed it into the bushes. Best not to be seen with that. Then again, they were both naked, and Ruhildi’s guts were hanging out. Neither of those things were conducive to keeping a low profile.

Dashing to Joyce’s clothesline, Saskia shucked on a dress about three sizes too big for her, while Ruhildi wadded strips of cloth into the hole in her side, tied a bunch more around her midsection to hold everything in place, then threw on loose-fitting garments to hide the evidence. Being undead, Ruhildi wasn’t as liquid on the inside as a living person. She didn’t bleed as much. So the dark stain would take a while to spread to her outer garments, if it ever did.

They hurried across town as fast as they could go without looking overly suspicious. Several times, she heard police sirens in the distance. Should they steal a car and make a faster getaway? No, she decided. She didn’t know how to hotwire a vehicle, and most modern vehicles weren’t hotwireable in any case. Besides, it had been years since she’d driven a car. She’d probably just crash into a pole.

Aside from making themselves scarce, the other order of business was to find out where in hell they were. This could be Anytown, USA. Any town with old ladies who kept shotguns by the couch.

Then a thought occurred to her. She now had access to a web browser in her head. That meant she didn’t need to rely on her relatively close-range minimap. She could load up a map of the whole planet, search for a few street names, and…

“Huh,” she said aloud. “This isn’t the US, after all. So much for stereotypical gun-toting Americans. This town is in Alberta, Canada. I thought it would be colder…”

“I don’t ken why we’d end up so far away,” said Ruhildi, who must have been reading Saskia’s mind to get a sense of the geography.

“I don’t know, either. The undermind might have decided that where I wanted to go was too dangerous, and sent us…to the lady with the shotgun. Wait, that makes no sense.”

“Mayhap ’tweren’t for caring where we went—only where we didn’t go.”

“Maybe. Anyhow, let’s get out of town, ASAP. We can camp out in the wilderness. Canada is a big place. No-one will find us out there. We can hunt for food, and I’m sure you could out take a bear if it tried to eat us. The animals of this world are real lightweights compared to Arbor Mundi. It’s the humans we have to watch out for.”

They hiked for several kilometres over open farmland, before ducking into a spruce forest. She’d always wanted to visit Canada. Visiting it as a fugitive eldritch abomination in human skin had never been high on her agenda, but she’d take what she could get. The Rocky Mountains loomed on the western horizon; a breathtaking sight. After all the things she’d seen, she’d almost lost the capacity to feel awed by any of Earth’s geographical features, but this was one of the exceptions.

While they walked, Saskia contacted her mum and her friends, back in the hexapod, just to tell them what had happened, and that she and Ruhildi were okay, and that it would be a while before they could teleport back. She had a new batch of memories from Arbor Mundi to sift through too, but that could wait.

“Canada, eh?” said Ivan, after her mum repeated what she’d just said. “Now I’m feeling a little jealous. Russia is fine and all, but…”

As the only one in the group who wasn’t her vassal, he alone couldn’t hear Saskia’s voice directly. She could hear his voice through her vassals’ ears.

“They’re both frigid shitholes, as far as I’m concerned,” said Dave. “Why couldn’t we go to Mexico or Australia or something?”

“I wonder if I could join her over there?” wondered Ivan aloud. “If I could just get this teleportation thing to work on demand…”

“Uh, how about no,” said Dave. “If you end up in Antarctica, or the centre of the Earth, or somewhere out in space, don’t expect us to come rescue you.”

Saskia was pretty sure it didn’t work like that, or none of her kind would have survived past their initial few jumps. Still, it had only been a few weeks since his first teleport. Wouldn’t want to risk bringing on a seizure or something. And emerging in the wrong location halfway across the planet remained a very real possibility, as she’d just demonstrated.

“If you have time to do Internet research, see if you can find anything out of the ordinary happening in Canada right now,” she said.

“Other than Tentacle Girl appearing out of nowhere?” said Fergus.

“Other than that, yeah.” Saskia was kinda over feeling annoyed at the nickname he’d given her. “I feel like we’re here for a reason.”

“Now don’t get all spiritual on us,” said Raji.

“Hello? I have a cult of followers who worship me as their goddess. I’ve seen with my own eyes—well okay, my doppelgänger’s eyes—that there are multiple worlds, and life after death, and other things out there way beyond human understanding. I am one of those things. If anyone’s allowed to spout spiritual mumbo-jumbo, it’s me.”

“That’s nice, dear,” said her mum. “Now don’t go forgetting you’re human, too, and as long as you’re in this world, you eat and poop and cry—and bleed—just like the rest of us.”

“I like your mam,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia gave her a crooked smile. It was good to reminded of her humanity from time to time. Just as long as her mum didn’t bust out the baby photos.

“Speaking of which, this human’s gotta find some food,” said Saskia. “You all be safe.”

“We’ll be fine, Sass,” her mum assured her. “Just don’t get yourself caught or killed, okay?”

“Ruhildi is here with me, Mum,” said Saskia. “She literally took a bullet for me today—or a whole heap of shotgun pellets. She won’t let anything bad happen to me.”

“It’s nice to have the Terminatrix on our side,” said Fergus.

“The Night Queen,” said Raji.

“Eh, I’m gonna go with Lich Queen,” said Fergus. “The Night King died like a chump. Arthas could have beaten him with his pinkie.”

Saskia left them to their debate over which fictional villain best represented her friend, and went looking for something to eat. She had no idea what plants might be edible here, but her oracle interface might help with that.

Turned out not to be necessary. A few minutes later, Ruhildi skewered a squirrel with a spike of stone, and handed it to Saskia. Inspecting the morsel sceptically, Saskia shrugged, then tore into it with her teeth. A campfire would attract too much attention, so she might have to get used to eating raw meat again.

“Haven’t seen any bears yet,” said Saskia. There were a few red dots on her minimap, but most were quite far off.

“I spied a creature like a smaller grawmalkin, but it ran away the moment I turned to look at it,” said Ruhildi.

“Aw, I missed it,” said Saskia. “If it were a cougar, it would have showed up on my map. Bobcat, maybe, or just a housecat.”

Ruhildi gave a dwarven shrug, which looked all kinds of wrong coming from Padhra’s body.

Saskia stretched. “Are we gonna keep moving, or stay here a while? This place is nice, but…” She trailed off, as another inexplicable feeling swept over her. “West. We need to head west.”

She looked at her minimap. Nothing stood out. Just more forest. Some old roads. A couple of houses…

Yes, that house. That was where they should go.

Ruhildi looked at her, and shrugged again.

They hiked westward, through sparse, dew-covered underbrush, across an icy mountain-fed stream, and up over a hill. On the other side of the hill was a half-overgrown dirt road. Tire tracks told her it had been used recently. At the end of the road was a large house with a satellite dish on its roof. Several vehicles were parked outside.

There were people inside; twelve of them. She could see them on her minimap. Their map markers indicated that they were neither hostile, nor friendly.

Saskia closed her eyes, and tried to calm her breathing. She needed to go inside that house. She had no idea why, but she needed to meet those people.

“Sashki…” said Ruhildi.

“I know what you’re going to say,” said Saskia. “It’s a really dumb idea. I know. But I have to. You should wait here.”

“Och no,” said Ruhildi. “I need to stay close, if I’m to pull your arse out of the fire again.”

“What makes you think you’ll need to?”

Ruhildi cocked an eyebrow.

“Fine. But…try not to kill anyone.”

“I make no promises,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia stepped up to the door, hesitated for a moment, then knocked. Nearly half a minute passed before someone came to the door: a young woman with silver hair. She stood with the door ajar, silently, staring intently at her phone.

Saskia swallowed. “I…don’t know why I’m here,” she said lamely.

“Password,” said the girl.

“What?”

“Say the password, or get outta here.” Without glancing up from her phone, she made a shooing motion with her hand.

Crap. She should just—

“Veritas.”

The word left her lips before she realised what was happening. Why had she just said that?

The silver-haired girl pulled open the door the rest of the way. “Welcome to the meetup. Beer’s that way.” She pointed behind her. “Bathroom’s…” Her eyes finally settled on Saskia, and the look of recognition in them was immediate and profound. “…the fuck?”

Saskia, who had already stepped in the door with Ruhildi, held out her hand to the startled girl. “Saskia Wendle. Pleased to meet you.”

The girl lifted her phone. Saskia batted it away. “No cameras, please.”

A loud crash down the hall made them both flinch. A guy had dropped a glass, shattering it, and spilling its dark, frothy contents across the hardwood floor. He too was staring at Saskia with a look of awe.

Behind him, another guy swore. “Liz, you moron. You just let them in?”

“She…she knew the password,” stammered the silver-haired girl.

“Oh god, they’ve come to kill us,” said the glass-dropper.

Saskia groaned inwardly. She shouldn’t have listened to her oracle senses, or undermind, or whatever had steered her here. “No, we’re not here to hurt you.”

“Unless you try to hurt us, human,” said Ruhildi.

“Then why are you here?” asked Liz.

“I…I’ll get back to you on that,” said Saskia. “First, tell me who you are.”

“Liz,” said Liz. “He’s John, and he’s Vincent.”

“Dude, I’m totally…whoa,” came a drunk-sounding voice down the hall. “Am I tripping, or is that Tentacle Girl?”

“And she’s Shillelagh,” said Liz, who despite her obvious fright, managed to roll her eyes at the other girl.

“No, I mean, as a group,” said Saskia. “Are you like…a hiking club or something?”

Liz stared at her. “Seriously? You don’t know?”

“Would I be asking if I did?”

“Oh shit,” breathed Liz. “Would you believe me if I told you we’re just a bunch of friends hanging out?”

“No,” said Saskia, seeing the red aura of a lie surrounding the girl as she spoke.

Liz sighed. “Fuck. Okay. Let’s go somewhere more comfortable, then we’ll talk.” She eyed Saskia up and down. “You’re not at all what I was expecting.”

“What were you expecting? Tentacles?”

“Well yeah, honestly. And blood. Screaming. All that freaky shit. And what is that you’re wearing? That dress looks like something my grandma would wear.”

“It came from an old lady, yeah.”

“I’m…not gonna ask how you got it.”

They seated themselves at the kitchen table. Saskia felt too many eyes boring into her. A silence lingered.

Ah my old friend, the awkward silence, thought Saskia, settling back into her seat. How have you been?

“Can I getcha anything to drink?” chirped Shillelagh, breaking the silence. “Beer? Tea? Coffee? Beer? Wine? Beer?”

“Girl, she’s an alien,” said Vincent. “She probably drinks…liquid nitrogen or something.”

“A coffee would be great, thanks,” said Saskia.

Ruhildi tilted her head to the side. “I don’t drink.”

“That’s cool,” said Shillelagh. “We have non-alcoholic…”

“No, you misunderstand,” said Saskia. “She doesn’t drink anything.”

“Oh. Oh.” Giving Ruhildi a nervous, drunken glance, Shillelagh stumbled off to make her drink. Saskia was pretty sure the girl wouldn’t try to poison her, but she wasn’t holding high hopes that the coffee would be just coffee.

Another group was chatting and laughing around a patio in the back yard. It wasn’t long before one of them came over to check out the new guests. The girl let out a strangled squawk, and soon everyone was coming inside for a look-see. Sighing inwardly, Saskia did her best to reassure them, and answer a few of their questions. It was a minor miracle no-one had attacked her yet. She sipped at the coffee Shillelagh handed her, and tried not to grimace. Definitely the wrong kind of bitter.

“Now, back to my original question?” said Saskia, looking expectantly at Liz.

“Yeah, okay, well we are a club, of sorts,” said Liz. “An unofficial one. We have a shared interest, hang out together. All that fun stuff. This is our annual meetup.”

“And your interest…?” prompted Saskia, feeling she already knew the answer.

Liz hesitated, before answering. “You. Aliens like you, I mean. But you are the most visible example of your species, so…yeah.”

Saskia looked at Ruhildi. “That explains why it brought us here. It wanted me to meet my fan club.”

“It?” said Vincent.

“It’s complicated,” said Saskia.

“I don’t think fan is the right word,” said Liz. “We want to…”

John slammed his fist on the table, making several of them jump. “Stop pussy-footing around, Liz.” He looked at Saskia. “Our goal is to expose your kind. You’ve been skulking around in the shadows throughout human history, and we’re sick of it.”

In that moment, it suddenly occurred to Saskia who these people really were. She felt her glare coming on. “You’re the Unveilers.”

Shillelagh clapped her hands. “You do know of us!”

Saskia’s glare intensified. “Were you the ones who sent those guys to kill me?”

John blinked. “What? No. We want to expose you, not kill you. And we had nothing to do with the…incident that brought you to the world’s attention. We found out about you on TV and the Internet, like everybody else.”

“Well, I appreciate your honesty,” said Saskia. “But just so you know, I’m only 24 years old, and I’ve been ‘skulking in the shadows,’ as you put it, for less than a year. Until recently, I thought I was completely human. I still don’t really know what I am.”

“We could…help you find out,” said Liz. “If you help us uncover others like you.”

“What would you do with those you uncover?” asked Saskia.

“Post their faces all over the Internet. Learn everything about them. About you. About what makes you tick.”

“Dissection?”

“No! Nothing like that! It’s just…there are freaky, godlike aliens walking among us. We don’t know what they want, or what they can do. The world needs to know!”

“I can relate to that,” said Saskia. “I don’t know their agenda, either. Not even my own da—” She caught herself too late. So now they knew her father was like her. Whoops. “All I know is that someone wants to kill me, and I think it’s one of my kind. Have you heard of The Ram?”

“I’ve heard the name,” said Vincent. “So you can confirm he’s like you?”

“Not like me, but one of my species. I think he’s the one who’s after me.”

“Help us, and we’ll help you track him down,” said Liz.

“No offence, but I don’t know what you can do to help,” said Saskia. “These people or…things; they have unimaginable power and resources, acquired over centuries across multiple worlds.”

“Multiple worlds!” said Vincent. “I knew it!”

John frowned. “We have resources. It’s not just us. There are people like us all over the world.”

“None of them are as cool as we are, though,” said Shillelagh.

Saskia looked between them, seeing a whole gamut of expressions—resolute, suspicious, starstruck and…well, drunk. She couldn’t deny it would be useful to have another network of eyes and ears to call upon, outside of Viktor Storozhenko’s contacts. She still didn’t entirely trust that guy.

“I’ll think about it,” she said. “First, let’s go over what we do know…”

Before they could get far with that, a car pulled up outside, followed by a knock at the door.

“I’ll get it,” said Liz, rising to her feet.

“This time, how about you check who it is before letting them in,” said John.

She gave him the middle finger on her way out. Saskia could hear her voice as she answered the door. “Password.”

“Fuck off, Liz, you know me.” A shiver rippled down Saskia’s spine. She recognised that voice.

“I suppose I can make an exception, just this once,” said Liz. “Why’d you bring grandma?”

“Joyce has something to tell you,” said the man. “Let’s talk inside.”

Joyce. Oh crap. And speaking of crap, the man at the door was the guy she’d spied on the toilet. Bartholomew, Joyce had called him.

Both Saskia and Ruhildi leapt to their feet, and positioned themselves by the door, ignoring the Unveilers’ questioning stares. The moment the pair entered, Ruhildi had the guy pinned on the floor, while Saskia grabbed Joyce from behind. Her grip was firm, but not so tight as to break fragile old bones. Padhra had trained her to do this, but she’d never imagined she’d be putting her training to use against an elderly woman. Joyce had no shotgun this time. Nor any weapons concealed under her clothes.

“Let go of me, you dang lizard-freak!” said Joyce, squirming against her grip.

“Don’t just stand there!” said Bartholomew, glaring up at Liz. “Get them off of us!”

Liz looked at Saskia with an exasperated expression. The others gathered nearby, watching the drama unfold with nervous eyes.

“Joyce shot at us earlier,” explained Saskia. “So forgive me if I don’t trust her not to have another go, if she gets the chance.”

“Didn’t just shoot at them,” said Joyce. “Blew a hole right out of zombie-freak, and she just kept coming.”

“Grandma!” hissed Liz.

“Don’t you ‘grandma’ me, missy! What you doing just standing by while this here alien rough-handles your poor old gran? Should be pumping it full of lead, and asking questions later!”

Liz heaved a huge sigh, and rolled her eyes. “If Saskia wanted to hurt you—or us—she would have. Just calm down for a second, and let me do the talking.” She looked at Saskia. “Would you please let my grandma go? I promise she won’t try to shoot you again. Because if she does, I’ll…have her cremated!”

Joyce went suddenly still in Saskia’s arms. “You wouldn’t dare!”

“Oh yes I would, grandma! You want your patch under the maple tree by grandpa’s side? You leave them be!”

Saskia was about to release her captive when she heard the distant rumbling of another vehicle coming up the road. One glance at her minimap turned her blood cold.

“Did you come alone?” she asked Joyce.

Joyce gave a little cackle. “Naw. You better believe the whole dang army is coming to get you. Just you wait.”

She was lying, but that didn’t make Saskia feel any better. Through her second sight she was seeing a pair of armoured vans, driven by men in black tactical gear.

“We’ve got company,” she said. She pulled a protesting Joyce into a back room. “Everyone get inside, away from doors and windows, and stay low. I don’t think these are cops or military. If I’m right, they won’t care who they catch in the crossfire.” She looked at the Unveilers. “Do you have any weapons?”

They stared blankly at her.

“What?” said John. “What the hell is going on? No, we don’t have weapons.”

“Let me go to the car, and I’ll show you a weapon or ten,” said Joyce.

The vans had parked a few hundred metres down the road, and the men—and at least one woman—were heading into the forest on both sides of the road. They were going to surround the house, and attack from cover.

Rummaging through Bartholomew’s pocket, Saskia pulled out his keys. She and Ruhildi dashed outside, keeping low. Sure enough, in the boot of the car were two shotguns, and an assortment of rifles and handguns. Yeesh, did they carry these everywhere they went?

Saskia and Ruhildi handed some of the guns to the startled Unveilers. “Any of you know how to use these?”

“I do,” said Liz.

“No!” said John. “Unlike Liz’s family, we’re not all a bunch of gun nuts.”

“Okay, the rest of you, just hold onto these, for now,” said Saskia. “If they try to storm the house, feel free to arm Joyce and Bartholomew. Just…not yet. I don’t want a bullet in the back, thank you.”

With that, she and Ruhildi were out the door again, and ducking into the forest. Saskia carried a rifle in hand, but she didn’t plan on using it. For now, she had stealth on her side, but that would change the moment she fired off a round.

“Can you take them out quietly?” whispered Saskia, pointing at the two nearest snipers, who were getting into position atop a small rise on the side of the hill.

“Aye, Sashki, just let me get a wee bit closer…”

A breeze kicked up around her friend, and suddenly, the two men were just…gone. They’d been swallowed up by the ground in an eyeblink, without even a chance to cry out. Now, Saskia could sense them struggling violently against their earthy prison—and then going very, very still.

Two corpses crawled from the earth, and stood, covered in mud and sticks. Blood ran from their faces, which had been pierced by spears of stone.

She and Ruhildi and their undead entourage moved to the next group; a squad of four, approaching close to the house. They had to hurry. There were more on the other side, and it was going to get—

A staccato burst of gunshots rang out in the still air. Saskia cursed inwardly.

Moments later, the four on their side of the house had met the same fate as the snipers up the hill. But they weren’t the ones who had fired the shots.

She could see on her minimap that some of the attackers had kicked in the front door. More gunfire. Several map markers winked out—one attacker and one other.

They dashed around the house. Saskia dropped to her knee, took aim, and squeezed the trigger. A man fell, twitching; the top of his head spilled out across the driveway.

A bullet whizzed past her ear. Saskia turned and fired again—this time at a sniper lying in the underbrush, a couple of hundred metres away. She couldn’t see him at all, but her oracle aiming helper let her silence him in a single shot. His companion followed a moment later.

Ruhildi, meanwhile, had turned her deaders loose on the squad attempting to storm the house, though she herself remained outside. Shouts and screams sounded from within. Then silence. A line of corpses stepped out the door—and fell limply across the driveway.

It was over. The entire battle had lasted just seconds, but it had seemed like an eternity.

Ruhildi went into the house ahead of her. No gunfire followed, so Saskia stepped through the door—and was greeted by the sound of soft weeping, and a moan of pain.

Shillelagh sat in the hallway, clutching a bullet wound in her leg; not fatal, if Saskia’s medical interface was to be believed. Bartholomew lay face-down in a pool of blood, hand still gripping the pistol that had taken out a black-clad attacker. Joyce stood over him with shotgun in hand. She scowled at Saskia, but at least the crotchety old woman wasn’t trying to blow her head off any more.

An Unveiler whose name she didn’t know lay slumped behind the kitchen counter. A stray bullet had come through the window and struck him in the throat. Another had died beneath the table.

John and Liz were holding each other tightly; the latter still had a gun in hand.

“They weren’t here to kill you,” whispered Liz. “They came for us.”

Saskia stared at the bloody photos on the floor, lifted from one of the dead attackers. Liz’s face, and John’s and Vincent’s, and several others.

Now she knew why she was here. Not just to forge an alliance with the Unveilers, or to extract information from them. She’d been sent here to save them.
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                A red-scaled dragon swooped over the city of Ambiellar, drawing gasps and cries of alarm from the guards stationed on the city walls. They’d gotten used to seeing Iscaragraithe in the sky, but a living dragon was another thing entirely. One overly-twitchy fellow let loose an arrow into the sky; a useless gesture, because even if it could hit the dragon in flight, it would only have bounced off her scales.

“I’ll have him flogged,” said Illiur, Legate of the First Legion, and Regent of the High Empire, watching from the palace garden. “They were forewarned about the dracken. There is no excuse.”

“Lightly,” said Saskia. “No stripping flesh from backs this time, please.”

The high alvari—and Illiur in particular—had a heavy hand when it came to discipline. She could probably learn a thing or two from him about how to manage an army, but some of the things she’d seen him do to his own people turned her stomach. And as for Jecham…

She shuddered inwardly. After she’d gleaned every bit of information she could from the ex-Imperator, she’d asked Illiur to dispense justice as he saw fit. Permanent isolation, or even a simple, quiet execution would have been okay in her books. What she hadn’t expected was for the guy to be paraded naked through the streets, then fed to the local equivalent of lions.

Saskia was beginning to have second thoughts about having appointed Illiur regent. He’d been her second choice, after Velandir turned down the job. She hadn’t wanted to rock the boat beyond what was strictly necessary to keep her people safe, and she had no desire to take on the full responsibility of an Imperator. So having a regent handle the day-to-day affairs of northern Lumium had seemed like the wisest course. Illiur was well-respected by the people, if not well-loved. On paper, he was the right elf for the job.

But having worked with him for the past few weeks, she was sensing a certain something about him that put her on edge. She’d think on it a while longer. Sooner or later, she might have to look for a replacement.

But that was a problem for another day. Today, she was welcoming friends and allies newly arrived from the Hall of Eternity.

Nuille’s draconic form circled once, then came in to land on a wide stretch of lawn. Garrain, Ithanius and eight trolls, including Rover Dog and Vask—down from the twelve who had gone with Saskia into the Hall of Eternity—clambered off her back. With her passengers safely delivered, Nuille curled up into a dragon-sized lump, and closed her eyes.

Saskia eyed the dragon worriedly. Nuille had been flying non-stop for nearly three days, so her exhaustion was no surprise. What surprised Saskia was the fact that the druidess hadn’t even tried to transform back into her elven form—for the baby’s sake, if not her own.

Garrain leaned against the dragon’s head, running rough bark-covered fingers along the underneath of her massive snout. “You did well to carry us this far, my light,” he said. “Please, if you can summon the strength for it, come back to me. Tell me she’s alright…”

Saskia opened her mouth to speak, but at that moment Rover Dog and Queen Vask piled onto her, nearly bowling her over as they swept her up in a fierce embrace.

“Uh…I’m happy to see you too,” said Saskia awkwardly.

Rover Dog drew away, staring at the cracked, blackened arm hanging limply at Saskia’s side. “Princess hurt.”

Garrain, apparently, hadn’t told them the news.

“A magical poison attack, cooked up by Abellion and his lackey, Jecham,” she said. “It’s…contained, for now.”

That wasn’t quite true, but she didn’t want to worry him. The infection had spread another few centimetres across her shoulder in recent days. She’d been having severe migraines and other worrying symptoms as well.

When she’d interrogated Jecham, he’d told her the silver poison had been Sarthea’s creation. It was specifically designed to attack her own kind, and there was no cure. Jecham had been speaking the truth, as he saw it. Her oracle senses would have told her if he’d been lying.

Still, the ex-Imperator didn’t know everything. He hadn’t expected Ruhildi to slow the infection’s spread. Maybe Nuille’s healing magic or Garrain’s poison-resistant blood would be the key to a more permanent cure.

“You now have a second queendom,” said Queen Vask, eyeing the scores of high elves who had gathered in the plaza.

Saskia groaned. “Just a city and some of the surrounding villages. And a large stretch of land to the north. Not by design, though. It sorta just…happened.”

“Only Sashki could conquer a city by accident,” said Ruhildi.

“Hey, you were there too!” said Saskia. “Pretty sure you had at least as big a hand in this as I did.”

“Aye, but I weren’t the one who snuck into their palace, chasing a dream.”

“Enough about that,” said Saskia. “Right now, I want to know what happened with the eternals. I missed most of it.”

“They want us to stay,” said Rover Dog. “We want to leave. It escalated.”

Saskia gave another groan. “Couldn’t you have…I don’t know, talked it out?”

“We talk,” said Rover Dog. “We stomp. Stomping work better.”

“It was a glorious victory,” said Vask.

“If I recall, Nuille single-handedly defeated Ondite, Tulpa and Burinold,” said Ithanius, coming up behind them. “It was less glorious for the rest of us. And not even she stood a chance against the Primordial. He is another thing entirely.”

“Why is the Primordial so formidable?” asked Saskia. “I mean, I get that he’s old. Could’ve picked up a few skills over the millennia.”

“Primordial squishy not just old,” said Rover Dog. “Has much magic too. Plants, rocks, air, fire.”

Saskia stared at him. “You mean he’s not just an eternal? He has the magic of multiple worldseeds?” She looked at Ithanius. “Why didn’t you tell us earlier?”

“What’s a worldseed?” said Ithanius.

Saskia smacked her palm against her forehead. “Right. You don’t know anything that’s going on outside of your little cave. I guess we have a lot of catching up to do. But first…”

Garrain was still pressed against his dragon girl, a look of quiet desperation plastered across his face, when she went to greet them.

“Is…the baby okay?” she asked, hesitantly.

“I don’t know!” hissed Garrain. “She can’t speak like this, and she won’t shift back into her alvesse form.”

Saskia released a breath. “Let me have a look at her…”

Opening up her medical interface, she stepped around the dragon, inspecting her from every angle. There was a large sack near the base of the throat. Some kind of fire-breathing organ? So Nuille could breathe fire, too? Intriguing…

Finally, she found the womb. It wasn’t quite where she was expecting it to be, but then…dragon. There was something inside there…

“Your baby is alive,” said Saskia.

Garrain sagged in relief. “Oh thank deus.”

“Abellion had nothing to do with it,” said Saskia. “Anyhow, that’s the good news. The…possibly less good news is that it—”

“She,” said Garrain. “Our nestling will be an alvesse.”

“If you say so,” said Saskia. “At this stage in her development, I can’t really tell by looking at her. But here’s the thing. Right now, your nestling isn’t quite…herself.”

“The nestling also shifted into a dracken?” guessed Garrain.

“Well…I don’t know, for sure,” said Saskia. “Again, it’s hard to say, because she’s so young, but she looks like pictures of human embryos I’ve seen. We all start off looking a bit lizard-like. But the thing is, dragons don’t have wombs. They have eggs. And what looks like an egg shell has already started to form around this embryo.”

Garrain stroked the dragon’s snout again. “If you could just change back, my light, surely our nestling would become as she was before.”

“I’m not so sure,” said Saskia. “Maybe the egg shell would dissolve, or turn back into…womby stuff. Or maybe it would remain an egg—inside the body of an alvesse, which is not designed to lay eggs. Do you want to take that chance?”

He sighed. “Perhaps not. Staying like this is a risk, but changing back may be the greater risk. We will have to think on it.”

“On the bright side, Nuille can safely change back as soon as she lays the egg—assuming she doesn’t need to be in dragon form to incubate it.”

Garrain looked at her with wide eyes. “Tulpa, the eternal, told us Nuille would be pregnant for at least three years. Eternals grow more slowly than everyone else, she said.”

“The egg could take years to hatch,” said Saskia. “But I think the laying will be much sooner.”

He looked thoughtful. “A skrike can lay an egg within a day of conception, but that egg won’t hatch for a fistful of fivedays. If the ratio is similar for drackens…” He stroked his mossy chin. “About one season.”

“If you say so,” said Saskia, who had never had a strong head for maths. “I think Nuille knows what’s best for her own baby. It’ll all work out, if you give her time.”

The dragon opened a giant slitted eye, and looked at her. Nuille’s mouth didn’t move, but Saskia could feel that she was smiling at her.

Saskia reached out and patted her. “Welcome back. Thanks so much for saving everyone. If you need anything, just…” She was about to say ‘ask.’ “…uh, scratch out words on the ground?”

Nuille rose shakily, balanced on her wings and a single hind leg, while her other leg awkwardly scratched at the grassy earth. She shuffled back so they could see it. The elven symbol was rough, but readable. It said: “Food.”

“Oh right! Of course. You must be famished. Body like that, you could literally eat a horse. I’ll go fetch one for you.”

There were no actual horses on this branch, but there were similar-looking beasts of the same approximate size. Saskia returned with one slung over her shoulder, and set it down in front of the dragon. The beast rose and tried to gallop away, until the giant maw closed around it. Three bites, and it was gone.

“Uh…another horse, coming right up,” said Saskia.

Three horses later, Nuille curled up and went back to sleep. Garrain, understandably, would be staying with her for a good long time out here.

“Ruhildi was hoping the two of you might be able to help her fix this.” Saskia pointed at her infected arm. “We’ll be waiting a while for Nuille, but in the meantime, if I could get some of your blood…”

Garrain looked at her arm, and his eyes widened, as if he was seeing it for the first time. “Quite right. It’s the least I could do, after everything you have done for us.”

He took some arlithite, then gathered his blood into a vial and handed it to her.

“One more thing,” he added as she turned to leave.

He unslung a long metal object from his back, and held it out to her, gripping it by the barrel. Immediately, she recognised what she was looking at, and she drew in a sharp breath.

“The dwarrow eternal, Burinold, used this against us,” he said. “It’s some kind of weapon.”

Saskia took the gun gingerly. Was it loaded? She checked, and found a nothing in the barrel except some scorched powdery residue. She didn’t know all that much about guns, but this appeared to be a musket, rather than a modern rifle. Muskets might be able to penetrate heavy armour, and they were potentially game-changing if used en masse, but a single one was of limited use to them. It would be slow and fiddly to load, and carrying gunpowder would be hazardous with all the fire and lightning magic that always seemed to get hurled around on the battlefield.

She found it hard to believe that Burinold could’ve designed this weapon on his own, even after thousands of years. He hadn’t struck her as a particularly curious or inventive person. The design—and possibly the weapon itself—must have originated from outside. That would make it at least as old as he was—considerably older than the Ulugmiri Empire, which she’d assumed to represent the peak of dwarven technology.

But if that were so, then why was no-one else using guns here? Maybe on this world, with its magic and trolls and dragons, they weren’t the game-changer that they had been on Earth. In China, guns and bows had coexisted for nearly a millennium. Only in Europe had they quickly rendered other weapons and heavy armour obsolete. Still, surely even slow-loading muskets would’ve found some niche in warefare.

The knowledge must have been lost when the Ulugmiri Empire fell. Maybe Abellion had something to do with that. He’d forbidden any use of the Ulugmiri language. Could he be trying to prevent anyone from discovering their technology?

Back at the palace, her friends and allies had gathered to discuss events and future plans. She set the rifle down on the table.

“What is that?” asked Baldreg.

“For now, just a curiosity,” she said, “Weapons like this might change the face of warfare someday. Probably not soon enough for us to use them against Abellion. But seeing this musket reminds me about a similar kind of weapon used back on Earth, called a cannon. Such weapons might be of use against large creatures, such as oh, say, dragons. The high alvari have already invented the blasting powder we could use to fire them. I don’t think they’re terribly complicated. What do you reckon, Dallim?”

“Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds,” said Dallim.

Saskia blinked at him, recognising the quote. She’d been somewhat surprised Dallim or one of the other oracles hadn’t rushed to reinvent firearms, truth be told. Hearing this, she was beginning to realise that maybe he’d seen the devastation they’d wrought on Earth, and had decided they had no place here.

“Oppenheimer was talking about nukes, not cannons,” said Saskia. “But you’re right, we should be careful about what technologies we introduce here. Once this box is opened, it can’t easily be closed.” Except it has been closed at least once, on this world, she added silently.

“What box?” said Zarie.

“The metaphorical box,” said Saskia. “With guns and cannons and nukes inside.”

“I ken what you’re thinking, Sashki, and I say we should use these cannons if we can,” said Ruhildi.

“Probably,” said Saskia. “I just don’t want this to lead to an arms race that destroys the world a few hundred years down the line.”

“If ’twould slay drackens, and help us throw the tyrant off his throne, ’tis worth any price,” said Baldreg.

Saskia shook her head. She couldn’t agree with that sentiment. She wanted to kick Abellion’s butt as much as anyone, but not if the world ended up worse off in the future because of it. If she saved the world, she wanted it to stay saved for a good long time.

“Enough about cannons,” she said. “I already asked Dallim to look into it, so let’s just see what he comes up with, okay?”

They nodded their agreement, and moved onto the next subject of conversation.

“As you know, we had another close encounter with Abellion’s drackens, and their Chosen riders,” said Queen Vask. “They were not coming for us, though, or we would not be here talking to you. I am certain they were coming for the eternals.”

Garrain had already told her as much during their flight here. She hadn’t quite grasped the gravity of the threat, though, until she learned what the Primordial, Xonroth, was capable of.

“Abellion wants to make them his Chosen,” said Saskia. “Probably already has.” She let out a long breath. “Just what we need. A Chosen with access to the magic of multiple worldseeds will be…”

“Terrifying,” said Ithanius.

“You say that word a lot,” said Queen Vask. “Grow a spine, drengar.”

“Oh I think he used exactly the right word,” said Saskia. “Abellion might have made a Chosen out of one of the most powerful beings on Arbor Mundi? If that doesn’t scare you, then you’re crazy.”

“We will crush him,” insisted Vask.

“Princess is right,” said Rover Dog. “Primordial squishy is scary.”

Vask looked askance at him. “Who are you, and where is my Rover?”

“I not know who I am,” said Rover Dog. He looked at Saskia. “Princess help me with that.”

Ah yes, the talk they’d had all those weeks ago. He wanted her to make him her vassal in the hopes that he’d regain his memories.

“Tonight,” she said. “If you’re still willing.”

He grinned at her. “I always willing.”

She felt a blush creep onto her face. “That’s not what I—dogramit!”

“Aye, he surely will,” said Ruhildi.

“Moving on,” said Saskia, eager to change the subject. “What are we going to do about this huge, complicated mess we’ve created on Lumium?”

“What is the problem?” said Queen Vask. “You have taken this city with minimal effort. It is clear these high alvari do not have the strength to stand against us.”

“You don’t know the half of it,” said Saskia. “We may have been handed Ambiellar on a silver platter, but it’s looking like a tainted fruit. Insurgents have popped up all across our territory. And as for the rest of the High Empire, it’s splintered into three different factions. They hate each other, but they hate us more. The only reason they haven’t tried to attack us in force is that they know what happened to the last guys who did.”

“If they do not attack, then they are of no concern to us,” said Vask. “Conquer them or leave them be—let them fight among themselves.”

“I don’t have the time or resources—or desire—to conquer them all. We’re supposed to be fighting Abellion, not the High Empire. This is just a diversion. If we can gather some new allies here, that’s great, but every moment we waste here is another moment Abellion could attack us.”

“Until we larn how to break through his barrier, we can’t attack him,” said Kveld.

“Yeah, that’s another problem,” said Saskia. “I doubt the solution lies on Lumium. We should be heading out in Iscaragraithe, seeking answers. But the moment we do that, I just know things will go to crap here.”

“Powerful though you are, Sashki, you can’t be everywhere and do everything,” said Ruhildi. “If something bad happens here while you are gone, ’tis not your fault.”

“I just don’t like the thought that we’ll be leaving the people of Lumium worse off than they were before we arrived,” said Saskia. “They’re not our enemies. Or they shouldn’t be.”

“There is no such thing as a clean war,” said Vask. “Some will die ingloriously because of your actions. If you want to win, you have to accept that.”

“On Earth, we have a saying, ‘You can’t make an omelette without breaking eggs.’ It’s the kind of clichéd cow dung villains spout all the time. I don’t want to be that trite. Or a villain. So let’s try to keep the egg-breakage to a minimum, okay?”

“Now I hungry for eggs,” said Rover Dog.

“Don’t say that around Nuille, or it may be the last thing you do,” said Saskia.

That earned her a bunch of blank stares, so she filled them in on the newest developments. After that, it seemed any chance of serious talk was over, so she left them to their bantam—aargh, banter.

Ruhildi followed her out without having to be asked. They went to the royal bedchamber (newly refurbished with a troll queen-sized bed). Saskia swallowed Garrain’s vial of poison-resistant blood, lay down on the bed, and waited for her friend to do her thing.

What that thing was, exactly, was a bit of a mystery. Ruhildi had been cagey about how she’d managed to keep the infection at bay. All Saskia knew was that it involved necrourgy. Was her arm dead, then—or undead? Ruhildi had refused to give her a straight answer.

Saskia didn’t feel any different after ingesting the blood, but then, she hadn’t expected to. This was no mundane poison seeping through her body. Life and death, Ruhildi had called it. What did that even mean? All she knew was that it would be her death, slow, yet inexorable, if it wasn’t stopped.

Ruhildi pressed her hand to Saskia’s arm. Saskia couldn’t feel it. She couldn’t feel anything with that arm. But she did feel her friend tugging on her essence. This went on for some time. Ruhildi’s one good eye was closed in concentration. Then it opened.

“Och,” said Ruhildi. “Mayhap ’tweren’t such a good idea to take his blood.”

“What?” said Saskia. “Why?”

“The corruption is spreading a wee bit faster than afore. Naught to worry about, though. His blood will lose its affect within a bell or two.”

“I’m a little worried. Why would poison-resistant blood make the poison spread faster?”

“Methinks I were mistaken when I said Garri and Nui could help me cure you. This corruption seems to feed off the magic of the seed of life. ’Twere why my magic could slow its spread.”

“So what can we do, then?”

“I don’t ken. Mayhap your pap kens something we don’t…”

Saskia frowned. So far, she’d only been able to contact her father in a few of his old bases on Ciendil and the Deadlands. Had he set up any others further afield? She really should have asked him when she had the chance.

“We could go back to Ciendil,” said Saskia. “But that’s days we can’t afford to spare.”

She yawned, suddenly feeling very tired. Early night, tonight, she decided. She stumbled out into dining room, where she found Rover Dog chowing down on a huge platter of fried eggs on toast.

“That actually looks a lot more appetising than our usual trow cuisine,” she said.

He handed her a slice. She swallowed a mouthful. Her stomach burbled in protest.

“Uh…maybe later,” she said, waving off another offering. “Feeling a bit bleurgh at the moment. Gonna go…whoa.”

Suddenly, the floor was suddenly rushing up to meet her. Rover Dog leapt to his feet, and she flopped against him. Her limbs felt like jelly, but she could see they were beginning to twitch and contort in an all-too-familiar way.

“Not again,” she murmured as her vision slowly turned to white noise.

When she came back to herself, she was lying inside Iscaragraithe. Rover Dog, Ithanius, Ruhildi and Zarie were with her, which was a little odd. Doubly so, when she realised Iscaragraithe was in the air. It was night time outside, and they were flying up a steep cliff or…

Not a cliff. The trunk of the world tree.

“Uh…guys?” she said. “What the frock is going on? How did we get here?”

“Oh no,” said Zarie. “It happened again, yes?”

Rover Dog drew his arms around her. Something had changed about him. He seemed…melancholy. “It will be alright, princess. You will see.”

“You don’t remember,” said Ruhildi, frowning at her.

“Remember what…?”

She looked down at her arm. The infection had spread across her entire shoulder and down toward her chest. She was getting a really bad feeling about this…

One check of her oracle calendar confirmed her suspicion. Nearly a month had passed since she’d had her…seizure in the dining room. And she couldn’t remember any of it.

“Wow,” said Saskia. “Those must have been some really bad eggs.”

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 12: Dougan

    
    
    
    
                “Eyes down, boy! You kneel before a matriarch!”

For several heartbeats longer, he peered into the matriarch’s scarlet eyes, before finally, with great reluctance, he lowered his gaze to her plump, round…

“Lower, you reeking goresnout!”

His eyes drifted downward, settling on the sweetest spot, between her—

A squawk of outrage escaped the matriarch’s lips as she strode forward, suddenly looming over him in all of her bejewelled glory. Claws raked across his cheeks, spraying his blood onto the dirt.

“Matriarch not say how far down to look,” he said, licking blood from his lips. “Matriarch should be more specific.”

“I should feed you to the vorgandol for your insolence!” she growled.

“If matriarch desires. I tough and stringy, though. Vorgandol might choke.” He frowned. “What is vorgandol?”

In the distance, a groaning growl echoed on the air, accompanied by the sound of trees being smashed aside.

“That,” said the matriarch, “is the vorgandol. Tell me why you intrude upon my clan-home, boy, or you will be sleeping in its belly.”

Dougan frowned. “I came seeking shelter from vorgandol.”

She was silent for a long moment. Then she gave a single short, sharp laugh. “You are a funny one. What shall we do with him, my clan-sisters?”

He glanced about at the other she-trows who had gathered behind the palisades of the tiny enclave. There were only a few he-trows. They looked worn and weary.

“We will put him to the test, great mother,” said one of the clan-sisters. “Perhaps he will outlast the others.”

“Very well,” said the matriarch. “If you can please my clan-sisters, boy, I will let you live another day.”

Three of the she-trows led him into a small hut. There, they tore off his furs, and looked at him in the same manner as the vorgandol eyeing its next meal.

A slow smile crept across Dougan’s face. “Good kind of test.”

Some time later, his smile had turned to a broad grin. His body was streaked with blood and sweat. Some of it his own, and some theirs. A pair of clawed hands kneaded his chest. Another set of hands worked his back. The matriarch was standing in the doorway with raised eyebrows, and the clan-sisters were pleading with her.

“We must spare him, great mother!”

“Please! We have so few males to play with.”

“He is young, but has skill far beyond his spans. I have never been with one so… We will get many babies out of him.”

His grin widened. Little did they know that he was older by far than even their matriarch. Precisely how old, he didn’t know. He had been wandering for so long, he’d lost count of the spans. And there had been a time before the wandering. A frozen flame; now but a faint ember, shrouded in the mists of a half-remembered world. He had wandered far, across many branches, before he’d encountered others of his kind. Here, in this rugged, untamed land known as Grongarg, the trows held dominion. Trows of many shapes and sizes and skin-tones. Some like Dougan. Some very different.

But most importantly, there were she-trows. He couldn’t get enough of them. At first, he had been clumsy, his advances spurned more often than not. In time, he had learned. Now there was rarely a she-trow he could not please.

“I will test him myself,” said the matriarch. “Only then I will decide if he is worthy.”

The next morning, he staggered out of the hut, bloody and exhausted, yet not unhappy. The matriarch had stamina to match his own.

“I have decided to keep him for myself,” she announced. The clan-sisters were less than pleased, but she silenced their outburst with a raised hand. “You will each get a share of him as well, but he will sire the next matriarch with me.”


“How can it be that you still look so young?”

It was not the first time his matriarch, Voska, had asked him this question, but he could sense that this time it was truly bothering her. She would soon be entering her elder spans, while he…he didn’t look much older than their eldest daughter, Heska.

“I…older inside,” he said.

“That is no answer,” she said.

“It is only answer I have.”

In truth, he just didn’t know why he aged so slowly. He suspected he had known, long ago. But no matter how hard he concentrated, the memories wouldn’t rise to the surface, and all he earned for his trouble was a headache.

Dougan had been with the Riverside Clan for over five spans now. Not since the dimly-remembered before-time had he lived in one place for so long. Sometimes he wandered for years at a time, but always he returned to Voska and her clan-sisters, and their many progeny. The clan had grown to encompass a large swathe of the Grongargian riverlands, assimilating several neighbouring clans in the process. Eventually, it would cease to be a clan, and become a kingdom. A kingdom to rival the ones he’d encountered on Ulugmir and Ciendil. Maybe he would be king someday.

He smiled at the thought. No. The trows of Grongarg would never be ruled by a king. His daughter, though; she would be queen. He liked the sound of that.

They were walking back to the great hall when a shadow passed over him, darker than that which any cloud could cast. His eyes turned skyward, and he beheld something he had never expected to see on Grongarg. Azure wings pounded the air, while tongues of lightning licked the ground in its wake. Some of the Riverside trows ran for cover. He and the matriarch stood in silent awe.

The storm dracken was not alone, he realised. Tiny figures sat astride its back.

“They are not coming for us,” said Voska.

“No,” he agreed. “Heading toward Krakura.”

“Why would they go there?”

“I not know,” he said. “Maybe they look for challenge.”

What this might portend, he couldn’t imagine, but he suspected he would find out soon enough.

A fiveday passed, and then another, and he thought perhaps the dracken had come and gone without him.

Then he began to feel the call.

It started as a gentle tug. Whenever he tried to walk in a straight line, he would find himself veering unexpectedly to the southwest. The feeling became stronger, and within a few days, he could no longer fight it.

“I will go to Krakura,” he said.

“What?” said his daughter, Heska. “Why would you want to go there, Papa Dog?” Even now, on the cusp of adulthood, she still used that pet name for him.

“She is calling.”

Heska’s eyes narrowed. “Who is ‘she?’”

“I not know. I will go there, find out.”

Voska was not pleased to see him go. Neither were the clan-sisters, nor his children. But it was not the first time he had left them; sometimes, without a word of farewell. They had come to accept his fickle nature. If fate willed it, he would be back. And if not, then he wished them long and happy lives.

Barely a hundred steps into the jungle, a deafening growl shook the trees, and a wide beak emerged. Dougan reached up and lightly scratched the folds beneath the vorgandol’s lower eyes. The growl turned to a low croon.

“Come to Krakura, good friend?” said Dougan.

He leapt atop the vorgandol’s shell, and the great beast bore him away. Through the eastern riverlands she slithered, and into the primal jungles of Krakura. Many were the predators that tried to take a bite out of them, but it was he and the vorgandol who dined well on this journey.

Soon, the calling grew so intense, he could think of little else. At last, on the ninth day, they came upon a hillside plateau, surrounded by cliffs, and he knew that he had at last reached his destination. He bade the vorgandol to wait for him below, and stepped across the slender bridge of rock to the plateau.

That was where things started to get a little odd.

From the outside, he’d spied nothing but trees and marsh atop the plateau. But the moment his foot crossed the threshold, the air seemed to hum, and he found himself walking on a wide grassy field, beneath a dark sky sprinkled with tiny lights. A stone temple with peculiarly smooth, straight walls stood at the centre of the field. Beside the temple coiled a sleeping storm dracken. A motley assortment of small creatures had gathered around it: a skinny, pale, hairless drengar, a burly dwarrow, and a linked couplet of geblings. But his eyes were immediately drawn to a tall figure in a gold dress, standing on the temple steps.

She looked almost—but not quite—like the drengari he’d encountered on Ciendil. Her ears were round like a dwarrow’s, and her skin undappled. Somewhere in the fog of his forgotten life, he’d seen a creature like this before.

“Welcome to the Night’s Dream, dear trow,” she said, speaking the hill tongue with a heavy accent. “You are the first Grongargian to answer my call. I am Sarthea.”

“You call…me?” he asked.

“Not you specifically,” said Sarthea. “I seek those with a certain spark. The potential for greatness, if you will. To hear my call, you must possess that spark.”

“What need have you for trows?”

“I am relatively new here,” she said. “I seek allies. Friends I can count on. In exchange, I will offer you…the world.”

“World not yours to give,” he said.

“Oh isn’t it?” Her lips curled up in an enigmatic smile. The dracken stirred, and lifted its gargantuan head, until it loomed just an arm’s length from the two of them. She reached up and pressed her hand to its lower lip. “Iscaragraithe can bear us to any branch of the world tree. Think on it. You could go anywhere. See anything. Do anything.”

Dougan considered her words for but a moment. Climbing between branches was a long and perilous undertaking. And there were places not even he could reach. But with a dracken…

“I accept.”


Dougan stepped through the dank, dark depths of Ulugmir, watching Oppa’s silvery gemlight flit across the cavern walls around him.

Sarthea of the Night, goddess of the middle realms, glanced back at him, and smiled. She smiled a lot, he’d noticed, and whenever she did, he felt the urge to please her. Not the way he would please a she-trow. Sarthea had her night maidens for that. No, he would please her by anticipating what she wanted, and doing everything in his power to fulfil her wishes. It was a different kind of devotion. Less intense, but perhaps more enduring.

Today, she wanted nothing more than for him to stay alert, and be ready to stomp anything that might leap at them from the shadows. He could do that. Stomping squishies was his speciality.

“Why must we come to such an inhospitable place?” grumbled Anduis the dreamer, walking behind them on skinny, pale legs that would buckle under a mild breeze. “I should not be away from my research for so long.”

“Your ‘research’ wouldn’t happen to involve a certain comely drengari lass, now, would it?” said Ragnold the elementalist, arching his eyebrows at his friend.

“The proper term is drengesse, and that is none of your business,” said Anduis, bristling against the jibe.

Gebling lightbearers, Oppa and Vyr cast threads of silver into the pair’s eyes, making them flinch. “No idle talk!” hissed Vyr. “Within these hollows, monsters may lurk!”

As if prompted by his words, a low rumble echoed through the cavern. Dougan stepped in front of Sarthea, eyes straining to discern movement in the shadows. A slender beam of light darted into a far corner. And that was when he saw it. A large, lumbering form, standing on stout legs forged from solid rock.

“Stone guardian,” murmured Ragnold. “Very tough to crack.”

“Hold,” said Sarthea, reaching up to place her hand on Dougan’s spear arm. “It will not harm us.”

“How can you be so certain?” asked Anduis.

“It belongs to an old friend,” said Sarthea.

“You not old enough to have old friends,” said Dougan.

She smiled up at him, and gave a soft chuckle. “Appearances can be deceiving. You, of all people, should know that. Some of my friends—and enemies—are very old indeed. But they, like me, are not from around here.”

Sarthea strode toward the stone guardian. Dougan kept close, ready to throw himself between them if the great construct made a move against her. It shifted at her approach, but its mighty stone fists remained at its sides.

As he drew near, Dougan saw that the guardian was damaged. Down one side, the rock had sagged and reformed, leaving its crystalline innards exposed. What could do that to solid stone?

Sarthea pressed her hand against the construct’s side. “Cool to the touch. The one who did this is probably long gone, but be on your guard, all the same.”

Dougan nodded, and followed her into the darkness.

More stone guardians awaited them in the next tunnel. These ones had been reduced to lumps of stone, with only the remnants of limbs and shattered crystal as evidence they were ever more than that.

There was a blue panel on the wall, cracked and pitted. Next to it, the shattered remnants of an iron door. They stepped inside the blue chamber, and there they found him. A charred body and shattered skull. Mouth gaping wide.

Sarthea let out a long sigh. “It is as I feared. I’m sorry, Murgle. I was too late.”

Ragnold stood in the doorway, his own mouth agape. “This is the stonefather? What could do this to a…?”

“To a god?” said Sarthea. “Too many things, unfortunately. But I know who did this. And we’re going to pay him a visit.”


With a crackling roar, Iscaragraithe swooped low over the dunes of Thrikaxis, her wingtips casting spears of lightning down from the sky as they lashed the air. Gripping the storm dragon’s spines tightly, Dougan bared his teeth at the skarakh hordes pouring across the sands below. They rode golden chariots, hauled by six-legged sand crawlers. A billowing orange cloud followed in their wake, churned up by thousands of wheels and clawed feet and thumping tails. In the sky behind them hung a red demon, blazing with the heat of nine suns.

Okael, the Fire Across the Sky.

From the horde came a flurry of fireballs streaking skyward. Iscaragraithe dove and pivoted in the air, avoiding the firestorm by a trow’s length.

Oppa and Vyr waved twin beams of silver across the charging horde. A hundred skarakh charioteers fell screeching into the sand.

More fire streaked toward them, but this time it fizzled into steam, which instantly formed into shards of ice, slicing back into the ground on streams of chilled air, driven by Ragnold the elementalist.

Lacking magic of his own, Dougan had to content himself with firing his trow-sized crossbow at the enemy. He hoped they would get a chance to land soon, so he could really let loose.

Sarthea’s eyes were closed, her forehead creased in concentration. Anduis turned his pale eyes groundward, lending his will to her efforts. Below, chaos broke out among the skarakh. Scores of them leapt from their chariots and began to swing wildly at unseen foes, only to be trampled by their fellows.

“Cease!” Okael’s bellow lashed the air like a burning whip. Immediately, the skarakh halted their charge, and drew into orderly columns.

Sarthea raised her hand, and her companions likewise ceased their assault. Iscaragraithe’s wings beat in a steady rhythm, holding them in place.

Okael shot forward on streams of flame. He came to within a dracken’s length of their position, and hovered there, fire licking down toward the sand.

“I heard whispers that you had come to Arbor Mundi, Yonalea,” said Okael. “Or should I call you Sarthea, now?”

“I care not what you call me, Infernal One,” said Sarthea. “You murdered my friend, and I have come to claim recompense. The price will be your life on this world and the next. And the one after that.”

Okael snorted, and a puff of smoke billowed from his nostrils. “It was a fun game we played, Murgle and I. Sadly, in the end, he went out like a little bitch. As for you, I will enjoy incinerating another of your mouthlets, but this is neither the time nor place for our contest. Here, you are but a mewling babe. It will be no challenge at all.”

“Tell that to your skarakh fodder we just slaughtered by the hundreds,” said Sarthea.

Okael eyed the horde disdainfully. “These? These are nothing. A mere distraction.”

He spun in the air, sweeping his arms about like a nilbian dancer.

And that was when Dougan heard it: a distant thrum, like the wingbeats of a flock of very large birds. Birds or…

The drackens flapped across the desert, belching fire from their open maws. Scores of them, approaching from every direction.

“Would you believe the dragons of this world don’t normally breathe fire?” said Okael. “It’s a travesty! It just won’t do. So I’ve been experimenting with a new breed. They’re a lot dumber than their storm dragon forebears—nothing more than animals, really—but they serve my purposes well enough.”

Looking visibly shaken, Sarthea spoke in a strained voice. “If you don’t intend to kill me today, what do you propose?”

“We will meet again when you are ready to put up more than a token resistance,” said Okael. “Nine local years should be enough. A span, they call it. A ridiculous number for a ridiculous world.”

“As you wish,” said Sarthea through gritted teeth. “We will meet on the field of battle nine years hence.”

“I look forward to it,” said Okael.


It was some years later, during one of their extended stays at Sarthea’s palace in the garden city of Ambiellarine. Dougan was reclining in the sun room, when a shadow fell across his face. He opened his eyes to see Sarthea standing at one of the wide windows, looking out across the city.

“Goddess?” he asked.

Sarthea’s eyebrows twitched as she turned to him. She didn’t like him calling her that. Which was why he did it, of course.

“It has been seven years since you joined my inner circle,” she said. “I couldn’t ask for a more loyal friend. But among all of my closest companions, only you have refused my offer to make you my vassal.”

Dougan frowned. She already knew why he had refused. The very idea of being leashed to another person—even one as benevolent as Sarthea—did not sit well with him. There were other reasons, too, that had come to him of late, making him even more steadfast in his refusal.

She raised her hand. “I have no desire to rekindle an old argument. In fact, it may be to our advantage. You have been especially resistant to manipulation.”

Dougan remained silent, as he began to realise where she was going with this. He wanted to hear her say it.

“I fear one of my vassals may be exerting an undue influence over the others.” She sighed. “And over myself. Making us blind to certain things happening under our noses.”

“Anduis,” he said.

Her eyes widened. “You are aware?”

“I suspect,” said Dougan. “Insufficient evidence to make judgement.”

“Well perhaps this might help you come to one. At the moment, I trust your judgement more than my own.”

He frowned, feeling more than a little disturbed to see her profess such self-doubt.

“Someone has been preying on my night maidens,” she continued. “You know who may be behind this. I want you to go with Ragnold and Anduis to the lower quarters. Find the one responsible, and bring him to me.”

“They brains,” he said, smiling at her. “I brawn.”

“We both know that’s not true,” said Sarthea. “But if it helps, let them believe that.”

“Why are we the ones doing this?” grumbled Ragnold as they stepped through the lower gardens. “Could the guards not handle the matter?”

“Goddess says go,” said Dougan. “We go.”

The night maidens ushered them into their quarters, eyeing Dougan warily as he stooped and struggled to fit through their door.

“She’s in there,” said a young drengesse, pointing to one of the bedrooms.

Inside, another drengesse lay motionless on the bed. Foam gathered at the corner of her mouth. A trickle of blood ran from her ears.

“Did you get a look at the one who did this?” asked Ragnold, as he checked her head for signs of injury.

“I…in a manner of speaking,” said the night maiden.

Ragnold looked at her expectantly. “Well what did he look like? Or she?”

“I…I was asleep! In the same room as her. When I woke up, she was like this. But I had a dream…”

“A dream,” said Ragnold.

“The mist demon,” she whispered. “He came into my head. Told me to join with him. I ran.”

Ragnold heaved a sigh. “You brought us here for a dream? This is a brain burst, most like. Sad, but not caused by anyone but fate herself. What do you think, Anduis?”

“Most regrettable,” said Anduis. His voice was steady, but he looked like a skittish animal, ready to bolt at the first opportunity. He wore a hood over his head, and only his chin was visible.

“She’s the second to suffer the same fate in the past three days!” said the night maiden.

“Where’s the other one?” asked Ragnold.

“Dead. She died soon after we found her like this. But there’s something else you need to see. Look!”

She pulled open her friend’s eyelid.

The eye was a very pale shade of grey. Not rolled back in her head, showing all whites. The pupil was still there. Just…paler than normal.

There was only one person Dougan knew with eyes like that, and he was standing in this room. Anduis shifted uncomfortably.

“So she has eyes like his,” said Ragnold, pointing at Anduis. “So what?”

“They weren’t like that before,” said the night maiden. “What do you mean, like…his?”

Dougan reached down and pulled Anduis’s hood back, drawing a curse from the drengar.

The night maiden shrank back, eyes wide with terror. “The mist demon!”

Ragnold barked out a laugh. “What, so you’re saying Anduis is a demon, who stole into your dreams and…” He looked at Anduis. Then he gave another snort. “No. No, that’s absurd.”

“Dreamer,” said Dougan, looking at Anduis. He turned to the night maiden on the bed. “Dreams.”

Anduis bolted for the door. Dougan was faster. He pinned Sarthea’s vassal against the wall. 

“Y-you did this!?” Shock and outrage registered plainly on Ragnold’s face as he stared at his old friend.

Friend no more, thought Dougan wryly. Ragnold and Anduis had always been close, but no subtle manipulations were going to make the dwarrow blind to this.

“I take him to goddess,” said Dougan. “She know what to do.”

At the top of the Skyreach Tower, Sarthea was waiting for him. The moment she saw whom he was dragging, she knew. Speaking his judgement aloud was unnecessary.

“Thank you for bringing him to me, Dougan,” she said. “You had best leave. This will be…unpleasant.”

Throwing Anduis at her feet, Dougan strode away. Then, thinking better of it, he turned around, and stood peeking over the lip of the stairs.

After a brief and futile attempt to wiggle out of his fate, Anduis faced a goddess’s justice. Bright tendrils unfolded from Sarthea’s back, snatching up the terrified drengar. Anduis vanished in an instant, pulled from the waking world as if he’d never existed. Then, a few heartbeats later, she too was gone.

Sarthea would be back. It was not the first time Dougan had seen her disappear. But he didn’t think the same could be said of the dreamer, Anduis.


“You disappoint me!” bellowed Okael. He gestured at the charred wreckage washing up on the shore of Sarthea’s island fortress. Hundreds of ships had been set afire by him and his drackens, and now he stood before the last of her defenders, eyeing them disdainfully.

Sarthea had chosen to make her last stand on this remote island in the middle of Grongarg’s northern sea, not because it was a particularly defensible location, but because fewer lives would be lost if they fought here. The ships had been crewed by the bare minimum of sailors, and those sailors had been ordered to leap overboard as soon as the drackens came near.

This little detail appeared to have been lost on Okael, as he nonchalantly blew a hole in the fortress walls, and stepped through. He could have just flown over them. The drackens circled overhead, ready to smother the island in flame at a moment’s notice, but he seemed to want to finish the job by himself.

Standing atop the highest parapet, Dougan waited by Sarthea’s side as Okael rose on streams of fire, and stepped over the brink to meet them. Both of them wore lightforged argnum, and Dougan carried a mirror shield. He didn’t expect it would do much good against the full force of Okael’s flame.

“I seem to be missing something,” said Okael. “Where are all your minions?”

“I prefer not to waste their lives in a pointless gesture of defiance,” said Sarthea.

Okael made a disgusted sound. “After I’m done here, I think I’ll lay waste to Grongarg and Lumium and Ciendil. Perhaps that’ll teach you to take our contest more seriously next time.”

Face hidden behind her visor, Sarthea raised her fists at him. “Let’s just get this over with.”

He raised a reptilian eyebrow. “Really? You expect to take me in a fistfight?”

“Come closer and find out!” she said.

Okael smiled. He spread his clawed hands. Fire rippled across his flesh, and Dougan found himself driven back by a wave of intense heat. He could feel his skin beginning to blister beneath his armour.

Sarthea stood her ground, although the strain was evident from her wilting posture.

Mouth spreading in a wide grin, Okael stepped forward…

…and halted. His grin faltered, and he stared down at the floor. A silvery liquid flowed up his leg, and seeped into his burning flesh. The leg began to turn from blazing red to charcoal-black.

“What…?” gasped Okael. He clutched at his leg—and pulled back his hands, as they too began to blacken. The heat from his body did not lessen. If anything, it became even more intense.

“While you were playing with your dragons, I was out looking for other ways to defeat you,” said Sarthea. “This was a most fascinating discovery. It’s called anti-arlium. But I think from now on I’ll give it a new name: Okael’s Bane.”

“Bitch!” said Okael. Then he began to laugh. “This is what you come up with? This isn’t a fight! I was hoping for a good fight.”

The heat from his body increased yet further. Dougan stepped in front of Sarthea, trying to shield her from the worst of it. She stepped aside, and blew Okael a kiss. “See you in the next world.”

Then she reached for Dougan, and—

He lay on the ground, choking, as bile rise from his stomach and threatened to pour forth.

“Sorry,” said Sarthea, standing naked before him on the sand of a beach. “It’s not a pleasant way for flatlanders to travel.”

Unlike her, Dougan still wore his armour and carried his shield. He didn’t know where they were—only that it wasn’t the island they’d been standing on moments ago.

Across the sea, an immense column of white fire rose up and up and up. Dark clouds rippled outward across the sky.

“Blast,” said Sarthea. “Okael may be gone, but now we have to clean up his mess.”


Saskia came awake slowly, her sense of self returning with some reluctance as she shook off the dream. A stack of Rover Dog’s memories jostled about in her head. And too few of her own.

Again, she was in an unfamiliar locale. She lay before a crackling campfire, under a cold night sky. Rover Dog, Ithanius and Zarie slept close beside her. Ruhildi stood guard nearby, next to Iscaragraithe.

Saskia looked up at the ancient bones, lined with metal and blue arlium, and shivered. It was hard to reconcile these bones with the living creature she’d just witnessed in the dream.

But there were some things that didn’t quite add up. In her earlier vision, Iscaragraithe had apparently died while flying Sarthea and Rover Dog back to what would later be called Fireflower Isle. There, Sarthea had sealed the rift opened up by Okael’s death-throes. But if Iscaragraithe had died on Grongarg, how had Calburn gotten his hands on her bones, back on Ciendil? Had he travelled to Grongarg sometime before or during his conquest of Ciendil? She’d seen nothing to suggest he had.

Well, however it had come to pass, this was the same Iscaragraithe. She was sure of it.

Overhead, several distant branches shone with reflected sunlight. Combined, they were about as bright as a full moon on Earth. Those branches were not the same as the ones seen from Lumium or Ciendil or Grongarg. The scenery was also rather unlike any she’d seen before: lots of jagged rocks and few trees.

Another branch, then. The last she remembered, they’d been soaring up the trunk. And then…?

Feeling a growing sense of dread, she brought up her oracle calendar. It was somewhat of a relief to discover that only a day had passed since that moment, not an entire month. Still, it was another day she couldn’t remember.

“Och bollocks,” muttered Ruhildi. “I have to tell you again…”

“Tell me what?” asked Saskia, approaching her friend with a growing sense of alarm. “What’s happening to me? Why can’t I remember?”

“We don’t ken for certain. ’Tis either your…condition…” Ruhildi looked pointedly at the corruption that had spread across Saskia’s arm and shoulder. “…or your new vassal.” She glanced at Rover Dog’s sleeping form. “Mayhap both.”

So she had made him her vassal. That would explain the flood of dream-memories. It might also explain her own memory problems, if she’d inherited them from him, somehow…

The fact that he’d agreed to become her vassal seemed strange now, in light of his repeated refusal of the same offer from Sarthea. Of course, had he known of the potential to regain lost memories, his decision might have been different back then. And if he had been Sarthea’s vassal, then he would have been susceptible to Anduis’s influence…

Her mind raced with the possibilities; none of them pleasant to contemplate.

Rover Dog’s ears twitched. He stirred, and awoke, and rose to join them.

“I saw everything,” she told him. “Well, not everything, but a lot. Your time with Sarthea. Anduis. Okael. Do you remember any of that?”

Rover Dog looked at her with sad eyes. “I already told you, princess.”

“Yeah, well, it seems I’m the one with memory problems now. Remind me.”

Rover Dog nodded slowly. “So much time has passed. My mind is clear now. I remember all. It is…almost too much.”

Something definitely seemed different about him. For one thing, he was almost using complete sentences, but it was more than that. There was a look sorrow in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. How many friends and lovers and children had he lost over the long years of his life?

“Well that’s…good, I suppose,” she said. “Now, maybe you can tell me where we are, and why we’re here?”

“This is Tarthaxis,” said Ruhildi. “We’re here because…” She looked at Rover Dog. “Mayhap you should tell her. ’Twere your idea to come here.”

Rover Dog nodded at her, and turned back to Saskia. “To fight drackens, we need drackens. This is where we will find them.”

“You intend us to recruit dragons?” said Saskia.

“Storm drackens,” said Rover Dog. “We will need them, princess.”

According to her oracle truth-sense, there was more to it than that. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“The fire drackens have attacked Grongarg, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “They’ve destroyed Cloudtop, and other queendoms besides. Doggi is right. If we are to have any hope of defeating them, we need drackens of our own.”
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                “I have to admit, I was expecting way more storms. Those storm dragons need to up their game.”

Saskia stood aboard Iscaragraithe, looking out across the clear blue skies of Tarthaxis. Below, a wide river wound its way between stark, rocky hills. A pack of huge shaggy creatures lurked in the water, honking up at the airship. Looming ahead of them was a great deep split down the middle of Tarthaxis, rimmed on either side by jagged mountains. It looked as if some apocalyptic monster had taken hold of the branch and prised it apart. The silhouettes of distant dragons circled in the sky above the peaks, like tiny birds.

“Storm drackens are not what they once were,” said Rover Dog. “Abellion drove them from Ciendil long ago. Made a new home for themselves here on Tarthaxis. Here, removed from seed of storms, drackens are weakened.”

Huh. That wasn’t how it worked with other species. You either had a worldseed’s magic or you didn’t. After conception, proximity to the worldseed didn’t matter. The adorribles were a little different, though. Dragons might be another kind of different.

“They will be strong enough, yes?” said Zarie.

“To fight off the fire dragons?” said Saskia. “I really hope so…”

“Seed of storms is diminished from days of old,” said Rover Dog. “Storm drackens are empowered by worldseed, but also give power to worldseed. Together, both are stronger.”

Perhaps that explained why Ragnold, the dwarf from her recent dreams of Rover Dog, had seemed to possess the power of a tempest, but he’d also been able to do things she’d never seen a tempest do before; not even Zarie or the frostlings, who, as her vassals, had greater power than the rest of their kind. Ragnold had been an elementalist, not just a tempest—with the magic of both water and air at his fingertips. The frostlings could form ice, but that was different. Their magic simply cooled things, causing any water already in the air, or in another object, to freeze. Not even the power of two worldseeds let them control water in its unfrozen form.

“We don’t have time to go to the Vortex Roost and wait for them to recharge,” said Saskia. “Cloudtop burns. Several other queendoms have also fallen. We might already be too late.”

“We won’t need to take them there,” said Ruhildi. “Make them your vassals, and they’ll regain all the power they would have got from the seed of storms, and more.”

“If they agree to it, I suppose that’s an option,” said Saskia. “But why would they agree to be bound to me, someone they don’t know?”

“The alternative is to risk being bound to Abellion,” said Ruhildi. “They’d be fools to reject your offer.”

“I don’t know about that,” muttered Saskia. “Hell, we’re rocking up to the storm dragons inside the bones of a storm dragon! What could possibly go wrong?”

“’Twere your decision to bring Iscaragraithe, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “The airships are too slow. Nui is still with child, so she couldn’t bear us to Tarthaxis. And having her here in fire dracken form weren’t going to win friends among the storm drackens. Fire drackens are storm drackens’ natural enemies.”

Hearing Ruhildi spell it out for her, Iscaragraithe’s presence made a little more sense. Nuille must be due to lay her egg any day now (yeah, it still felt weird and a little squicky to think about that), so she obviously couldn’t risk a field trip. And with Grongarg burning, they had no time to waste. Even so, it was disconcerting to know she’d made a decision without remembering the mental steps that had brought her to it.

“What else have I done that I can’t remember?” she wondered aloud. She looked at her corrupted arm. “Are we any closer to fixing this?”

Zarie sniffed and wiped at her eyes. Her hands came away damp. Rover Dog let out a sigh. Odd. She’d never heard him sigh before. Ithanius simply looked uncomfortable.

It was a while before Ruhildi spoke. “After you got…worse, we went to Ciendil to consult Calburn. He told us there is no cure. ’Tis only a matter of time afore…”

Saskia’s breath caught in her throat. She’d suspected as much, but now it was a near-certainty. One way or another, her brief stay on Arbor Mundi was almost over.

“How much time?” she asked.

“I wish I kenned,” said Ruhildi. “Just ken that wherever you go, I’ll be coming with you.”

Saskia looked at her in surprise. That was one of her biggest worries. What would happen to Ruhildi when this body died? “Is that possible?”

“Aye, not only possible,” said Ruhildi. “It has already happened. I’m with you already, on Earth. I don’t understand how, but right now, there are two of me, just as there are two of you.”

Saskia felt her jaw drop. “Seriously? That’s fantabulous!” She frowned. “I take it I had another memory download from Earth during the…gap month, and now I can’t remember that, either.”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi. “Not just you. I remember the past few…months on Earth.”

“I guess you’ll have to fill me in on that too, when we have more time,” said Saskia. She looked at Ithanius. “This may sound a bit rude, but why are you here? The others all have an obvious purpose here, other than to keep me company, but you?”

“My parents were elementalists, apparently,” said Ithanius. “And elementalists were close kin of the storm drackens. My presence might calm them. That’s the theory, anyway. And I had nothing better to do on Lumium, so…” He gave a very human-like shrug. “…here I am.”

“You can calm those ones, yes?” said Zarie.

She pointed outside, where two of the distant dragons had wheeled about in the air, and were swooping toward them. Would they see Iscaragraithe as a desecration? An enemy to be torn from the sky?

“Nice drackens,” murmured Ithanius as they drew closer. “Gooood drackens. You don’t want to hurt little old us, do you?”

Screeching, the dragons dove for them.

“It’s not working!” said Saskia. “Calm harder!”

Oh yeah, this had been such a bad idea. What had her forgotten self been thinking? Could Ruhildi control this pile of bones well enough to make Iscaragraithe fight them off?

Then, at the last second, both of the dragons banked sharply. Almost, their wings brushed against Iscaragraithe’s. Then they were hurtling past on either side of the bone dragon, setting it swaying violently in the wind of their passage. There was only so much Zarie and the frostlings could do to compensate for that. The dragons spun about in a corkscrew flight path, chirruping to each other.

“They’re playing,” said Saskia. She broke into a nervous chuckle.

“I’m not amused,” said Ruhildi. “I’ve a mind to paddle their scaly backsides.”

Some of the frostlings floated out to meet the dragons, spinning in mad spirals about the pair, who seemed entranced by the spears of lightning arcing groundward from the tiny critters. Halting their aerial manoeuvres, the dragons fell into a stationary hover, eyes tracking the adorribles like cats watching a dangled toy—or meal.

“Uh…I don’t think that’s such a good idea, little guys,” said Saskia. Granted, frostlings were too tiny to even count as light snacks for a dragon. Hopefully.

After watching them play for a few minutes, Saskia was starting to get the feeling these really were nice dragons. They weren’t trying to eat anyone, at least.

“Is there any way we can communicate with them?” she asked Rover Dog. “How were you planning to convince them to help us? Do you speak dragon?”

“Drackens not have words,” said Rover Dog. “They listen, sometimes. We find Great Scale. If he wants to fight for us, many other drackens will follow.”

“What, so this Great Scale’s like a dragon king, or chieftain?”

Rover Dog nodded, then tilted his head ambivalently. “Not all storm drackens follow Great Scale. They are very…individualistic. But he has greatest following.”

“Okay, good to know. And let me guess, Great Scale is deep inside dragon country.” She pointed to the great cleft between the mountains.

Rover Dog nodded. “If he is still alive. It has been…very long time.”

Entering dragon country, they began to attract considerable attention from the rest of the storm dragons. Not all were as friendly as the first playful pair. Some nipped at Iscaragraithe’s wings, until Zarie sent gusts of wind and spears of lightning to drive them away.

The further they went, the more dragons they saw in the sky, and sunning themselves on the mountainsides.

“They seem to be doing pretty well for themselves,” she said. “I thought you said they were weakened.”

“A little weaker in body,” said Rover Dog. “Much weaker in magic. Still have big teeth, claws; fast; strong. They are only weak compared to fire drackens.”

“What do they eat?” asked Saskia. “I don’t see many prey animals around here.”

“They do not eat mer, yes?” said Zarie.

“Most beasts are not so stupid as to live in dracken dens,” said Rover Dog. “Drackens range far to feed. They do not need to feed often.”

The largest dragon nest was high on a ledge, overlooking a steep scree slope at the back of the cleft. Deciding it wouldn’t make the best impression if they were to swoop down on the nest from above, Ruhildi and Zarie dropped Saskia, Rover Dog and Ithanius off further down the slope, then took to the skies, ready to come to their defence if needed.

Climbing this kind of loose, rocky terrain was often a case of sliding a step down for every two steps up. It was slower going than she’d have liked, but nothing they couldn’t handle.

They were nearly there when a shadow blotted out the sun, and something huge and blue and scaly slammed down onto the slope in front of them. Saskia stared up at the immense form looming over them, maw agape. Electricity arced from one of his wings as it folded back. She swallowed.

“Great Scale, I presume,” she murmured. “I thought you said they’d lost their storm magic.”

“Not all of them,” said Rover Dog. “Great Scale is more powerful than most.”

Rover Dog and Ithanius stepped toward the dragon, who craned his neck to peer down at them.

“Great Scale, it is I, Dougan,” said Rover Dog. “Long has it been since I basked in your magnificence. This is Ithanius, child of storm-kin. We come with…proposition.”

The dragon tilted his gigantic head from side to side. Saskia got the distinct impression he was saying the draconic equivalent of, “I’m listening. Speak your piece. Then I will decide whether to eat you.”

Okay, that last part was probably just her imagination. Probably.

Rover Dog spoke about their war against Abellion, and the fire dragons he controlled. He pointed up at the branches of the Crown of the World, high in the sky. Great Scale turned his head upward, and let out a snarl of rage.

“Yeah, we’re not big fans of his, either,” said Saskia.

Great Scale turned to regard her with slitted eyes, as if seeing her for the first time.

“I’m Saskia,” she said, giving him a wave. “Nice to…meet…”

Her words stumbled to a halt as his head drew back, and she found herself staring up into a gigantic gaping maw. Energy crackled between his jaws. The air around her seemed to vibrate.

He was either going to eat her, or smite her with a lightning bolt. Neither prospect was appealing. But she could do nothing to protect herself, because at that moment, the tremor of another seizure began to hold of her.

Rover Dog’s voice receded into the distance, even as the white fog of unconsciousness closed in around her. “Great Scale, she does not mean any disrespect. I ask only…”

His words faded away before she even hit the ground.

Then she was…somewhere else. Not the between, as she might have expected. She stood at the lip of a craggy outcropping of rock and windswept vegetation, rising from a raging vortex of air and clashing thunder. At this altitude, above the storm, the air was clear, but there was a brisk wind whistling around her. Beyond the outer edge of the storm, she could make out the roiling blue waters of a wide sea, and beyond that, the familiar geography of Ciendil. But Ciendil as it had been: lush and green, rather than the frozen, ash-covered landscape of today.

Another vision of the past, then. She hadn’t teleported, which meant her body was…yeah, best not to think about that.

This was an island. Perhaps a floating island, although she couldn’t see far enough down through the storm to confirm that hypothesis. The island stood—or floated—in the same location as the tower of the Vortex Roost did in her own time. So it hadn’t always been a tower? Fantasinating.

Something rose up through the raging storm: a stone platform, nestled in a bubble of calm air. On the platform stood two people, both of whom she recognised.

Ragnold, the dwarven elementalist, and Sarthea.

The platform set gently down at the cliff’s edge. Sarthea and Ragnold stepped down onto the island, and began to make their way inland. Saskia followed silently at their heels.

It wasn’t long before a large, azure-scaled form rose up from behind a copse of bent trees, regarding the pair with inquisitive eyes; eyes that seemed eerily familiar to Saskia.

“Fair greetings, young Oronchulon,” said Ragnold. “My companion and I wish to meet with your father, the Great Scale.”

The dragon tilted his head up the slope of the island’s central peak, pointing the way for them.

Nodding his appreciation, Ragnold led Sarthea up the mountainside. Oronchulon trailed a short distance behind them. Several more storm dragons sat on the rocky slope, and circled the skies above. As they climbed higher, Saskia began to discern a flickering blue-white light coming from inside the crater atop the peak. She was pretty sure she knew what that was…

Yup. She crested the edge of the crater, and there it was, still looking like a Tesla coil, electricity arcing into the air around it.

The seed of storms.

A series of small rocky huts lined the inner edge of the crater. Sarthea and Ragnold made their way to one of these huts, where they spoke briefly to a tall drengar, who pointed down into the crater.

At the base of the crater, a huge dragon stood guard over a clutch of eggs. Saskia could tell at a glance that he wasn’t the same Great Scale whom she’d just encountered in the waking world. This dragon had a wide, deep scar across his eye, and others down his flank. Two smaller dragons stood beside him—his mates, most likely. One leaned close, with her neck coiled about his.

Sarthea and Ragnold stepped gingerly toward the trio, until the dragons finally took notice of them.

“Great Scale, I have brought someone you will surely want to meet,” said Ragnold. “This is Sarthea of the Night, Dreamweaver, Wormbane, Champion of the Third Wall…”

Mother of Chains, and Breaker of Dragons, thought Saskia.

Sarthea raised her hand, breaking him off. “Just Sarthea, please.” She gazed up into the dragon’s eyes. “There is one among your kin with a certain spark…” Her lips curled up at her own words. “…that I seek. She will know who she is. I ask that you allow her to join me on a grand adventure. One that will shake this world to its foundations.”

Great Scale narrowed his eyes, and let out a low growl. Crackling energy seemed to erupt from his every pore, arcing into the ground around him. His mate unwound her neck from his, and nipped him in the side. The crackling—and growling—abruptly ceased, and he gazed at her with something very much like a wounded expression. Saskia stifled a giggle, even though they couldn’t hear her.

Great Scale’s mate lowered her head to Sarthea, and gazed into her eyes.

“Iscaragraithe?” said Ragnold, looking sidelong at Sarthea. “You seek the Great Scale’s consort?”

“If you wish to join us, you would be most welcome,” said Sarthea, meeting Iscaragraithe’s gaze levelly.

A good deal of what might be described as draconic bickering followed. It involved a bit of nipping, some wing-flapping, lots of lightning, and more than a few ear-splitting snarls.

Several minutes later, Great Scale was left gazing mournfully into the sky, as Iscaragraithe winged it, with Sarthea and Ragnold sitting astride her back.

Atop the crater wall, her son, Oronchulon, watched her go. Without crossing the intervening distance, Saskia found herself standing before him. In a matter of seconds, he expanded, growing to his full adult size. Saskia sucked in a breath, as she realised she was staring into the eyes of the present-day Great Scale.

How old must Oronchulon be, if he’d been alive in Sarthea’s time? She had no idea how long dragons usually lived, but they weren’t immortal. Only the eternals had been granted that mixed blessing. And maybe her own kind, although she was a little fuzzy about that.

Greatmother never came back, Oronchulon’s accusatory eyes seemed to say, though she heard no audible words. She died because of you, and now you come to me inside her hollow shell.

“I’m sorry,” said Saskia. “I didn’t know she was your mother. It was cruel of us to bring her here. But I wasn’t the one who got her killed. I’m not Sarthea.”

You do as she did. You seek to steal one of my mates away.

“No, you misunderstand! I’m not stealing anyone. I invite all of you to become my vassals. Yourself included.”

He let out a low rumble of discontent. Why would I agree to this? Why would a dracken serve a lowly creature such as you?

“You wouldn’t be serving me,” she said. “It would be a partnership. A mutually beneficial arrangement. You would gain power. I’d get your help, if you are willing.”

Power? What kind of power?

“A huge supply of essence, basically. As my vassals, your people could do as much stormy stuff as you want.”

And what do you ask in exchange for this power?

“Not eating me would be a great start. But also, the fire dragons are attacking my friends, and only you can stop them.”

Oronchulon snarled at the mention of the fire dragons.

“There’s one other thing I can offer you,” she said. She’d be stepping on some toes by doing this, but what the hell. “Once this is over, you can return to Ciendil if you wish. Although, I must warn you, it has…changed since the time when you were there.”

You offer our home to us? How? The tyrant will just drive us out again.

“That’s just it. I seek to slay the tyrant. Once he is gone, you, and I, and everyone will be free to go where we please.”

Oronchulon stood regarding her for a long moment. Then he threw back his head and roared up at the heavens.

I require proof that you can do as you say. Make a vassal out of Linitheleske, our weakest runt. If she can produce a spark, I will agree to become your…vassal, and help you devour the tyrant. And all who wish to follow will do likewise.

“That sounds reasonable,” she said. It was more than reasonable, actually.

If she cannot produce a spark, I will devour you.

“Okay, that’s…less reasonable. What’s with you and devouring? But I’d be happy to test the vassal bond on one of your smaller kin.”

Saskia awoke to the feel of an enormous sandpaper-like tongue smothering her face. She rolled away, spluttering, soaked from head to foot in dragon saliva.

“Now don’t get excited,” Ithanius was saying. “Trows aren’t very tasty, I assure you.”

Rover Dog looked as if he’d been about to gouge out the dragon’s eyes. Upon seeing Saskia was safe, he backed away, lowering his claws.

The one doing the licking had not been Oronchulon, the Great Scale. This dragon was less than a quarter his size, and had a distinctly feminine vibe.

“Oh,” she said, looking up at the runty dragon. “You must be Linitheleske.”

The dragon gave a happy chirruping sound, and a huge gobbet of drool splashed across Saskia’s face. She wiped it away with a sigh. Who would’ve thought dragons could be the slobbering puppies of this world?

“Okay, Zarie, could you bring Iscaragraithe down?” she said. “Slowly. We don’t want to alarm them. But I need to make this dragon my vassal, and for that, I’ll need the keystone.”

Linitheleske’s head drew close, and Saskia patted her lightly, drawing a crooning sound from the dragon. Then her hand halted mid-pat.

Something shone behind the dragon’s ear. She circled around, and let out a surprised, “Huh,” as she looked at a tiny bead of crystallised arlium.

“Maybe I won’t need the keystone, after all,” she murmured.

Could it be this easy? Was this a kind of natural focus, or did the dragons have arlium all throughout their bodies? If she extracted it, would it do to them what it had done to the creatures of Fireflower Isle?

Inspecting Linitheleske with her medical interface, she came to the conclusion that the arlium extended only a short distance under the dragon’s skin, and there was no trace of the stuff anywhere else in her body. Definitely looked like a focus…

Inspecting Oronchulon and other nearby dragons, she realised that many of them had visible foci as well—in different parts of their bodies. Some had more than one. Oronchulon had five hidden under his scales.

“Well, here goes nothing,” she said. She pressed her fingers against the bead of arlium behind Linitheleske’s ear.

A jolt of pleasure shot through her. And then a jolt of…ow. Electricity surged across Linitheleske’s body. Letting out a squawk of alarm, the runty dragon rolled about in the scree, as if trying to rub the lightning away.

“Don’t think it works that way, Linitheleske,” said Saskia. She throttled back the amount of essence flowing into her new vassal. Then she looked up at Oronchulon. “See? Lots of power. I actually had to limit it a little, to give her a chance to adapt.”

Even as she spoke, Oronchulon raised his head, and roared loud enough to set scree tumbling down the slope around them. Dragons swooped in from every direction. Some landed atop nearby rocks. Others hovered in the sky.

Iscaragraithe also came in to land at Saskia’s back. The dragons regarded the bones of their ancestor with curiosity, but they didn’t seem offended or unnerved by her presence.

“Anyone who becomes my vassal will regain the full magic of the seed of storms,” announced Saskia. “In return you’ll help me drive back some fire dragons. Step up if you accept these terms. I won’t take anyone against their will.” After a long pause, she added, “Unless you try to eat me.”

All of the storm dragons had foci inside in their bodies, although the younger generations had much smaller—and fewer—foci than Oronchulon. Maybe this was part of the reason why their magic was stunted. The arlium must have formed naturally as they grew, but those who had been raised away from Ciendil had absorbed less arlium from their environment. It was a simple matter to remotely extract the arlium from any storm dragons who consented, and bam! Instant vassal.

In short order, more than two thirds of them did consent to be her vassals. She hoped they would be enough.

Soon afterward, a thunder of storm dragons was soaring across Tarthaxis, led by Iscaragraithe and Oronchulon. It was really happening. She might just be able to save the trolls after all.

Checking in with her frostling vassals on Grongarg, her hope faltered and died. All of the major towns and cities were smouldering ruins. Though the wildlands had been left largely unscathed, anything even remotely resembling civilisation had been razed. It wasn’t an apocalypse on quite the same scale as Ciendil’s, but it would take the trolls many years to rebuild.

And there was worse to come. With the trolls and mer driven underground, or hiding in the wilds, the fire dragons were turning to a new target: the icy wasteland containing the seed of frost. All too soon, they had the place surrounded.

A solitary figure made his way toward the worldseed, where none but Saskia and Ruhildi and the frostlings had trod for untold thousands of years. Heat and blazing light radiated outward from his body, shrouded behind a moving column of steam.

Given that Okael was long dead, there was no question as to who this was. Xonroth the Primordial had come for frostling queen. Frostlings swarmed toward him from both within and without the heart of frost. Those outside found themselves driven back by dragonfire. Those already within the circle desperately flung their magic and their bodies at the advancing Primordial. With barely a glance, he slaughtered them all.

She watched with growing despair as he drew close to the frozen spire, and the enormous frostling trapped in its core. He reached for her…

Saskia reeled in her seat. She felt as if she’d suddenly been struck blind and deaf. There was a gaping void in her soul; an emptiness she couldn’t fill. She’d made the frostling queen her vassal, and with the queen’s loss, her connection to all of them had been severed.

The frostlings in the cabin were acting even more perturbed than she felt. They ran in circles, and crashed into walls, and lay on their backs, twitching and screeching.

A terrible dread settled over her as she contemplated what might happen, now that the nexus of their hive mind had been killed. Could they survive as individuals? Could she make them her vassals again? Even if that was possible, she’d have to come to them in person to do that. In a single instant, she’d lost her network of spies.

Saskia could no longer see what was happening on Grongarg, but she didn’t need to. She knew full well what would happen next. Their task completed, the fire dragons would swarm back up the trunk to their next target. There wasn’t much left for them to destroy on the surface of Ciendil, so they wouldn’t go there. No, they’d be heading straight for Lumium.

And they would get there before she did.
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                Garrain stroked the egg reverently. Such a tiny thing compared to the vast form of her mother, whose serpentine neck coiled about them both.

What strange fate awaited their nestling? Would she be alvesse or dracken, or an altogether different creature? Whatever she became, she would be theirs, and he couldn’t wait to welcome her into this world.

“It’s good timing, I suppose, that you brought her forth this morn,” he spoke into Nuille’s ear. “Now you won’t be restricted to dracken form. Although I’m certain this form will be of great use in the battle to come.”

At his mention of the word ‘battle,’ Nuille raised her head, and bared her teeth, and a small wisp of smoke emerged from her nostrils. Yes, she would be a formidable weapon indeed. He didn’t like to think of his lifemate as a weapon, but when it came to this battle, they needed every advantage they could get.

Her form shimmered, and drew inward. Wings became arms. Red-gold scales became dappled green-gold skin. Then he was looking into achingly familiar amber-coloured eyes.

Nuille stood shakily, blinking in the morning light. “That was…” Her words came out as a growl. She coughed, and tried again. “That was an experience. I can’t say laying an egg was ever high on the list of things I thought I’d be doing this mildsummer. Although I’m certain it was less painful than the usual birthing.”

He drew her close, enjoying the touch of her skin against him.

She gently pushed him away. “Not now, ardonis. We need to get our nestling underground. And then I’m taking a quick bath. I’m disgusting right now.”

“You have never looked more resplendent,” he countered. “Though you are quite right that we should see to her safety above all else.”

Safety was a relative concept on a branch that was about to be put to the flame by drackens and Chosen. The best they could do was to leave her in the safekeeping of someone who would be taking shelter beneath the surface of the arbor, beyond the reach of any drackens. Throughout the hills and plains of northern Lumium, and beneath Ambiellar, there were a plethora of crevices and caves and tunnels they could hide in. Here, as on Ciendil, there were larger caverns and immense hollows further beneath the surface. But those were not readily accessible this far north. There wasn’t time to push further south into contested territory. Without Saskia or Ruhildi here to aid them, it would be a battle of attrition, and they’d more than likely find themselves caught between the high alvari loyalists and the drackens. So these smaller, shallower tunnels would have to do.

Such tunnels were only a partial protection, because although the drackens couldn’t enter them, their riders could. There really was no guaranteed safe haven. All they could do was choose wisely, and hope for the best.

The walls of Ambiellar would be no defence against drackens, and the city was a huge, obvious target. Some of Ambiellar’s inhabitants had already fled into the hills, but many were remaining behind to defend their homes, aided by Illiur’s legions. Garrain wasn’t about to entrust the safety of his progeny to those gallant, desperate dunderbirds.

No, the site they’d selected was beneath an unassuming hill as far from the city as they could reasonably go. There were no major landmarks nearby. Nothing that might tempt anyone to search there. He could only hope it would be enough.

“I will take good care of her,” the oracle, Wuishe, assured them as she gingerly took hold of the egg, swaddled in a nest of blankets. She’d keep the egg warm, and provide a final defence in the unlikely event the enemy came this way.

“Thank you ever so much for doing this,” said Nuille.

“No problemo,” said the oracle, speaking the words from Saskia’s world as if they were her own. “It’s not as if I would be much use up there on the surface. At least here, I can do something worthwhile.”

Bidding Wuishe farewell, they took a quick dip in a stream, then Nuille shifted into dracken form once more, and bore him into the northern hills, where ‘delay teams,’ as Baldreg called them, were waiting.

There were hundreds of these teams scattered across northern Lumium, ready to strike at their foes from the shadows, and run or hide when they came under attack. They couldn’t hope to defeat such an overwhelming force in a direct confrontation, but they were hoping to be enough of a nuisance to slow their enemy’s advance and divert them away from Ambiellar, buying Saskia the time she needed to come to their rescue.

Some of their most powerful defenders had gathered in these hills. To the far east, Vask’s squadron of trow roptir riders circled a rocky hilltop. If they were fast enough, they might be able to lead their foes on a chase away from the city and surrounding settlements, and perhaps bring down a dracken or two along the way.

Somewhere down on the ground lurked teams of high alvari shadowmasters and quickdraws, hidden under their powerful concealment magic.

Hanging in the air over a steep, rocky gorge was the airship, Hindenburger, flown by none other than Dallim. No-one expected the Hindenburger to survive the battle—though if all went to plan, Dallim would no longer be inside the airship when it went down. It was there simply to provide a tempting target for the drackens, luring them into the ravine, where a trap awaited them. Kveld and the other stoneshapers and engineers were hard at work fortifying the cliffs and tunnels for the coming battle. Small windows had been carved into the sides of the cliffs. Inside, they’d placed some of the trow net-flingers, as well as a few of the new weapons. Cannons, they were called, and they were as deadly as they were noisy.

Standing atop the lip of the ravine, Baldreg looked up at them as they flew past. “Your child-to-be is safe?” he asked, speaking clearly into Garrain’s ears, despite the distance separating them.

“As safe as one can be, given the circumstances,” said Garrain. He looked out across the gorge. “I hope this works.”

“You ken as well as I do that nothing ever goes quite according to plan,” said Baldreg. “I’ll consider it a success if we can just slay a fistful of them afore…”

“I plan to do better than that,” said Garrain. “And remember, our goal is to delay them until Saskia can get here. Don’t cast aside your lives in a futile last stand. If the battle turns, take your dwarrows and flee into the tunnels.”

“You forget you’re speaking to one of the Vindicals,” said Baldreg. “We invented such tactics.”

Garrain inclined his head down at the dwarrow. Though he never spoke it aloud, Garrain often wondered how much of the old Baldreg had been stripped away during his brief time as a Chosen. He had most definitely changed, but was he still Baldreg?

They flew onward to a grove of tall trees, above which swarmed cruel-beaked birds and buzzing thorasps, with their gossamer wings and long, coiled stingers. These had answered the call of the beastmasters, Vannach and Cargard. Only with the vast bounty of Saskia’s essence to draw on, could the brothers command a swarm so large, and across such a great distance. Garrain ached a little at the realisation that most of these innocent creatures would be seared from the sky in the coming battle.

Inside the grove, Sionne and Yasmithe, their fellow greenhands, were reshaping trees into weapons of war. The trees of Lumium were smaller and sparser than Ciendil’s forests had been, before the Great Winter, but they had their own kind of majesty. The song of life was vibrant as ever here. It was a shame to disturb the natural balance of the grove, but if they did not, then many other trees would surely burn.

Landing just outside the grove, Garrain and Nuille stepped through the trees to prepare their own contribution to the battle. Roots splayed wide, gripping tightly to the soil. Trunks stretched, elongated, and flexed, lowering their crowns all the way down to the ground. The branches of their crowns fused together into huge bowls, within which coalesced pools of murky green liquid. That liquid was a form of life, but a dark, malevolent kind. It would bring death upon any creature of flesh and blood who came into contact with it.

These were similar to the catapults his people had used in sieges for many a span. But Garrain had added a small, but vicious tweak to the spell.

Vannach came near, his four eyes blinking. “I’m not sure I want to know. Can they hit a dracken?”

“If the drackens fly low enough,” said Garrain.

“We’ll make sure they do.”

Garrain and Nuille weren’t finished yet. There were other, more radical spells he’d invented in the days since their flight from the Crown of the World. If he’d had these spells at the time, how different might that battle have turned out? The trows wouldn’t have won, but they might have exacted a greater toll on their enemy before they fell.

Half a bell later, a voice sounded in his ear. And from the way Nuille stiffened beside him, he could tell she heard the same voice. Saskia’s voice.

“It’s showtime, guys. The forward lookouts are seeing a huge swarm of drackens coming up from the northwest side of the trunk. It’ll take us a little while longer to reach you. So just hold out as long as you can, take cover when you can’t, and please don’t die.”

“We’ll make you proud, Caesitor,” said Baldreg. “And if we do have to make a one-way journey to the Halls Beyond, we’ll be taking a lot of those bastards with us.”

“There are drackens in the Halls Beyond?” said Kveld.

“There will be after today,” said Baldreg.

“You can have them,” said Vannach. “We forest alvari keep our Vale of Echoes pristine and dracken-free.”

Nuille let out a low growl.

Vannach gave a nervous laugh. “Except for a certain terrifying, shapeshifted alvesse.”

“I, for one, have no intention of dying,” said Velandir. Saskia’s favourite among their new allies, was not with the other shadowmasters—having elected to stay behind in Ambiellar. Velandir didn’t give his reasons, but Garrain suspected it was so he could keep an eye on the regent, Illiur.

Nuille bore him once more into the air—though she kept low enough for them to retain control over their new weapons on the ground. In the distance, black stormclouds gathered. Thousands of frostlings had gathered in the north, where they formed the first line of defence against the drackenflight.

The little terrors had lost their queen, half of their minds, and their bond to Saskia, but their ice magic and their will to fight the Arbordeus were as strong as ever. Frostling tempests from Ciendil, with the help of their local cousins on the ground, would be driving hail and snow and sleet into the faces of the enemy, blocking their sight and slowing their advance. He just wished he could see what transpired behind those clouds.

“Dogramit.” Saskia’s voice sounded in his ears. “Get under cover, little guys!”

“What’s happening?” asked Nuille.

“Abellion’s forces have better intel than I’d hoped,” said Saskia. “They’re going for the frostlings on the ground with pinpoint accuracy, even though they shouldn’t be able to see crap. It’s almost as if…could they have an oracle with them?”

“Deus!” said Garrain. “The Primordial, Xonroth.”

“Oh…crap,” said Saskia. “He has the power of multiple worldseeds, doesn’t he? As well as whatever magic a Chosen adds to the mix. So why not farsight too?”

A shiver of unease found its way into Garrain’s stomach. If the Primordial was an oracle, then his sight might extend deep inside the arbor. He might be able to see where Wuishe hid the egg. Garrain tried to reassure himself that there were limits to what an oracle could see. Not even Saskia, the most powerful oracle ever to walk the arbor, could see everywhere at once.

They waited while the approaching storm marked the enemy’s passage across the northern plains. The clouds seemed to be thinning as they drew closer. Frostling tempests were nimble and quick, but not fast enough, it seemed, to escape the drackens’ wrath. By the time the drackens reached the northern hills, Garrain could see their dark silhouettes against the roiling sky. Several of the drackens broke off the main group, soaring straight toward their grove, lured by the sight of Nuille in the air. More followed a moment later. Garrain counted eleven of them.

Having the enemy split their forces was perhaps the best outcome they could have hoped for. Few enough drackens that they stood a fighting chance, but enough to take some of the burden off the city.

Landing back in the grove, Garrain spread his awareness out among his altered trees, readying them for action. Nuille stood beside him; a comforting presence—and a tremendous power in her own right.

Though few weapons could strike a dracken from this vantage, his were different, and he also had the assistance of Saskia’s farstriker magic—her ‘aiming interface,’ as she called it.

Throughout the forest, branches creaked and groaned, straining almost to the breaking point. And then, as one, they released.

Hundreds of spears shot skyward, fired by trees that had been reshaped into enormous ballistae. Hardened by magic, the spear tips sunk deep into dracken flesh.

Flapping torn wings, one of the drackens plunged to the ground, where the trows swept over it—and its unfortunate skarakh riders. Other drackens wheeled about in the air, and dove for Garrain and Nuille.

He spotted skarakh, alvari, and even a trow among the enemy riders. Garrain grimaced at the sight. What kind of trow would ally with the Arbordeus after what he did to Grongarg? He didn’t have time to follow up on that thought, because flame gathered on the tips of skarakh staffs, and a rain of burning arrows fell upon him.

Garrain sliced them out of the air with Trowbane, and turned his attention to his other trees. Now that the drackens were lower and closer, he could put the spore-flingers to work.

A burst of snapping trunks send globules of roiling green liquid streaking up at the incoming drackens. The spores splashed across drackens and riders alike—and began to burrow into their flesh.

At the very same moment, three skarakh pyrourgists sent fireballs streaking down at him.

Suddenly, his sight was filled with golden scales and flapping wings. He felt a moment of panicked confusion, expecting his entry into the Vale of Echoes to be swift and painful, until he realised this dracken was Nuille, who had transformed in an instant, and coiled her body protectively around him.

Flames billowed across her back, and she shuddered in obvious pain. Fire drackens weren’t entirely immune to fire, and nor was she. He just prayed she wouldn’t be too badly hurt by it.

The fire sputtered and died. Her talons closed around him, and she bore him into the sky.

As the ground fell away beneath him, he caught sight of three drackens thrashing about down there, roaring and smashing up trees. Shoots of green sprouted from their backs, spraying bright blood across the burning forest. He shuddered, unnerved by the effectiveness of his own spell. That was one spell he’d been reticent to test on a living creature.

Another six drackens were coming in hot pursuit. Two of those were clearly injured, and lagging behind the rest. As he watched, a screeching, buzzing swarm swept over the rearmost drackens. Vannach and Cargard stood amidst the burning trees, firing arrow after searing arrow into the maelstrom.

Roaring, the drackens smothered the air—and ground—in flame.

“Vannach, Cargard, Sionne,” said Saskia sombrely in his ears, speaking the names of the fallen.

“They died well,” said Garrain, though he was having trouble believing his own words. There was no such thing as a good death.

Together, the beastmasters and the creatures they commanded had slain the two injured drackens. That left four, who were still in pursuit of the largest and most tempting target—Nuille. Garrain and Yasmithe scrambled up onto her back, avoiding the parts that looked scorched. Welts had formed between the scales of her flank. They looked painful, but not life-threatening.

He and Yasmithe summoned scorching sap between their fingers, and at the same moment hurled it into the face of the trow rider who had been about to fire her crossbow at them. “Let’s see if we can trick them twice,” he said. “Take us down into the ravine, Nuille. Are you ready for more, Baldreg?”

“Aye, we’re ready,” growled the dwarrow.

The wreckage of Dallim’s airship, the Hindenburger, lay at the base of the gorge, alongside the broken bodies of several drackens. Had Dallim managed to get out in time? A portion of a cliff wall had been melted, and still glowed red with the lingering heat of drackenfire. Most of the cannons in other locations remained intact. He hoped they’d be enough.

Nuille dropped into a steep dive, plunging to the bottom of the ravine, and only arresting her fall at the last moment. The drackens followed close behind. Foolish riders. They’d failed to learn from the demise of their fellows.

Cannons thundered across the cliff’s edge. The drackens bellowed and struggled to rise up and away. It was a futile effort. Their scaly hides were tough, but no living thing could survive against that onslaught. Moments later, it was done, and they lay twisted and broken in the river at the base of the ravine.

Nuille rose up out of the ravine to the sound of raucous cheering. The cliffside dwarrows raised their hands in salute. Garrain dipped his head at them, returning the gesture of respect.

Approaching from the east, Queen Vask’s trows were pursuing a faltering dracken, shooting it over and over with poisoned bolts, while the queen herself clung to its neck, sawing at its throat with a loop of metal wire. The great beast’s flames sputtered out, and it plunged toward the ground. At the last moment before it struck, Vask leapt onto a passing roptir, and the pair hurtled skyward.

“For Cloudtop!” came their distant shouts. “For Goldclaw! For Riverside! For Cramjaw! For Grongarg!” That last shout, they repeated over and over. Grongarg may have fallen, but the trows would rise again.

“Great job everyone, but don’t go overboard with the celebrations just yet,” said Saskia. “The bulk of the enemy force is heading straight for Ambiellar, as we expected.”

“We have another problem,” said Velandir, speaking in a subdued voice. “A host of loyalists have encircled the city. It seems the southern factions have finally resolved their differences and banded together. There’s no way out for us now. Between the loyalists and the drackens, we don’t stand a chance.”

“You should have gotten everyone out of the city afore it came to this,” growled Baldreg.

“I tried!” said Velandir. “Believe me, I tried. My people are nothing if not stubborn. They’d rather die than lose their homes.”

“Now they’ll lose their homes and their lives,” said Baldreg.

“Rather than complain about what should have been, how about we try to help?” said Saskia.

“What do you think we’ve been doing?” growled Baldreg. “Playing dice?”

“I’ve been playing dice,” said Vanglebrower, one of the stoneshapers. As the silence stretched, he gave an embarrassed cough. “What? We’ve spent most of the day just sitting around waiting for them to come to us. What else was I meant to do?”

“I will go to Ambiellar,” said Nuille, who now stood tending to her own injured back. “I can get some of them out.”

“Naturally, I will accompany you, my light,” said Garrain.

Nuille’s eyes tilted back—an expression that reminded him of Saskia. “Naturally.”

“My squadron will go as well,” said Queen Vask, who had just recently become Saskia’s vassal. “We can’t carry as many as a dracken can, and we won’t be as stealthy as the greenhands, but if we are fast enough, we could pluck a few alvari fools from rooftops and fly them to safety.”

“If you can get us close, we stoneshapers can evacuate the ones trapped in the tunnels beneath the city,” suggested Kveld.

“My team can help with that,” said Jolen, one of the shadowmasters.

Baldreg grunted. “If you have any drackens on your tail, draw them here to us. Our cannons will make short work of them.”

“Thank you, everyone,” said Saskia. “I know you’ve suffered some losses. And there will be more, I’m sure. But you’re doing great. Just try to hold it together just a little longer, and I’ll be there with dragons.”

Nuille carried Garrain, Kveld, Jolen and their respective teams over the hills toward Ambiellar.

In the distance, he spotted the drackens swarming over a small settlement just north of the city, putting every building to the flame. Garrain felt a surge of unwelcome relief at the sight. On the one hand, it was terrible for the people of that village. On the other hand, even a small delay would give them time to get into the city before the drackens arrived.

Nuille landed the hills just outside the city. From there, they would proceed on foot, under cover of concealment magic. Two shadowmasters went with the stoneshapers, while one—Jolen himself—accompanied Garrain and Nuille past the loyalists gathering outside the city walls. They could conceal themselves with their own shade walker spells, but they couldn’t do this while carrying equipment. Nor could they conceal anyone else, if needed, or work many of their other spells at the same time. So his presence was a welcome addition.

They were nearly at the walls when Velandir spoke again. “More bad news, I’m afraid. Illiur, the regent, has just thrown in with the loyalists. It seems he fears the drackens more than he fears you, Saskia. If the legions fall behind him, they will easily take the whole city.”

“I knew I shouldn’t have trusted him,” said Saskia. “I’ll disable the magic of any vassal I catch fighting against us. It’s hard to tell which side is which at the moment, though. I don’t think they even know, themselves. They keep changing colour.”

Scaling the city walls, Garrain came upon the disturbing sight of a row of guards turning their bows into the city, murdering an alvar who had been hunkered down in a nearby canal. Most of the cannons and ballistae along the walls and atop the towers had been abandoned, leaving the city wide open to an attack from the skies.

“Utter folly,” muttered Jolen beside him. “Illiur deserves a seat of pikes in the blackest pits of Tarkanon for this.”

Garrain had never heard of Tarkanon, but if it was as unpleasant as it sounded, it was too good a place for the regent.

The high alvari on the wall were marked in orange on his map, so there was no question who were the enemy at this moment. He felt a stirring of magic on the air, and a moment later, six alvari had fallen, leaking blood from every pore.

Nuille, briefly exposed by her spell, wavered and vanished once more. The three of them descended the steps, and crept deeper into the city. Around every corner they found signs of trouble. Broken bodies scattered across the garden paths. Burning buildings. Armed alvari dashing hither and thither. Alvessi and nestlings peeking from windows and huddled under bridges. Why had they not taken cover underground already?

Nuille called out for them to join her, offering passage out of the city. Some approached tentatively. Most refused—some more rudely than others. Those who accepted their offer, they would try to help. The rest, they would ignore and move on. There was no other way.

Near the east gate, they found a large band of lightly armoured alvari fighting off a column of legionnaires, while arrows rained down on them from a nearby rooftop garden. With barely a thought, Garrain awakened the plants of the garden. Several short, sharp shrieks rang out as his thorny shrubs carried out their grim task.

“Thank you for your assistance, greenhand,” said the leader of the band. “It’s a deusfucked mess in here. And the drackens haven’t even shown up yet.”

“They’ll be here any moment now,” said Garrain. “Come with us, and we’ll get you out of here.”

A shriek sounded behind him. Garrain turned in time to see a roptir pluck an alvesse out of a tree and carry her away. Screaming, she beat at its talons with her fists. The trows, it seemed, weren’t asking for consent from those they rescued.

Something bright and hot streaked overhead, and slammed into a tower with a deafening crash. Masonry and burning pitch fell at their backs, crushing and setting ablaze trees and bushes at the rear. Garrain bade the burning plants to separate themselves from the rest, and dunk themselves in a canal.

“They have siege engines,” warned Saskia, belatedly.

“Oh really?” said Velandir. “I would never have noticed.”

“We’re running out of time,” said Garrain. “Can you get to us, Velandir?”

“Moving as fast as we can,” said the shadowmaster. “I have some younglings with me. How many of us can you carry?”

“I’m not sure,” said Nuille. “Alvari are much lighter than trows… Perhaps forty?”

Forty out of thousands, thought Garrain grimly.

Further south, they came upon a young nestling wailing over his injured mother. Nuille stopped to tend to the alvesse’s injuries.

“Thank you!” gasped the alvesse as the bloody gash across her neck faded. “I—”

Her words were drowned out by a cacophonous boom, as another ball of destruction smashed into a wall, showering the city with flaming debris.

At the same moment, the south gate swung open, and in poured a host of shouting alvari.

“The guards just let the bastards in,” growled Velandir.

“Where are you?” breathed Garrain.

“Nearly there,” said Velandir. “I can see you. Hello, Jolen.”

A shadow passed overhead, and he froze at the sound of wingbeats drawing closer.

“Drackens!” someone shouted redundantly.

Atop a distant tower, he caught sight of a group of alvari, waving a white flag. Abellion’s colours.

“Illiur,” hissed Velandir. “That cretin thinks he can placate the Arbordeus, after betraying him once already.”

Several drackens drew close to the tower, and hovered there for ten long heartbeats, while Illiur gesticulated to them, and shouted words too distant for Garrain to hear.

The drackens drew back their long necks, opened their mouths wide—and smothered the tower in flame. Slowly, it began to wilt, until nothing remained but a burning column of molten stone.

“It was no less than he deserved,” said Velandir, appearing suddenly out of the shadows, flanked by a small group of wide-eyed nestlings and fledglings, and an elder alvesse.

Nuille abruptly expanded into an enormous red-scaled dracken. Some of the high alvari stepped back in shock. Most of Ambiellar’s residents had seen her dracken form before, but they’d never witnessed her shifting into it.

“Get on,” said Garrain, urging them forward. “Hurry now.”

In short order, all of the passengers were clinging to Nuille’s back, and she was lifting into the sky.

All around them, drackens were swarming across the city, and the flames—the flames were coming from every direction. By some mercy of fate—and more than a little skill on her part—Nuille managed to weave her way between the plumes of fire and beating wings and snapping teeth.

Then they were soaring over the walls and across the vast host gathered outside.

The drackens came over the walls just behind them, and in their pursuit, they unleashed plumes of fire down upon the unsuspecting loyalists, consuming them by the hundreds. Confusion rippled through the alvari ranks. Then outright panic.

“Why would Abellion do that?” asked Garrain, unable to keep the disbelief out of his voice. “They’re his allies.”

No-one offered an answer. But it was plain for all to see that the drackens and their riders considered all of Lumium their enemies. If they weren’t stopped, everything would burn.

The drackens soon broke off their pursuit, and returned to their razing of the city, and the slaughter of its inhabitants.

As Nuille carried them swiftly north, the sky, already dark with smoke, grew darker. The boom of distant thunder shook the air.

And in the midst of the gathering storm, azure wings thrummed and crackled, and lit up the clouds.

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 15: Firestorm

    
    
    
    
                In a contest between air and fire, most rational people would bet on air. Fire couldn’t exist without air. Air could create lightning, which burned hotter than the surface of the sun, albeit only for a fraction of a second.

Most rational people had never witnessed dragonfire. Dragonfire was not like other fire. It was heat incarnate.

Saskia knew of only two things that could endure the breath of a fire dragon. The first was a fire dragon. If fire dragons weren’t at least somewhat resistant to their own fire, they’d be a very short-lived species. The same, it turned out, was not quite true of storm dragons. Storm dragon scales were really tough—easily on par with her own rock-hard flesh. They were highly conductive, allowing them to direct the energy of a lightning strike away from vital organs. But they didn’t have quite the same level of heat resistance as fire dragon scales.

The other thing that could withstand a direct blast of dragonfire was duanum, the material Saskia and Rover Dog wore today, as they rode their storm dragon mounts into battle across the skies of Lumium. There was only so much this armour could do for them, though. Today, they weren’t sealing an arlium volcano. Today they were fighting. Unlike the monstrosity she’d worn all those months ago, these suits needed highly articulated joints, and eye holes to see out of. Thus, the protection they provided was imperfect.

So when a huge stream of dragonfire jetted forth just a few metres above her head, Saskia flinched, concerned not only for her own safety, but that of the big guy on whose back she perched: Oronchulon the Great Scale, king of storm dragons. The only sure defence against dragonfire was to avoid it. Thus far, Oronchulon had been doing just that, but there had been a few close calls.

A few of the other storm dragons hadn’t been so fortunate. The howling winds carried the smell of burnt flesh and the snarls and cries of the wounded. A dragon plunged to the ground, thrashing the blackened tatters of its wing.

A much smaller storm dragon—Linitheleske, the runty speedster—lunged forward in the air, sending twin spears of lightning into the fire dragon that had just tried to burn them. Screeching, it spun away, and she launched herself in pursuit. Rover Dog, sitting astride her back with crossbow raised, flashed a grin at Saskia as he flew past.

It would have been safer for them both to shelter inside Iscaragraithe’s bones with Ruhildi and Zarie, but then they would have been twiddling their thumbs while everyone else did the fighting. And that just wouldn’t do. So here they were, riding out a firestorm, with only thin shells of duanum standing between them and quick, painful deaths.

A slender line of light flicked across her face, warning her of an incoming attack. Too narrow to be a dragon’s breath. She ducked, and something whizzed past her ear. Moments later, a pair of skarakh archers sagged in their saddles, and Jarnbjorn came back to her duanum-reinforced gauntlet covered in red.

Saskia couldn’t hold a crossbow steady with her dead arm, so she’d been relying solely on the good old homing axe, which could be used one-handed. Jarnbjorn was a powerful weapon, capable of cleaving through dragon scales, but as always, it was a two-edged…axe. She had to be very careful where she threw it, and Oronchulon had to be careful where he turned, lest it carve a furrow through him on its way back. A few well-placed throws might take out a dragon. Right now, though, she was aiming for their riders, and letting dragons take care of dragons.

In the opening moments of the battle, she’d spotted a pair of pale eyes among the enemy riders. The owner of those eyes had been the first to go, with a troll-sized crossbow bolt in his chest, and his neck sliced open. It had been so easy, she wondered if he’d even been Chosen. He might have been a naturally pale-eyed elf. If he was, he’d come to the wrong place.

Red means dead, but not before white gets the smite, she thought.

Saskia started at the sight of the two dead skarakh rising up in their saddles. One was missing most of his head, but he wasn’t about to let that stop him. Iscaragraithe hovered nearby, and Ruhildi, sitting inside her, was up to something. The skarakh crawled across the dragon’s spiny back, drawing daggers as they reached the back of the neck. There, they began to stab, and saw, and hack. They were tiny mosquitoes to such a creature, barely able to make a dent in the tough hide between its scales. But like mosquitoes, they were annoying. The dragon turned its head and snarled, fire curling from its toothy maw.

And that was when Oronchulon struck.

In a flash, the Great Scale seized the smaller dragon by the throat. His jaws worked. Blood fountained around him. In just seconds, the grisly task was done. He released the sagging creature, and it fell limply from the sky…

…and flapped its wings, and rose again, and rammed into one of its fellows, ripping and tearing and choking.

“I thought you said you couldn’t raise any more zombie dragons, Ruhildi,” said Saskia through their voice link.

“I said I couldn’t raise more than one or two,” said Ruhildi. “Now we have two.”

The second one had just expired, and together with its killer, it sought new prey. Risen fire dragons lost the ability to breathe fire, but they were still powerful creatures; fast and strong and extremely hard to kill.

With two of their enemy dead, and two new allies on their side, the tables had turned. The already-intense winds kicked up another notch as the storm dragons redoubled their efforts against a foe now on the defensive. Lightning arced across the sky, stabbing again and again into fire dragon flesh, leaving them stunned and vulnerable to follow-up attacks with teeth and talons.

With most of the riders dead, Saskia and Rover Dog turned their weapons against wings and eyes. Together, they managed to bring down two dragons before the battle was over, and the sky was clear of any living dragons but their own. At least in this little neck of Lumium.

The enemies they’d just defeated had been patrolling the skies at the northernmost end of Lumium, where it connected to the trunk of Arbor Mundi. Their purpose had clearly been to cut off any escape attempt by her people or any other denizens of Lumium. It had been a small force in the grand scheme of things, but still nearly equal to her own strike force. The battle to come would not be so easy.

Watched through her vassals’ eyes, she could see the city of Ambiellar descending into chaos. Her regent, Illiur, had betrayed her. The city was surrounded by high alvari loyal to Abellion. And the fire drackens were closing in fast.

As her squadron swept south, she watched her friends’ attempt to evacuate as many of the city’s inhabitants as they could. Kveld and the stoneshapers opened up an escape route for those trapped in the tunnels beneath the city, while Vask’s squadron swooped in to pluck random people from streets and rooftops—willing or not—and Nuille’s dragon form bore dozens of survivors away in the nick of time.

The city crumbled and burned behind them. It was small consolation that Illiur had been one of the first to burn, and now his allies inside and outside the city walls were feeling the dragons’ wrath as well.

Arriving at the gorge where many of her allies had congregated, Saskia looked down at the carnage they’d wrought. Dragon corpses littered the base of the ravine, along with the wreckage of the Hindenburger. Dallim had survived his reckless gambit, but his airship had been taken out by a combination of dragonfire and falling debris. It would never fly again.

But that was okay. Airships, they could rebuild, in time. Also, they had dragons. Dragons were way more awesome than airships. Also faster, and sturdier. Granted, an airship wouldn’t bite your head off if you made it angry, and you needed a good head for heights to ride a dragon without peeing yourself, but the advantages outweighed the disadvantages as far as she was concerned.

Oronchulon settled in to land as the survivors emerged stepped out to greet her. There were fewer than she’d hoped for, but more than she’d feared. Among her vassals fighting in the surrounding hills, she’d lost beastmasters Vannach and Cargard, Sionne the greenhand, Vanglebrower the stoneshaper and Brugor the lifter. Nine dwarven cannoneers and many more regular warriors had also died. These were far outstripped by her losses in Ambiellar, but most of the latter were recent high elf recruits whom she didn’t know personally, so she felt their loss less keenly. It was selfish of her, but she felt relief, more than anything, that none of her closest circle of friends had been among the fallen.

“Och about time you showed up,” said Baldreg. “What took you so long?”

Saskia rolled her eyes at him. “We only had to fly all the way from frocking Tarthaxis. We haven’t had a single rest along the way.”

“Are we leaving now?” asked a dwarf whose name she didn’t know.

“Not yet,” said Saskia. “Ambiellar may be toast, but some of our people got out. We’re not abandoning them. Nor do I want to abandon the high alvari to their fate. The fire dragons are killing everyone, even the ones who never sided with us. It makes no sense that they’d slaughter their own allies, but that’s what’s happening.”

“It makes a certain kind of sense,” said Ruhildi. “Abellion is setting an example. Anyone who turns against him dooms their entire branch. Remember what he did to Old Ulugmir.”

“That’s monstrous,” said Saskia. “And probably self-defeating. Not that he hasn’t shot himself in the foot before already.”

“Whatever his reasons, I say let the high alvari burn,” said Baldreg. “We owe them naught. They brought this on themselves.”

“Actually, we brought it on them,” said Saskia. “That’s why I can’t let it stand. Besides, this may be our best chance to neutralise the fire dragons once and for all. Maybe we’ll catch them off guard. Maybe not. Either way, we’ll do what we can to end this threat today. Anyone who wants to join me, hop on a dragon. Everyone else, hold tight, and take shelter again if you have to.”

Despite his objections, Baldreg was among the first to join her squadron of dragon riders, along with just about everyone else she knew by name, and many others besides.

While they were organising themselves, Queen Vask’s roptir squadron arrived, bearing their precious cargo of people rescued from the city.

“Wanna trade in for a bigger model?” asked Saskia, as the troll queen strode forward to meet her.

“Huh?” said Vask.

“Do you want to ride a dragon?”

Vask gave her a toothy grin. “Yes. Yes! Why even ask such a question?”

The storm dragons trumpeted their alarm as a solitary fire dragon approached from the south. “Hold!” shouted Saskia. “That’s Nuille. She’s with us.”

While Nuille offloaded her passengers, Garrain came to greet Saskia.

“Your dracken is larger than the rest,” he noted, looking up at Oronchulon, who loomed over them both.

“This is Oronchulon, the Great Scale,” said Saskia. “He’s the closest thing to a leader they have. Oronchulon, this is Garrain.”

The dragon opened his jaws wide. Electricity arced between his teeth.

Garrain swallowed. “If you—and he—would be willing, I’d like to ride with you. Along with some…unusual cargo. Weapons, actually.”

“If you mean the cannons, that wouldn’t be a good idea,” said Saskia. “Lightning and fire makes things go boom, you know?”

“Not the cannons,” said Garrain. “These weapons may be a little…flammable, but I will do my best to protect against that.”

“Okay, well, if you’re okay with it…?” She looked up at Oronchulon, who dipped his head in what she took to be assent. “Then show us what you’ve got.”

A few minutes later, she was trying—and failing—to hold back her giggles.

Clinging to the dragon’s back stood a menagerie of mobile trees whose branches had formed into giant bows, each with several spear-sized arrows nocked. Oronchulon gave her an indignant look, reminding her of a certain dog she’d dressed up in a pink, frilly tutu when she was a young girl.

“Is something amusing?” asked Garrain, raising mossy eyebrows at her.

“Oh no,” she lied. “Nice…bow-trees.”

A snort sounded through her oracle voice link, coming from Ruhildi. “What she means is they look ridiculous, Garri.”

“Oh, so this is tree sculpting contest now, is it?” said Garrain.

Saskia shrugged. “Hey, if your crazy spells work, it’s all good.”

“And if they don’t, we’ll have something else to laugh about,” said Ruhildi.

She could see why Garrain hadn’t wanted to subject a shapeshifted Nuille to this treatment. Not only would she have had a hard time changing forms with trees clinging to her back, but she’d also have wanted to murder him.

Preparations complete, they all took wing, and flew south to Ambiellar—or at least, the spot where Ambiellar had stood. Now there was just rubble, and corpses, burnt trees and pools of lava.

The fire dragons had dispersed to attack the numerous smaller settlements scattered across the midlands, now that there was nothing left of Ambiellar for them to burn. It was going to play out exactly as it had on Grongarg. Every notable city or settlement or farm would be razed. Only wilderness areas would be left untouched, and only a few high alvari who burrowed underground, or scattered to remote areas, would survive.

Saskia wondered how often Abellion had done this kind of culling before, across all the branches of the world tree. This might be why they all seemed to be so sparsely populated, and most of their inhabitants so primitive compared to the precursor civilisations she’d witnessed in dreams and visions.

Not any more, she thought. Today, Abellion will lose his dragons. And then I’m coming for him. Again. More successfully, this time.

Seeing the approaching storm, the fire dragons had began to coalesce again. More and more of them gathered in the sky over a small village just south of Ambiellar. If any of the villagers were still alive, they were in for quite a show. The fire dragons outnumbered her storm dragons three-to-one. Not impossible odds, but still daunting—especially considering that the Primordial, Xonroth, was probably among them.

Then again, she had Ruhildi and Zarie, Garrain and Nuille, Rover Dog and Baldreg and Kveld and Velandir and…the list went on. Any one of her primary vassals could go toe-to-toe with a Chosen, and stand an even chance of winning. The Primordial was quite possibly the most powerful Chosen they’d ever faced, but their strength had to count for something too, right?

At her command, the storm dragons formed into a loose wedge, with Oronchulon and Iscaragraithe and Nuille near the tip of the spear, and Rover Dog’s dragon, Linitheleske, not far behind. Wings and wind drove them forward, faster and faster—straight for the heart of the enemy formation. The sky darkened yet further. Lightning stabbed at the earth. Sharpened spears of ice formed in pockets of super-cooled air. Some of the frostlings who had summoned them rode dragonback, while others shot through the sky of their own volition.

Once again, Saskia was amazed at how quickly her frostling friends had recovered from the death of their queen. Or perhaps recovered wasn’t the best word. They had been acting more than a little crazy throughout the earlier battles—throwing themselves at their enemies with fanatical fervour, and dying by the thousands. She didn’t know the full extent of their hive mind before and after the loss. All she knew for certain was that she was no longer a part of it. Until a new queen took over—and she was reasonably certain there would be a new queen—the only way to make them her vassals was to bond to each frostling individually. She’d only had time to do that with the family that had rode with her in Iscaragraithe, and some of the tempests who had met up with her on the way here.

In her head, she was counting down. Thirty seconds to contact. Twenty. Ten. Five, four, three—

The fire dragons opened their maws, and breathed. A wall of fire billowed forth, bathing the sky orange. Unavoidable. All-consuming.

And we have ignition, thought Saskia wryly. Lift-off of the Dragon module.

Hundreds of frostlings at the head of the wedge turned their frosty magic against the threat. Dragonfire was potent, but each dragon’s breath was localised to a relatively small area; a drop in the bucket compared to the scale of the arlium rifts she’d sealed. The frostlings directed their magic not at the looming wall of fire, but inside the maws of the dragons creating it. An instant before the front of the wedge passed through it, the fire went out like a snuffed candle, and the dragons thrashed in the air, their throats suddenly blocked by solid ice.

Saskia had been pleasantly surprised by how effective her little friends could be, even though only a few of them remained her vassals. Following the death of their queen, she’d only had time to rebind a few of them. Yet those who weren’t her vassals any more were still able to direct their frost and storm magic with nearly the same power and precision as those who were. Could it be that some residual connection to the hive mind remained, even though she couldn’t feel it any more?

With a roar that shook the skies, Oronchulon plunged through the gap opened up by the frostlings. Lightning speared three fire dragons, and he went for the closest with his powerful jaws. Saskia hurled Jarnbjorn into the eyes of another. Garrain let loose a barrage of spear-arrows into the broadsides of two passing dragons. A short distance away, a swarm of frostlings did likewise with their spears of ice.

One of the larger fire dragons dove at them from high in the sky. Even from this distance, she could feel the heat building within the gigantic maw, as it prepared to let loose a torrent of flame.

With no time to ponder the situation, Saskia acted instinctively. Like a storm dragon, this fire dragon had foci embedded in its body—or more specifically, in the roof of its mouth. She reached for the essence gathering inside it—and pulled. Spidery filaments of arlium burst forth from the roof of the dragon’s jaws, coiling through the air ahead of the dragon itself. The building flames sputtered and died. A moment later, the arlium slithered through the gaps in her armour, and into her skin. She slammed the off button for the dragon’s magic. It let out a pathetic wheezing gasp as it tried to draw essence now sealed within her.

A moment later, Nuille had it by the throat, and they fell from sight. The shattering of the newly-formed mirror in her interface a moment later told her that Nuille had made short work of the now-fireless dragon.

All around her, dragons flailed, and choked, and bled, and died. Most of the dead were fire dragons, but her side was incurring its share of losses as well. And they could ill-afford to lose anyone.

Meanwhile, Ruhildi now had three undead dragons tearing into the living. It took all she had to sustain them, leaving her barely able to move her own undead body inside Iscaragraithe. Her efforts were paying off. Each dead dragon could take down two or three of its former kin before they tore it apart, and she raised another.

Dogram her friend was so overpowered, it almost felt like cheating sometimes. Today though, she’d need every cheat she could muster to have a prayer of winning.

If fire-breathing dragons weren’t bad enough, there were their riders as well. There were elves and mer and dwarves and trolls among the enemy—and a couple of anthropomorphic bear-people, whom she immediately dubbed dropbears, because with any luck they would be dropping from the…yeah, awful joke. But the most numerous among them were the skarakh.

Like the dragons they rode, many of the skarakh had a thing for fire. Fireballs. Fire walls. Fire arrows—although those were almost useless in these howling winds. Regular-sized arrows were as likely to curl around and hit the archer as they were to hit what they were aiming at. Not even the super-sized arrows and bolts fired by Garrain’s trees and Rover Dog’s crossbow would have found their mark if it weren’t for the oracle aiming helper Saskia shared with her vassals.

This high off the ground, Kveld and the other stoneshapers weren’t exactly in their element, but they had carried a supply of stone and metal projectiles, which they used to great effect, shoot into their foes with a force greater than any cannonball.

Queen Vask shot a dragon in the eye from halfway across the battlefield, despite the storm raging around them. Saskia had no idea how she’d pulled that off—until she remembered that the troll woman was now her vassal, and had access to her aiming helper. Vask’s vassalage had occurred sometime during Saskia’s forgotten weeks. She had no idea how she’d convinced a queen to submit to being her vassal. Maybe Rover Dog had talked her into it.

Baldreg was also proving his worth in combat, firing explosive bolt after explosive bolt into their enemies. After becoming a Chosen, even regular bolts took on explosive properties if he willed it. That ability had persisted even after she brought him back from the pale side. Saskia had no idea how his Chosen enhancements worked, but on days like today, they certainly were useful.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t just their own side blowing things up. An immense explosion ripped across the sky, swallowing up four storm dragons in the blink of an eye. Finvi, one of the stoneshapers, had been riding one of those dragons, along with a number of regular soldiers. Five mirrors in her interface shattered. Their deaths hit her like a sledgehammer to the belly.

A moment later, the Chosen responsible for their demise was tumbling off the back of his dragon, with an enormous crossbow bolt jutting from his forehead. Saskia flicked a grateful glance at Rover Dog.

“Good job, bud,” she murmured through their voice link.

That was two Chosen he’d taken out today. Not bad for someone with no active magic of his own, riding the runt of the litter.

Nearby, a fire dragon thrashed in the sky. Blood sprayed from beneath its scales. Then it went limp, and began to fall, taking its terrified riders with it. She glimpsed Nuille tumbling through the air in her elven form. She’d shifted for just long enough to use her cruorgy against her hapless foes. Now she was, once again, a dragon, soaring toward her next victim.

Shadowmasters Velandir and Jolen, together with Myrna, Ithanius and several quickdraws, stood on the back of that victim: a dragon full of enemy spellslingers. With cruel efficiency, they proceeded to slit throats and puncture hearts. How had they even gotten onto the enemy dragon, and more importantly, how would they get off?

The dragon died with blood leaking from just about every portion of its scaly hide. When next Nuille returned to dragon form, the group were sitting on her back, looking a little too smug—

Then a spear of light shot through Jolen’s chest, killing him instantly. In the next instant, the beam sliced through the quickdraws. Not even they could move faster than light.

Velandir, Myrna and Ithanius scrambled back, their faces splashed with their companions’ blood.

Before Saskia could begin to process that, the Chosen who had fired the magic laser vanished into an undead dragon’s maw. Nice one, Ruhildi.

If only there were more she could do to help her friends. She dared not unleash her wild magic. This battle was far too chaotic, and she couldn’t focus wild magic on just a single location. It would affect all of her vassals at once, doing more harm than good.

Even so, she was pleased with how things were going so far. Enemy numbers were dwindling a little faster than her own forces. Would it be enough? Only time would tell. There were so many of them.

But where was Xonroth? She’d seen no sign of the Primordial, and that was a source of both relief and concern. He might not even be here, or he might be biding his time…

Oh crap. Something was wrong. An orange glow had suddenly suffused the air, and was now rapidly reddening. That was not fire.

“Fly up, now!” she shouted through her voice link.

Oronchulon and Linitheleske and Iscaragraithe and Nuille and two dozen storm dragons shot skyward, out of the danger zone.

At least ten others didn’t make it.

She watched in horror as dragons began to drop like stones, flapping their wings madly against some unseen force tugging them down. They landed hard—and kept sinking. In moments, the ground had completely swallowed them up. The earth churned violently.

“Can you do anything for them?” she asked the stoneshapers.

“Not from this distance,” said Kveld. “And if we go any lower…”

They’ll meet the same fate, she added for him, silently.

Clouds of steam jetted from the ground. An awful burning red spread across it, as earth and stone melted into lava.

A single island stood amidst the burning lake. And that was when she saw him. A figure in a pale robe, launching skyward. Not on a dragon, but on a miniature tornado brought forth by his own tempest magic.

Though she’d never seen this guy before, she knew exactly who he was. He could be no-one else.

“Xonroth,” growled Garrain.

The Primordial had been there the whole time, she realised. She just hadn’t seen him. Not even her oracle senses had caught a whiff of his presence. Down on the ground, he’d been completely invisible. But now he was airborne, he wasn’t fading from sight.

This wasn’t the same power Freygi had possessed as a Chosen. Saskia’s eyes hadn’t been turned away from the island before he appeared on it. And that meant…

On top of all of his other magic, Xonroth was also a shadowmaster. Frocking fantabulous. Was there any kind of magic he didn’t have? Was he going to bust out magus powers from Earth, or an undermind’s tentacles, or that freaky Jedi mind trick her dad could pull?

Regardless, they had to deal with him fast, before he could cause any more carnage. The…gravity magic, or whatever it was, had dissipated the moment he took to the air. Now they were free to go after him.

At her urging, Oronchulon dove toward the Primordial, with Nuille close at his side. The trees clinging to his back shot a volley of spear-arrows ahead of them. Saskia hurled Jarnbjorn.

At the last second, the projectiles and the axe spun away, carried by a burst of wind. She caught the axe. Then the bow-trees shivered, and flexed, and reached for herself and Garrain.

“Watch out!” she shouted, as she scrambled away from the reaching branches.

But Garrain had apparently already sensed the corruption of his magic. He pressed his hand to the closest tree, and it exploded into sawdust. The others followed a moment later.

Spears of lightning stabbed down at the Primordial, but those too seemed to be deflecting around him, somehow. Oronchulon’s great maw opened wide. He was big enough to swallow Xonroth in a single bite if he could just get through that elemental shield…

The Primordial moved, and suddenly he was standing atop Oronchulon’s snout, with a shadowy blade buried deep in the dragon’s eye.

Oronchulon roared in agony, and tried to shake his attacker free, spinning about in the air. Saskia held on for dear life. Garrain, beside her, was doing likewise.

When the dragon righted himself, she dashed forward along his back. But as she moved, she felt suddenly woozy, and a stab of pain shot into her skull. Blinking in confusion, she struggled to steady herself. Had the Primordial just done something to her?

No, this feeling was all too familiar. It was coming from within. She was on the edge of another seizure.

Not now, she thought desperately. Keep it together. Your life depends on it.

As she struggled just to hold on to consciousness, she watched as Garrain raced ahead of her. He must be using his speed-boosting magic, because there was no way an elf could move that fast naturally. In one hand, he’d conjured a leafy shield. In his other, he held Trowbane.

Xonroth reached for him, pale eyes gleaming in the lava light. From this distance, she could see the vestiges of a human face beneath the Primordial’s hood. He wore no mask, and his skin was dark, but his head was devoid of hair, and an uncanny light danced in his eyes.

Garrain swiped at the Chosen, lightning fast. But Xonroth was faster. He effortlessly ducked the blow, and Saskia could feel him preparing to cast a spell that would undoubtedly be the death of the druid.

Oronchulon rolled, and for a moment the three of them dangled upside down from his head and neck. A quivering spasm ran through the dragon.

Another mirror on her interface shattered. And in a moment of disbelief, she realised that it was Oronchulon’s. His wings had stopped beating. He was still upside down. And now he was in free-fall, and taking the three of them with him.

No, not the three of them. Xonroth fell upward into the sky, carried once again by his elemental magic, leaving her and Garrain plunging toward the lava lake.

A sleek azure form streaked beneath them. In a supreme burst of effort, Saskia leapt toward their saviour. She seemed to move with glacial slowness through the air, but that was because they were all falling at an incredible speed.

Finally her feet made contact with something solid, and she felt weight beneath her once more. Only after she and Garrain were safely out from underneath the Great Scale, and being bourne into the sky, did she realise who it was who had rescued them.

It was Linitheleske, Rover Dog’s runty speedster of a dragon. The troll himself flashed her a toothy smile, though his expression faltered as his eyes turned toward Oronchulon’s body, now sinking into the lava.

“Where is he?” murmured Saskia, knowing her voice went unheard against the screaming wind and clashing lightning. “Where is the fucker?”

She received no answer. And if she had, she wouldn’t have heard it. Her ears were ringing, her vision contracting into a narrow tunnel, and the world seemed to splinter around her.

When Saskia came back to consciousness, she found herself staring up at Rover Dog’s crooked grin.

“Welcome back, princess,” he said.

“Ugh, my head feels like someone drove a railway spike through it,” she muttered. Then she sat bolt upright—and teetered slightly, as she realised she was still on the back of a dragon, high in the air, supported by Rover Dog’s steadying hands. “The battle—”

“Is over,” said Rover Dog.

“What? Seriously?” Glancing about the raging sky, she was shocked to find it almost clear of fire dragons. Those that remained had disengaged from the battle, and now flew north.

“What about the Primordial?” she asked.

“He got away,” said Garrain, who sat ahead of them on Linitheleske’s back.

“From our brief encounter, I got the impression he could have slaughtered us all single-handedly,” she said.

“Don’t give him any ideas,” said Garrain.

Saskia shook her head, half expecting Xonroth to appear out of nowhere and smite them.

This didn’t feel like a victory. Too many friends and allies had died, and the Primordial had escaped.

On the other hand, she’d just eliminated some of her enemy’s most powerful allies. The fire dragon threat was over, unless Abellion had a lot more of them up his sleeve. And she still had dozens of storm dragons on her side. Compared to her enemy, she was in a stronger position now than she had been before today. She just hoped it was worth the cost.

A tiny form fluttered down beside Garrain, and suddenly Nuille was sitting there, looking shell-shocked, with vicious gashes and scorchmarks down one side of her body. Without a word, she worked her healing magic upon her own body.

Where were Velandir, Myrna and Ithanius? They’d been riding on Nuille’s back when last she saw them. Looking through Velandir’s eyes, she saw that the trio had transferred to Kveld’s dragon sometime during the last few minutes. Well that was a relief. After everyone else they’d lost today, she wouldn’t have wanted to add their names to the list.

Garrain and Nuille flew west to retrieve Wuishe and their precious offspring while the rest of them surveyed the damage, took care of the wounded, and retrieved what few of the dead they could find. Most had been incinerated, leaving no bodies to bury.

“What a mess,” said Saskia, looking out across the scorched hills and burning fields. “I’m pretty sure we’ve outstayed our welcome here. Not that we were ever really welcome. It’s time for us to make our exit.”

With so many of the high alvari dead, she didn’t see much hope of securing an alliance with the various factions of southern Lumium. But nor could she see them joining Abellion willingly. Not after what he’d just done.

“Where will we go now?” asked Zarie.

“I’m thinking we’ll take another crack at the Crown of the World,” said Saskia. “With the dragons gone, we might have a chance to figure out how to get through that pesky barrier. I know it didn’t work out so well the first time, but we can’t afford to give Abellion a chance to rebuild his forces.”

Left unsaid was the fact that she and Ruhildi didn’t have much time left in this world. Saskia hadn’t suffered any more memory loss over the past couple of days, but the seizures and fainting episodes had been coming alarmingly often. It was clear her deterioration was accelerating. She wanted more than anything to see this through to the end.

“Aye,” said Ruhildi through her voice link. “Let’s get this done.”

“Now that’s what I wanted to hear,” growled Baldreg. The elves and dwarves and trolls gathered with him voiced their resounding agreement.

Several hours later, Garrain and Nuille woke her from a restless slumber. Their faces wavered between rage and despair.

“Wuishe has been slain,” said Garrain. “The egg is gone. That bastard, Xonroth, has taken her!”

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 16: Unveiled

    
    
    
    
                “I think we’ve found our smoking gun,” said Liz, the silver-haired Unveiler. She stood at the door of Saskia’s cabin with Vincent and John. The guys bobbed their heads in unison, as if to underscore the truth and importance of her statement. Shivering as a blast of cold air swept through the doorway, Saskia hurriedly ushered them inside, and closed the door.

A month had passed since the incident at the Unveilers’ meetup. Saskia, Ruhildi, and some of the Unveilers—the ones who had been specifically targetted by the assault squad—were now staying up in the frigid Yukon. They were laying low while the storm kicked up by the bloodbath in Alberta blew over. She suspected it’d take a long time to blow over.

The three Unveilers seated themselves at the table of the modest cabin, glancing warily at Ruhildi, who stood guard by the door.

“So you have an exact location?” said Saskia.

“An area, yeah,” said Liz.

“Well don’t keep me in suspense. Give it to me.”

“First, we need you to confirm something for us,” said Liz. “You know all the weird shit our guys have been investigating in Norway…”

“So it’s in Norway.”

“Of course it’s in Norway,” said Liz. “We figured that out weeks ago.”

That was an exaggeration. They’d narrowed the locations of suspected ‘aliens’ down to a handful of countries, of which Norway was the most likely candidate. Not a point worth arguing, though. Best to just humour her.

“And by weird, you mean all the X-files crap,” said Saskia. “UFOs, ghosts, disappearances, bodies embedded in concrete walls…”

“And yetis,” said Vincent. “Don’t forget yetis.”

“I wish I could forget the yetis.”

“The yeti story didn’t pan out,” said Liz. “The disappearances, on the other hand…well, most of those didn’t pan out either. But one of them did. It was—surprise, surprise—the one you were most interested in.”

“The mountaineers last seen in the Hjørund Fjord,” said Saskia.

She’d had a bad feeling about this when they brought it to her attention earlier, and this news only reinforced her suspicions. That location had stood out to her, because it was where her mum had first met Calbert Bitterbee.

“Yeah,” said Liz. “It was weird because the media completely ignored the story, and the local authorities refused to talk. The family of the disappeared made some noise about it, but then they too went silent.”

“And let me guess,” said Saskia. “When your people interviewed the family members, they had no recollection of the incident.”

“Bingo,” said Liz. “They claimed the pair had died in an avalanche—which was corroborated by news articles that conveniently appeared overnight, back-dated to a few weeks ago.”

“And you want me to check if the articles really are new.”

“Yup,” said John. “At this point, we can’t even trust cached sites. Whoever is behind this can stick his fingers in them, too.”

Saskia nodded. “Show me the articles.”

One feature of her oracle browser was that it didn’t just give her access to the current state of the Internet. It could access a snapshot of the Internet from any point in time, starting from about a month ago. And unlike the caches stored in server farms around the world, her snapshots were not vulnerable to outside interference. That interference wasn’t just theoretical. She and her vassals had found a number of examples over the past month.

Sure enough, when she checked her snapshot from the date shown on the articles, they were nowhere to be found. They had indeed been added after the fact, and the dates fudged to hide the evidence.

“You were right,” she said. “They’re definitely fake. Thank you for this.”

“No problem,” said Liz. “You saved our lives. It’s the least we can do. We’ll contact our friends in Norway and see if they can dig up anything more.”

“There may be no need,” said Saskia. “I’m heading that way myself as soon as I’m able.”

“How will you get there without being—oh.” Liz’s face lit up as she contemplated the prospect of Saskia doing her teleporty thing.

Saskia ushered the three of them out the door, then lay down on her bed, and opened up a voice link with her vassals. It was pretty good timing, actually, because at this moment they sat in the hexapod, not far from the border into Norway, after having spent a few weeks ambling across Northwest Russia, Finland and Sweden. Without Saskia there to pilot the hexapod, the job had initially fallen to her mum—the only other person with the necessary access privileges. Later, with the help of the programming interface she’d given them, her friends had hacked the machine to allow any of her vassals to pilot it.

“Well?” said Saskia, after she relayed the news, and received only silence in response. “You know that’s where you met him, right?”

“Met who?” said Alice.

“Are you messing with me? We’ve gone over this a dozen times.”

“I’m kidding, Sass.” Alice sighed. “Well, sort of. You seem to remember more about what I told you as a child than I remember living through. Now that I’m your vassal, a little bit has come back to me, but it’s still kind of a blur.”

“It’s okay, Mum. Not your fault. He must have used his mind trick to make you forget, and erased all the other evidence as well.”

“You think your father is behind this disappearance,” said Dave, who was listening in on their conversation.

“Probably,” said Saskia. “It could be The Ram, but my money is on Calbert. I really hope he didn’t kill them…”

“When are you coming back to us, Sass?” asked her mum. “You should be here when we go look for your father.”

“We’ll try again today,” said Saskia. “I hope it works this time.”

She and Ruhildi had been trying to teleport back to the hexapod for the past few weeks, on and off. The last attempt had been several days ago, and hadn’t produced so much as a single tentacle, metaphorical or otherwise. But now felt like the right time.

Time to say goodbye to her Unveiler friends.

Vincent clapped his hands. “You’re going to do that thing, aren’t you?”

“What thing?”

“The tentacle thing!”

Saskia groaned. “Yeah, I suppose we are. But I wish you wouldn’t call it that.”

“Can we watch?” he asked.

“Uh, I’d rather you didn’t,” she said. “I don’t want to strip naked in front of you guys, and the transition tends to shred clothes. I borrowed these from Liz. It’d be a shame to waste them.”

If there was one thing she’d learned from her various trips into the between on both worlds, it was that clothing rarely survived the…explosive changes her body went through in the moments before it vanished.

“Oh, I don’t mind,” said Liz. “It’d be more than worth the sacrifice to see you going full alien on us.”

Saskia sighed. “First off, I’m not actually an alien. Well, not an extraterrestrial alien. I was born here on Earth, same as you.”

“Semantics,” said Liz. “You aren’t human. And I’m not saying that to belittle you. Humans are boring, and you’re awesome.”

Saskia blinked at her. She hadn’t realised until now that Liz was a true fan. “Okay, fine. You can watch. But no cameras. If I find this posted on the Internet, I’m coming for you, and you’ll wish those goons had gotten to you first.”

The Unveilers gathered around—but not too close—as she cast her thoughts toward her undermind, willing it to transport her and Ruhildi to a specific location… 

This time, it happened so fast, there was barely time to wave goodbye as her flesh expanded and contorted and twisted across dimensions. Her last sight before she plunged into the between was of Liz and Vincent and John, standing there with mouths hanging open; eyes bulging.

Yeesh, she thought. Didn’t they already see the video? It can’t be that different up close…

Then she was surfacing on a windswept hillside, near a stone cairn. Before she could get her bearings, a storm of new memories assaulted her. Things had been going from bad to worse on Arbor Mundi, and now it seemed as if her other self wouldn’t be around for much longer.

Focus, Saskia, she told herself. You can’t change any of that. Focus on the here and now.

The map marker representing the hexapod was just down the hill. They’d made it to the right place. Her other self might be frocked, but here, so far, so good. Ruhildi sent her a reassuring smile as they made their way down to the hexapod. They clambered up into the storage bay (now converted into a passenger bay), and hastily dressed.

“Aw, no souvenirs from Canada?” said Fergus, greeting her in the cockpit.

“If I could carry objects through the between, do you think I’d arrive buck naked every time?”

“You bring her with you,” he said, flicking his gaze down at Ruhildi, who still waited in the passenger bay.

“She’s not an object,” said Saskia. “Also kind of a special case. Sadly, I don’t know how to transport the rest of you, though I suspect it is possible.” She’d seen Yona do it with her followers, and with her traitorous vassal, Anduis. The latter had been intended as a one-way trip (or at least a very lengthy stay in the between), but Okael had pulled him out somehow.

“That’s fine by me,” said Raji. “I’d rather stay out of that freaky tentacle void of yours.”

“You and me both,” said Saskia. Though she couldn’t deny the usefulness of being able to teleport across worlds—and between them—she missed the days when all the weird crap in her life had mostly been confined to her imagination.

Crossing the border, they passed through rolling hills, green fields and pine forests, before the terrain grew increasingly rugged and mountainous. As they entered the western side of the country, her mum began to point out the names of mountains and towns and villages she’d visited all those years ago. With her dad. Whom she now couldn’t remember. It was still weird to think about that.

Wow, the landscape really was stunning. She was itching to go for a hike, but she had to stay on task. They were here for a reason.

Passing through the scattered villages surrounding the Hjørund Fjord, she could see no signs of anything out of the ordinary. No UFOs. No yetis. And nothing of particular interest marked on her map.

Then she realised what she wasn’t seeing was equally important. It took her a while to notice, but when she did, the effect was unmistakeable. Whenever she tried to look at a certain location in the nearby mountains, her eyes would drift away. This had happened to her before—but not on Earth. The greenways on Ciendil. Freygi the assassin, after she became Chosen. Abellion’s sanctum in the Crown of the World. All had a similar effect on both eyes and oracle senses. Anyone who wasn’t expecting it might walk right past the blind spot without noticing. She found it hard to believe the effect would fool everyone, but if anyone had made it through, they hadn’t made back it out to talk about it.

“Up there.” She pointed in the general direction her eyes were refusing to look. “You can’t see it, so don’t even try. But I’m willing to bet whoever we’re looking for is up in those mountains.”

“I’m willing to bet whoever’s up there won’t appreciate us butting our noses in,” said Ivan.

“Oh, I’m counting on it,” she said. “Even if it’s my dad. Especially if it’s my dad.”

If there was a road leading up the mountainside, it was also hidden. But unlike most ground vehicles, theirs didn’t need roads. Rough terrain was little trouble for the hexapod. With six highly agile legs, and extendable sprigs for extra traction, it could take on slopes that would give a human mountaineer pause. They still had to be wary of avalanches and rockfalls, though. A tumble down a steep slope in this thing would be no fun for anyone—and especially not for Raji, Fergus and Ruhildi, who were hanging out in the passenger bay. They’d rigged up some webbing to support the extra passengers down there, but it wasn’t as well-padded as the cockpit.

They crested a ridge, and followed it up the mountain, until it began to level off, forming a plateau. It was here that she had to really fight to keep the hexapod on-course. The repelling field around their destination was easily as strong as Ciendil’s greenways. Her head was pounding, her ears ringing, her muscles twitching as she resisted the intense compulsion, and urged the bug mech onward.

“Shit, you’re bleeding,” said Ivan.

She dabbed at her upper lip with her finger, and it did indeed come away red. “It’ll heal as soon as we get through,” she muttered. “Any minute now…”

It was probably just as well she was doing the driving. Her passengers didn’t seem to be affected in the same way, aside from being unable to look where they were going.

Suddenly, as if a switch had been flicked off in her head, the pressure was gone. She let out a sigh of relief—

And froze.

“What the ever-loving fuck is that?” said Dave.

Without tasking her eyes off the display, Alice reached over to whack him across the knee.

Rooted to the side of the mountain was an immensely tall…something, reaching almost as high as the mountain peak. It had an organic, vaguely tree-like form, with bulgy bits and branchy bits, and a distinct lack of straight edges and symmetry. But it was made of metal and concrete, with cables snaking in and out of its jagged walls. There was something that looked disturbingly like the wings and fuselage of an aircraft sticking out of its upper reaches. Around the structure were a series of pylons, feeding wires up into its extremities. Electricity thrummed between the tips of its branch-antennae, while spindly machines scuttled up and down its central tower, poking and hammering and welding.

Some of the little four-legged robots scurried down to ground level—where she quickly discovered they weren’t quite so little, after all. Though smaller than the hexapod, they were easily big enough to swallow a chihuahua whole, had they been so inclined. They even had what looked like mouths. Why would robots need mouths?

The creepy metal monstrosities fanned out around the hexapod, forelimbs clacking against ice-slicked rocks.

“Looks like we may be in for a bit of a scuffle,” she said.

At her command, the hexapod’s smaller side guns swivelled down, levelling stubby little barrels at the robots. The larger main guns would be no good against close, fast-moving targets, but these should do the trick. Without needing to be asked, Ivan and Dave were each controlling a share of the weapons, giving them full 360-degree coverage. Now that they had ammo they could fire straight (courtesy of Ruhildi’s stoneshaping), Saskia had re-enabled the auto-target-lock feature. They still had to pick their targets and pull the trigger manually (hence why it was still better to have more than one gunner), but once their targets selected, the guns stayed on them.

“How did those buggers spot us so easily?” asked Ivan. “We’re cloaked.”

“Cloaked, but not entirely invisible,” said Saskia. “Their little robot brains must see the ripple in the air, or perceive us in some other way.”

The robots drew to a halt just a few metres away. There they stood for several long seconds, waggling metal antennae in the air. She tried to strafe around them, but she couldn’t back up too far, or she’d be outside the barrier again.

All of a sudden, her map was filled with an awful lot of red and orange markers. The robots sprang forward.

Without hesitation, Saskia squeezed her mental trigger.

She wasn’t the only one who fired in that moment. Four of the jumping robots exploded into bits of shredded metal. She and Dave had scored a hit. Ivan had scored two. Follow-up shots shredded another three.

A dull clunk sounded outside, followed by a buzzing, scraping sound.

“Feck!” said Fergus. “Shake it off, Sass!”

“Working on it,” she muttered.

The hexapod—which at times like this felt like an extension of her own body—spun about wildly, legs flailing. They couldn’t get a good angle on the attacker with the guns, but a sharp impact with a tall rock knocked the robot free.

A moment later, it flew apart, courtesy of a point-blank shot by Ivan.

The red glow of a telegraphed strike gave Saskia just a moment to leap away, before an explosion tore into the mountainside. The world spun end-over-end, followed by a tooth-jarring impact, another dizzying roll, and then…silence. Stillness.

Saskia glanced around the cockpit, and through Ruhildi’s eyes scanned the passengers. “Everyone okay?”

The groans she received in reply told her they were not okay, but not seriously wounded, either.

The hexapod staggered upright, swaying on dented legs. Through the flickering sensors, she could see more robots scuttling toward them, but they weren’t the biggest problem. Atop a nearby rock, she could just make out the wavering, almost-transparent silhouette of a larger machine.

“Is that…?” said Ivan, squinting at the display. “Oh shit.”

Even before he even finished speaking, Ivan aimed one of the main gauss rifles and fired. The cloaked machine leapt off its perch to avoid the shot, and though she couldn’t see it clearly, Saskia caught the impression of six stout legs flexing in the air, partially obscured by a wing-like shield.

“Another hexapod,” she breathed.

Everything had happened so fast after they got through the barrier. Now, she belatedly noticed the extra dark red marker on her map, where the sensors were showing nothing but a blur against the snow. And it wasn’t the only one.

“There are two of them,” she said. “Give it everything you’ve got, guys.”

The next few minutes became a tense game of dodging and firing on the run. It was just as well she had gunners, because she had to focus every bit of her attention on avoiding direct hits from the hexapods, while also evading the smaller robots that rushed them.

One of the hexapods wavered into sight as it slumped to the ground, having taken two hypersonic shots between its wing-shields. The other lost one of its main guns, then a couple of legs, and finally its entire left side blew open.

Their own hexapod got off lightly in comparison. They lost one of the main guns, and their left shield took a pounding.

Dozens of dismembered robots lay strewn about the snow. The rest had backed off, or remained doing whatever it was they were doing up in the metal tree-tower.

The fight, it seemed, was over. But they weren’t done yet. Someone or something waited for her inside that alien structure. Several sturdy metal doors around its base lead to a network of tunnels and rooms within. Those tunnels weren’t wide enough to allow the hexapod access. They’d have to proceed on foot.

“Some of us will need to stay with the hexapod,” she said. “At least a pilot and a gunner, in case we need a quick extraction.” She gave her mum a meaningful look.

“No, Sass,” said Alice. “There’s every chance your father is in there. I need to see him again.”

“Fine,” said Saskia, knowing better than to argue over this matter. “Who wants to drive this thing, then?”

“You need a pilot, I’m your man,” said Fergus.

“I’ll stay with him,” said Raji. “I may not be the best shot, but with the help of your aiming thing, I can hit the broad side of a barn.”

“Well at least we’ll be safe from any barns that choose to attack us,” said Saskia. “Okay, the rest of you, gear up.”

The door was locked, but a couple of blasts from the hexapod’s main guns took care of that—as well as the robotic sentries waiting just inside. Damaged lights flickered, sporadically illuminating the rough concrete walls and steel panels of a long, winding corridor.

Saskia, Ruhildi, Alice, Ivan and Dave stepped into the breach, packing enough firepower to take down a small army. It looked as if they’d need it. A line of spindly death-bots came clacking toward them, wielding an array of power tools that she didn’t want coming anywhere near her face.

She opened fire, aiming for specific weak points indicated on their shared oracle interface. Limbs, sensors and joints were vulnerable, but their sturdy metal shells were quite resistant to small arms fire. Blinded and crippled by the sudden barrage, the robots ran into walls, and clattered to the floor, legs kicking in the air.

Approaching cautiously, Saskia’s team delivered the coup de grâce, firing at a certain spot in their exposed underbellies where their robo-brains were housed.

While this was happening, a human maintenance worker calmly went about his job on a nearby ladder. His head was up a ceiling duct, but there was no way any normal person in his position could’ve failed to notice the pitched battle being fought just metres away.

Further down the corridor, a woman emerged from a side room and strolled past without so much as a glance in their direction. She was dressed in colourful polypropylene and fleece gear often worn by mountaineers.

“I recognise her,” said Saskia. “She’s one of the climbers who disappeared a while ago.”

“You will be assimilated,” muttered Dave. “Resistance is futile.”

“If they’re mind-controlled, why aren’t they attacking us?” asked Alice.

“They might just be acting out whatever orders they were last given,” said Ivan.

“I can think of another reason,” said Saskia, looking at Ruhildi.

“Oh, you think whoever’s running this place knows we have a necromancer on our team,” said Ivan.

“Yup,” said Saskia. “If he sends living people after us, we can just kill them and assemble our own zombie army.”

“You know, we could just…” Ivan let the words trail off.

“No,” said Saskia. “Absolutely not. Whatever mind-control they’re under might not be permanent. I’m not gonna kill anyone I don’t have to. If the donkhole in charge of this place wants to ensure I don’t have to, I’m fine with that.”

They pressed further into the massive structure, stopping occasionally to fight off more robots, or take down sentry turrets. The further they went, the more people they encountered—all of them going about their tasks with calm detachment, seemingly oblivious to the gunfire erupting around them. As she moved, Saskia flitted through their heads, scoping out the interior of the structure.

It reminded her of nothing so much as…

“Spindle,” said Ruhildi, echoing her thoughts.

Saskia nodded. “It’s not exactly the same, but it has a similar layout.”

Like Spindle, this structure had a large hollow shaft up its centre, with elevators trundling up and down it. Unlike Spindle’s elevators, these ones weren’t rickety deathtraps, but sleek, modern-looking tubes.

Arriving at the nearest elevator, Saskia pressed the button, and surprisingly, the door just opened. They piled inside. Rinky-dink music began to play out of scratchy speakers as the capsule rose smoothly up the shaft.

“Are you frocking serious?” muttered Saskia.

“I don’t know,” said Alice. “It’s kind of catchy.”

The rest of them all groaned—except Ruhildi, who had a bemused smile on her face.

Only after they were halfway up did it occur to her that at this point, any sensible villain would cut the elevator cables, and that would be that. When the door finally opened, Saskia let out a relieved breath, and all but shoved everyone out into the room beyond.

They were fairly high up the structure now, but not at the top. Out a window, she could see a wide, flat platform, on which sat several helicopters.

“…the hell?” said Ivan, following her gaze out the window. “That looks exactly like…no. It can’t be.”

“Can’t be what?” said Saskia, knowing that whatever he said it couldn’t be, it undoubtedly was.

“That one looks identical to my dad’s private chopper,” said Ivan. “Even down to the dent below the windshield.”

“Your eyes do not deceive you, son,” said Victor Storozhenko, stepping into the room behind them.

“Dad?” said Ivan. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I could ask the same of you.” Viktor gazed down at the wreckage strewn across the mountainside. “You made quite a mess on your way in.”

“Don’t try to turn it back on me,” said Ivan. “You’d better have a damn good explanation for all the crazy shit going on here.”

“I do, but I’m not the one who will deliver that explanation,” said Viktor. “Come. Allow me to introduce you to our host.”

Saskia had a pretty good idea who that host would be. She’d dreamed about this moment; longed for it; dreaded it. Her heart was racing, and she knew she hyperventilating, but she couldn’t seem to stop. Her mum took hold of her hand. They were both trembling. She didn’t know who was trying to steady whom.

They followed Viktor up a winding ramp, and into a nightmare. The room they found themselves in wouldn’t have looked out of place in an H.R. Giger painting. There were tubes and cables and hissing pumps and pulsating flesh, intermingled in a way that screamed wrong on every level.

In the midst of it all, suspended in a forest of flesh and machines was a shrunken figure. Pale, veiny flesh pulled too tight over twisted bones. But those eyes. She knew those eyes.

“Welcome, my daughter,” said Calbert Bitterbee. His expression didn’t look welcoming. It looked predatory.
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                From the back of his fire dracken, Anduis looked out across the sea of Grongarg to the distant island where his master, Okael had fought his mistress, Sarthea. The latter had slain the former, but in his death throes, Okael had burned a great wound into the arbor that even now spewed fire into the sky. It needed to be sealed, or the damage to this branch would be immeasurable.

If it were possible for Anduis to do this himself, he would—even at the cost of his own life. For what was one life compared to those of all the creatures, big and small, who dwelt here on Grongarg?

Numbers never lied. This was what Sarthea had failed to grasp when she cast him into the between. The lives of her night maidens were precious, yes, but were they more precious than the thousands he might save with the knowledge he gleaned from their sacrifice? It wasn’t up to Anduis—or Sarthea, or anyone else—to judge the worth of a single life. All that mattered was achieving the greatest gain at the lowest cost.

After Okael had freed him from his imprisonment in the between, Anduis had longed for nothing more than to continue his research. His new master would have happily allowed him to subject the skarakh of Thrikaxis to his dream manipulations. But Sarthea had cut off his magic, denying him his dreams. Anduis was, for all intents and purposes, completely powerless. Because of his condition, he lacked even the physical robustness of the average drengar.

So today he could do no more than watch as a calamity was unleashed upon the arbor, and Sarthea and Dougan struggled to undo the damage they’d caused. He watched as the storm dracken, Iscaragraithe, plunged into the boiling sea. He watched as Dougan faltered, and Sarthea left him at the base of the island. He watched as Sathea made her way up the mountainside, step by agonising step, and stood before the fire until her suit of lightforged argnum burnt away. He watched as she did…something to the molten arlium, making it solidify into a structure that very much resembled a crystal flower. He watched as the charred husk of his mistress fell to the ground, and lay still.

But she wasn’t dead.

Anduis knew this, because he felt no stirring of awakened magic. He was still bound to her. And as long as that were so, he would never dream again.

What was one life, compared to all those he might save…?

Anduis urged his dracken to land atop the newly-formed mountain, where it stood, mouth agape, awaiting his order to bathe his mistress in drackenfire. Almost, he gave the order. But something stayed his hand. A sudden realisation, like cold water across his face.

He may be bound to Sarthea, but she was also bound to him. She was a dreamer, as he was. And that made her especially susceptible to certain techniques he’d developed over the years. He’d used those techniques on her before, with some success. That, he suspected, was the true reason she’d been so quick to banish him. Without his magic, he couldn’t access those techniques, but severely weakened as she was…

Anduis lifted the charred husk, and bore her away.

It took many years of conditioning; remolding his own mind, and that of the vast creature that lurked beneath the surface of Sarthea’s dormant form. Her body slowly healed of its own accord, but with a combination of alchemy, runebinding and his own returning magic, Anduis was able to keep her mind from surfacing.

Now she lay cocooned in a shell of runeworked arlium, utterly at his mercy.

He had been right to keep her alive. By combining her ability to make vassals with his own dream manipulations, he’d been able to create the perfect tools to perform the great works he envisaged for this world. His Chosen were everything a vassal could be, and more. With their help, Anduis would become more powerful than Sarthea had ever been. His reach would extend across all the branches of Arbor Mundi, and he would bring about a new age of order and prosperity. The follies of the past would be forgotten, and everyone would celebrate his name.

A gentle chiming at the door pulled him from his reverie. It was Ragnold, delivering his evening meal. These days, Anduis often forgot to eat, but his old friend would never let him starve.

Anduis took the proffered tray. “Thank you, Ragnold.”

The words were unnecessary. Truth be told, there was little of Ragnold left in the pale, bald dwarrow who stood before him. A curious side-effect of his lingering presence in the minds of his Chosen was that their bodies began to exhibit some of his own physical characteristics. Over time, their minds became one with his as well. Now, he could feel Ragnold’s presence the same way he could feel his own hand. It was at once comforting and disconcerting. He missed his old friend. He missed the jokes, the laughter, the camaraderie—though he had done little to show his appreciation at the time.

But nothing could be gained without sacrifice. Anduis had sacrificed everything he had—everything he was—for this world. And now that he had the world within his grasp, he would let no-one take it from him.


Rising from her dream, Saskia took a moment to process what she’d just experienced. She’d long suspected that Anduis was Abellion, and this all but confirmed it. What she hadn’t understood—although maybe she should have—was how he’d become so powerful.

Well now she had her answer. Anduis had never stopped being Sarthea’s vassal. Sarthea was alive, and his power came from her. This was huge. If Saskia could find a way to wake Sarthea from her induced slumber, Abellion’s reign would be over. Sarthea would banish him to the between, or straight-up kill him. And all of his Chosen would become ordinary vassals.

The time for dallying about on these lower branches was over. It was time to get their butts to the Crown of the World and deal with Abellion once and for all.

There were only two people who might have other ideas. Sure enough, they didn’t hesitate to voice their thoughts.

“We must go to the Hall of Eternity immediately,” said Garrain.

Some of her frostling vassals had tracked Xonroth to his old lair. He hadn’t even made an effort to conceal himself, so she suspected he wanted her to follow him there.

“I agree we should go there—after we’ve taken care of Abellion in the Crown of the World. If Xonroth is in the Hall of Eternity, that means he’s not guarding Abellion. This may be our only chance. Once we neutralise the Arbordeus, the Primordial will no longer be Chosen. He’ll be much easier to deal with.”

“He’ll kill our nestling, Saskia,” said Nuille.

“He won’t,” said Saskia. “I know you must be beside yourselves with worry, but try to think about it rationally for a moment. If he wanted her dead, he could have destroyed the egg. He didn’t. He took it.”

She didn’t elaborate, but she had other reasons for believing Xonroth would spare the egg. The other Chosen she’d encountered had retained some of their goals and preference from their time as independent beings. Thiachrin had always been a loose cannon who couldn’t be trusted to make a cup of coffee without killing someone. Freygi had enjoyed killing elves before and after her assimilation. Xonroth, as far as she could tell, had wanted the baby eternal to be born and raised in the Hall of Eternity. There was no reason to suppose that goal would have changed so soon after he became Chosen, unless it directly conflicted with Abellion’s goals.

“Perhaps,” said Garrain. “But you don’t know that. And if he doesn’t kill her, he may do something worse. What if he made a Chosen out of her?”

“I…don’t think that’s possible,” said Saskia. “At this point, she’s too young to have a mind to corrupt. Anyhow, let’s hear what everyone else has to say. Whatever we decide, we will get your child back, don’t worry.” Or die trying, she added silently.

“I’m with Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “’Twould be foolish of us to go where the enemy wants us to go. The Primordial took the egg because he wants us to follow him to his lair. Where he is strongest.”

“Aye,” said Baldreg. “Why is this even a question? The tyrant on the amber throne has made a dire mistake in not keeping the Primordial close. We must seize the opportunity and make him pay for it.”

“I do wonder…” said Kveld.

They all turned to him.

Kveld coughed awkwardly. “I mean, why would Abellion do this? It makes no…”

Saskia frowned. That was a good question. Why would Abellion allow his Chosen and the dragons to hang around at the Hall of Eternity, when they could be guarding him? Unless…

“Do you think he’s laid another trap for us at the Crown of the World?” she said. “What if he wants us to make the obvious choice, and come straight to him? Or what if he’s not even there? He could be hiding among the Chosen in the Hall of Eternity.”

“Or,” said Garrain, “the Primordial, Xonroth, could be Abellion.”

Saskia shook her head vehemently. “No. Abellion is Sarthea’s old vassal, Anduis. I’m certain of it.”

She gave them a quick rundown on what she’d experienced in her latest dream.

Rover Dog nodded. “That explains much. And if Sarthea lives…”

“We might be able to wake her up,” said Saskia.

“If Xonroth has the magic of every worldseed, he would have the magic of dreams as well,” said Garrain. “Anything Anduis could do, he could do too. And more.”

“That may be true,” she said. “But then why would I have just dreamed of Anduis? Seems far more likely that it was Anduis who became Abellion, not Xonroth. Abellion assimilated the Primordial, just as he did to all the other Chosen. Don’t you agree?”

“I just don’t know,” admitted Garrain. “We can’t be certain of anything.”

“So we do the best with what we think we know,” she said. “This may be a trap, or there may be some other angle we haven’t thought of. In fact, it almost certainly is a trap of some sort. But even if it is, I don’t see how it would be to our advantage to go straight to the Hall of Eternity without at least investigating the Crown of the World first.”

This was met with a chorus of agreement—from everyone except the two parents-to-be.

Nuille let out a disgusted growl and stormed off. Shooting Saskia an apologetic look, Garrain hurried after her. Saskia didn’t eavesdrop on their conversation, but she could hear the sound of raised voices halfway across the camp.

When they finally returned, Garrain announced, “I don’t like this at all, and neither does she. But we will accept your decision if you promise to help us rescue our nestling as soon as we deal with Abellion.”

“Of course,” she said. If we survive.


Ages came and went. Empires rose and fell. His body slowly withered, while he dreamt of distant places and meandering lives.

In the early ages, he reshaped the world with a deft hand. His own people, the drengari, he moulded into a new species, who came to be known as the alvari. In time, they splintered into distinct subspecies, scattered across several branches. Slowly, his interest in them waned, and he began to take a less active hand in the affairs of his followers.

Most of the lives he observed were of little interest. Kings and bandits, farmers and thieves, warriors and slaves; they were all the same to him. Their lives would not disturb the balance he had so carefully cultivated. Anduis the dreamer had once been like them: inconsequential. He was Anduis no longer. He was Abellion the Arbordeus, the one true god of Arbor Mundi.

But there were some individuals to whom he paid extra attention. One of these was an upstart dwarrow named Calburn the Archurgist. Calburn was becoming a problem. He possessed knowledge and abilities Abellion had never beheld before. And because of his actions, the alvari of Ciendil had been subjugated, and the Ulugmiri Empire had risen to heights never before achieved. Their ships sailed the skies between branches. Their armies drove into lands that were not theirs to take.

And all the while, Arbor Mundi screamed in protest.

Abellion still occasionally felt the distant pains of his own decrepit body, but the pain of the world tree was a gnawing agony in comparison. The blood of Ulugmir was fuelling the fires of expansion, and the branch was freezing over as its air seeped into the void.

The dwarrows alone couldn’t account for such a rapid decline. Something else was draining Ulugmir dry. Something or someone.

When Abellion finally caught a glimpse of what Calburn was doing, he could scarcely believe what his dreams were showing him. Deep beneath the surface of Ulugmir, Calburn was drawing the branch’s life blood into himself. Volumes beyond comprehension—oceans of precious life-giving arlium—were flowing into him.

This proved beyond a shadow of a doubt his growing suspicion: Calburn was of the same ilk as the so-called old gods, Sarthea and Okael and Murgle. All of them had caused their share of strife. But none had been as destructive as this dwarrow demon.

Calburn had to die. There was no other way.

But Abellion was too late. Too slow to rally his armies. By the time they arrived on Ulugmir, the air was barely breathable, the seas had frozen over, and all that stood before them were a few desperate dwarrows and a legion of walking corpses.

While Abellion’s followers laid siege to the city of Pentus, the demon vanished into the depths of Ulugmir, and drained the last of its Inner Hollows. Abellion’s people suffocated alongside the dwarrows they fought.

It was small consolation that Calburn didn’t live to celebrate his victory. Returning to the surface, he succumbed to his own folly at last.

Perhaps that had been the demon’s intent all along: to drain the branch dry, before leaving to plunder another world. In so doing, he’d doomed an entire branch of the world tree; an act so heinous it defied comprehension.

Abellion couldn’t allow this to happen ever again. Though he was well aware that not all dwarrows had followed Calburn the Arborcaede—and most of those who had were already dead—an example had to be made of them. All traces of the Ulugmiri Empire would be expunged from this world. Their language, their culture—and most importantly, their technology—would become taboo.

And should another demon emerge on this world, he would meet a swift and brutal end.


Saskia blinked away the cobwebs of sleep, feeling more ambivalent than ever. If that memory she’d just experienced had been anything close to real, then her dad had a lot to answer for. Had she been alive back then, she’d have been on Team Abellion.

Didn’t mean she was going to give the Arbordeus a free pass now, of course. Abellion had tried to kill her and assimilate her and her friends. He’d done little to prevent the apocalypse on Ciendil, and he’d just ravaged Grongarg and Lumium. But at least now she knew why he’d had it in for her.

The flight to the Crown of the World would take at least a couple of days, even with Zarie and the frostling tempests giving it everything they had. The storm dragons and their riders would take even longer.

Time enough to obsess over her ever-growing list of doubts and worries. Was she leading her friends to their deaths? Could she even last the journey herself? This body was on its last legs. She could feel the sickness slowly creeping into her. Every day or two she had another seizure. Her only consolation was that there had been no more major blackouts since the one that had cost her a month of memories. Their best guess was that it had been a temporary thing—a side effect of taking Rover Dog as a vassal, combined with her illness and the stress brought on by recent events. But what if they were wrong? What if she faced off against Abellion, only to forget why she was there? What if she forgot her friends?

That thought terrified her more than just about anything else. When her time on this world was over, all she’d have of it were Ruhildi and her memories. They were more precious to her than any power or abilities she might carry into her future incarnations. To lose those memories was…unacceptable.

“Everything will be alright, Sashki,” said Ruhildi, sitting beside her in Iscaragraithe’s cabin. “You won’t forget. And if you do, I’ll be there to remind you.”

“What if I forget you’re my friend?” said Saskia, feeling close to tears.

“Then I’ll befriend you again, you big blockhead of a trow.”

Saskia sniffed. “You know, I probably won’t be a trow next time. Or big. I could be something tiny. A hobbit—I mean halfling. Or a goblin—gebling. Or an anthropomorphic squirrel. Wouldn’t that be funny.”

“Whatever form you take, it matters not to me. You’ll always be a huge blockhead in my eyes.”


The river of time flowed ever onward. Though his link to Sarthea afforded him an unnaturally long life, and the dreaming extended it yet further, Abellion was not immortal. The dull, yet ceaseless pains of his shrivelled body were a constant reminder that his time would soon come.

Yet he couldn’t let go. Not yet. Who would tend this world after he was gone? Without him, there would be only chaos. He could trust no-one else to do what had to be done; to make the sacrifices that had to be made for the good of all.

It was almost a relief when the Arborcaede’s heir emerged on Ciendil, corrupting the seed of knowledge, and sewing madness among the oracles. Here was something that could distract him from his growing despair. A problem that seemed solvable. All he had to do was kill her; send her back to the between, where she could no longer corrupt the people of this world, as had her predecessor.

Yet killing this demon, Saskia, proved more difficult than he’d anticipated. She acquired powerful allies, resisted his dreaming, and slew his Chosen.

As his failures mounted, and her power grew, he came to a strange realisation. He was enjoying himself. Enjoying the contest. He didn’t want it to end. There was more of Okael in him than he’d realised. For a time, he toyed with the idea of making a Chosen out of the demon. It might be possible, though it would not be easy.

That plan was a colossal failure as well, resulting in the death of one of his most powerful assassin, Freygi, and the defection of the newest member of the communion, Baldreg. It was the first time a Chosen had been stolen from him rather than simply killed, and it sent a shiver of fear into his spirit. He’d thought such a thing impossible. But Baldreg’s ascension had been less than complete, and he had rejected Abellion so vehemently that the bond had been broken.

Saskia and her allies were coming for him. Trying to assimilate her had been folly. She had to die.

Luring her into a trap, his dragons decimated her fleet, yet still she managed to evade him. So Abellion turned to the one thing that had proven to destroy her kind: the substance that had become known as Okael’s Bane. His oracles had learned of this poison many spans after Okael’s demise. They’d traced it back to a forgotten wing of Sarthea’s palace. There it had sat for greatspans, unused.

Finally, success, of a sort. As Sarthea had done to Okael, Abellion tricked Saskia into absorbing some of the deadly poison into her body. In so doing, she had doomed herself. Yet even now, his victory tasted like ashes. The revenant Saskia kept constantly at her side did something to slow the effects of the poison. It would still kill her, but perhaps not soon enough.

Abellion could send his dragons after her, but would they be enough? He was no longer certain. It seemed every time he escalated their conflict, she grew more powerful in kind. But there was one more thing that might end this war quickly and decisively.

The so-called seed of eternity had been the subject of many a tale throughout the ages. Most mortals considered it a myth—when they considered it at all. But Abellion knew better. His old companion, Dougan, looked barely older today than he had when they first met. What else could explain the trow’s agelessness? It was a pity Abellion had never been able to make a Chosen out of Dougan. He’d tried several times, but the ancient trow had always resisted his dreamings.

Now Abellion had learned where the eternals had been hiding all this time. Perhaps they too had the strength of will to resist him, but if he could assimilate just one of them…


Understanding one’s enemy was supposed to be a good thing, but these dreams sure didn’t make her feel good. She didn’t want to feel the combination of frustration and…excitement Abellion had felt whenever she’d foiled his plans. Why couldn’t he just remain an evil, unknowable overlord? She’d feel a lot better about killing him if he did.

Today they rose up into the mass of smaller branches that marked the outer reaches of the Crown of the World. Some of them bore fresh scars. Eyeing the gouges and scorch marks—and the bones of dragons, already half-overgrown with creeping vines—sent a pang of regret washing over her. This was where the trolls of her invasion fleet had made their last stand against the fire dragons.

She blinked away fresh tears. Dogramit, what was up with her today? She was a blubbery mess.

As they rose higher, and moved inward through the central cluster of Abellion’s realm, Saskia couldn’t shake the feeling that something important had changed since the last time they were here.

“The light of the barrier,” said Nuille, sitting opposite her. “It’s gone.”

“Yes!” said Saskia. “That’s what’s different now. I was driving myself crazy trying to figure it out.” On their first trip up here, the surrounding branches had been bathed in a warm amber-coloured glow, cast by the barrier—or something behind it. Whereas this time the only light in the area came from the sun.

“If the light has faded,” said Kveld, “do you think the barrier could be…?”

A short time later, they got their answer. Gone was the magic that had turned Nuille’s gaze away from the barrier, preventing her from seeing it. And of the barrier itself, there was no trace. Abellion’s sanctum, Apex, stood exposed for all to see: a wide, flat disc nestled among the branches, topped with white spires and green trees.

“What the…?” said Saskia. “Do you think this is a trap?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi.

“Indubitably,” said Garrain.

“Good,” said Saskia. “Just making sure I’m not being paranoid.” The first time she’d sent her frostling spies up here, there had been no barrier. Abellion could easily raise the barrier behind them, sealing them in—and their allies out. Or—she shuddered at the thought—maybe he could raise the barrier when they were halfway across, slicing Iscaragraithe in half. “So…we’re going in anyway?”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi.

“Indubitably,” said Garrain.

Just to be safe, Saskia asked one of her newly re-vassalised frostlings to wait well beyond the barrier’s reach. He could let everyone know what happened if she became trapped in there, and her other communication channels were disrupted.

Forehead knotted in concentration, Zarie guided them across the threshold.

Still alive? Good.

As they flew closer to the spires of Apex, and still no barrier appeared behind them, and no dragons came out to meet them, Saskia let out a long breath of relief. Then she sucked in a breath again, remembering that this was exactly the moment in a movie or game when something awful would happen. So she sat there, refusing to let herself relax, and waiting for the inevitable gut punch.

Rover Dog began to knead her shoulders. She let out a chuckle. “Is it that obvious?”

“You are like coiled snake, princess. Be calm. What will happen will happen.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Is it just me, or do those spires look a bit…singed?” said Velandir.

Saskia looked where he was pointing. The stones at the tops of the buildings were streaked with black, and looked to have melted and sagged, then re-solidified. It wasn’t just isolated to a few of them. All across the city were similar sights. No fire or smoke, but definite signs of recent damage.

“’Tis not just you,” said Ruhildi.

“Maybe Abellion didn’t keep as tight a leash on his dragons as we thought,” said Saskia.

It was more than a little surprising that no-one had attacked them yet. Even if the dragons weren’t here right now, there should be some kind of a response from their foes on the ground and inside the ruined buildings. She could see them down there on her map. Far fewer than she expected, but the red and orange markers were present.

And that was when she spotted something on her map that made her jaw drop. A cluster of blue markers.

Allies.

What kinds of allies would they find all the way up here, in the heart of their enemy’s domain?

Sending her consciousness into the head of one of her unexpected allies, Saskia sucked in another breath. “How in the world…? Land there! Now!” She pointed.

Their allies had taken shelter in the shadow of one of the taller spires. Zarie brought Iscaragraithe in to land at the base of the building, whereupon Saskia and Rover Dog leapt out to greet…

“What took you so long?” growled an emaciated, blood-streaked Princess Aele. When last Saskia had seen the Goldclaw princess, a dragon had been breathing fire all over her. Or so she’d thought at the time. Now, deep inside Abellion’s sanctum, Aele stood with eighteen other trolls, surrounded by the bodies of fallen skarakh and elves. The trolls looked exhausted, and they carried injuries ranging from arrow wounds to missing limbs. But they were alive.

“We all thought you were dead!” said Saskia. “I’m so sorry. If I’d known… How did you survive? How did you get here?”

Aele didn’t answer immediately. Instead, she dove for Rover Dog, latching onto him like a lamprey. Minus the teeth. Well, there were a few teeth, but she didn’t take more than a little bite, which he endured with a bemused smile. “I am happy to see you too, princess,” he said.

Aele peered into his eyes. “You seem…different.”

“So do you,” he said.

Saskia tried to keep her eye-rolling to a minimum when some shameless heavy petting ensued. Princess Aele had clearly gone through hell. If this was what it took to make her feel better, then fine. But yeesh, she thought, get a room, you two.

Slowly, the story emerged as to how Aele’s group had survived, and ended up here, of all places. In short, she’d hijacked a dragon. She’d killed its riders, then the dragon itself. In its death-throes, the dragon had carried her far away from the battlefield. Some of the other trolls had similarly unlikely stories of survival. Some had simply hidden under the bodies of fallen friends or enemies until the battle was over. Far more of them had survived than Saskia would’ve believed possible. Afterward, they’d banded together again to try to endure the hostile environment they’d found themselves in.

Surviving up in the Crown of the World had not been easy. They’d kept well clear of Apex at first, but even so, it had been a constant struggle. The Crown of the World was home to predators that not even trolls could take down easily. Food was scarce and hard to reach. They’d had to evade frequent dragon patrols. Mercifully, those had ceased after a while. And then…

“A fistful of fivedays ago, the drackens came back,” said Aele. “A huge swarm of them—at least as big as the one we faced in the great battle—flying up toward Apex, this time. Soon after that, the barrier came down. Eventually, we decided that since we were going to die up here anyway, we might as well try to get at the tyrant himself. But when we got here, we found…” She glanced around at the rubble and half-melted buildings.

“You didn’t do all this?” asked Saskia.

“I wish I could say we did. Well, those, we killed.” Aele pointed at the bodies on the street. “And others on our way in. But the city had already fallen before we got here. Most of the survivors keep to themselves, so we leave them be. Except Abellion.” Aele let out a snarl. “When we find him, we will not leave him be.”

Saskia was beginning to wonder what they’d find when they entered Abellion’s throne room. Assuming he had a throne room. If he were still here, would he have let this happen? It seemed more likely that he was with Xonroth in the Hall of Eternity, and someone had staged a coup in his absence. But she didn’t voice her suspicion this time, because she needed to know, one way or the other.

“Then you’ll be happy to know that’s why we’re here,” said Saskia. “Join us and we’ll end this, once and for all. Although we should wait for the cavalry to arrive before we storm his castle. The rest of our people will be here soon. And we have dragons.”

“Let’s just go there now,” said Aele. “Each day we delay is another day the tyrant might make his escape, or reinforcements might come to his aid.”

“I’m with her,” said Baldreg, who had come out to hear her story, along with everyone else. “The Chosen aren’t here to defend him—for now. If we wait, that may change. We are strong. We have everything we need to gut the bastard. So let’s just get it done.”

“No,” said Saskia. “This could still be a trap. We shouldn’t just rush on in like headless chickens. It won’t take long for the rest of our people to get here, don’t worry.”

Sure enough, the sky was soon filled with storm dragons, sending the survivors across the city scurrying for cover.

Upon landing, Vask greeted Aele just as enthusiastically as had Rover Dog. They didn’t linger for long on the ground, though. The Arbordeus wouldn’t slay himself.

Abellion, as it turned out, did not live in a castle. Nor even a tower. His innermost stronghold was a white dome atop a tall tree. The leaves of the tree had once been red, but now most of them were black and withered. A wide ramp wound its way around the tree, culminating in a platform that led to the dome’s single entrance.

Its door had been blown apart.

The dragons encircled the tree, ready to snatch up any slippery gods who tried to escape. Saskia insisted on being with the first group to enter the dome. She wasn’t about to miss the final confrontation.

Inside, they found piles of ash, and sooty, suspiciously humanoid silhouettes against cracked and crumbling walls.

“This place is a tomb,” muttered Velandir.

Saskia had to agree. There wasn’t the slightest sign of life in here. She’d almost have felt better if they’d had Chosen coming at them from all sides with swords and magic. That was what was supposed to happen, right? This was supposed to be the final level of the game. The final boss. But someone else, it seemed, had gotten here first. And with a sickening lurch, she realised who that someone was.

Oh yeah, she thought. There it is. The gut punch.

A surreal feeling settled over her as she stepped into the throne room, with its blue glowing walls, and the black obelisk at its centre. This was a control chamber.

The throne was at the far end of the room. It wasn’t amber, as she’d expected. Nor was it blue. It was carved from white wood, elegant in its simplicity. On the throne sat a pale figure, shrouded in a wispy white robe. The dry, wrinkled skin of his face and hands sagged from brittle bones. Abellion’s head was tilted back; mouth open; eyes sunken in their sockets, seeing nothing.

The air was heavy with the stench of death.


Something was very wrong. At first, this eternal, Xonroth, had been so pliant. He’d seemed almost eager to become Chosen. But now that he’d joined the communion, Xonroth was not responding to Abellion’s suggestions as had the others. For the first time, Abellion felt his own self being subsumed by another’s.

Impossible! It was Abellion who controlled the communion, not his Chosen! No matter their power in the waking world, Abellion was the master of dreams. This was indisputable fact.

Yet Xonroth was disputing it. And as Abellion felt his resolve falter, and his thoughts spiral toward the void, he couldn’t escape the feeling that the eternal was…bigger in here than he was.

Not just an eternal. The realisation felt like a cold needle in his spine. Xonroth was a dreamer! Inconceivable though it seemed, this creature commanded the power of two worldseeds.

No, not just two. Shock turned to disbelief as Abellion looked deeper into the newly ascended Chosen, and beheld the ocean of power roiling within him.

The Primordial. That was what they called him. And for good reason. This being was as old as the world itself. Abellion was but a child compared to him. Less than a child.

An insect.

“Now you begin to feel the gravity of your mistake,” said the Primordial. “You have served your purpose. And now you must make way for your new Arbordeus.”

His drackens took wing not under his command, but by the will of another. They were coming for him, and there was nothing he could do but rail ineffectually against his approaching doom.

The drackens laid waste to his city and his people. Entering Abellion’s sanctum alone, the Primordial systematically wiped out all of his most powerful guards. Only then did he enter the throne room, and face the shrivelled form sitting silently on the throne.

A quiver ran through Abellion’s body. His body, ignored for so long. He could no longer ignore it now. The pain. The pain! All the weight of his years piling into his head, pulling him apart.

As his mind began to splinter, and his body drew its final breath, he reached for the vast being that slumbered beneath the surface of the world.

“Sarthea, I’m so sorry. I never should have—”
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                Standing beneath the high stone column, Saskia peered into eternity. Atop the pillar, an ouroboros; a frozen flame. They called to her. He called to her.

For some, this worldseed was a source of life everlasting. Not her. All she would find here was an ending. And that was okay. She felt the inevitability of her fate not as a weight around her neck, but as a pair of amber wings, bearing her aloft.

Rising on warm currents, she drifted up the column, and stepped out onto the wide platform at its apex. It ended in a stone platform, bathed in the ethereal light of the suspended flame.

He was waiting for her there, as she’d known he would be. The Primordial sat cross-legged in the air, head bowed, eyes closed. In his lap he held a dragon’s egg. Behind him floated a crystal sphere. Inside the sphere lay the sleeping form of Sarthea. Trapped by her own vassal, she was little more than a battery now, powering the greed and ambition of one who considered himself a god.

But as Saskia drifted closer to the sphere, and peered through the opaque surface, it wasn’t Sarthea’s face that came into view.

It was her own face.

The Primordial’s eyes snapped open. They were cerulean blue in the light of the worldseed; twin skies, eager to swallow her up.

“I know you’re watching, demon,” he said. “If you wish to face me, I await you here in the Hall of Eternity.”


On the day of reckoning, Saskia awoke feeling as if her head had been through a blender. Harsh light stabbed into her eyes, streaming through the gaps between Iscaragraithe’s ribs. Her throat was dry, and it hurt to swallow. Her body ached—except for her arm and the side of her torso that had already been overtaken by the corruption. Those were simply numb.

This wasn’t the first time she’d felt as if she was dying—not on Earth, and not on Arbor Mundi. But this might be the first time she actually followed through with it. On Earth, a world-spanning anti-magic field had been slowly killing her. Okael’s Bane was more targetted, and much more potent. The result was roughly the same, though: her mind and body were being slowly ravaged by something inimical to her kind.

“You’re in pain,” said Nuille, frowning up at her.

“A little,” said Saskia. When Nuille’s frown deepened, she admitted, “More than a little, actually.”

Trolls had a high pain tolerance, and she’d frequently been able to ignore the screams of tortured nerve endings, but this was something else. This was something her regeneration couldn’t counter, and her body knew it.

“Let me see what I can do. Lie back down, please.”

Nuille pressed a softly glowing hand to Saskia’s forehead. A cool, soothing sensation spread from her touch. Slowly, her agonlings slithered into the shadows, and a welcome numbness spread across her right side. Her head felt a bit fuzzy, but the throbbing pain had subsided there as well.

“That’s much better,” said Saskia. “Thank you.”

“I wish I could do more for you,” said Nuille. “If we had more time…”

“It’s okay. I’ve come to terms with it. And besides, death isn’t that big of an inconvenience for my kind, or so I’ve heard.”

Garrain had a conflicted look in his eyes as he watched the two of them. “It occurs to me that I have never apologised for all the pain I caused you in our earliest encounters,” he said. “I realise now that you did nothing to provoke my wrath. I was so certain you were the monster you appeared to be. But I couldn’t have been further from the truth. You are the best of us. This world will be greatly diminished without you in it. And so, although this comes far too late, and seems entirely insufficient, I…apologise.”

Saskia blinked in surprise, momentarily at a loss for words. Who was this person, and what had he done with Garrain?

Letting out a soft chuckle, Nuille poked Garrain in the chest. “There! Was that so hard, ardonis?”

“Indeed it was,” said Garrain sombrely. “One of the most difficult things I have ever done.”

Saskia exchanged a look with Nuille, then she snorted out a laugh as well. “Water under the bridge, my friend.”

Garrain looked at her blankly.

“Another Earth saying,” said Saskia. “It means, in a roundabout way, I forgive you. Although forgiveness goes both ways. I haven’t always been kind to you. Maybe you deserved some of what I put you through—”

“Aye,” said Ruhildi, butting in. “He did.”

“—but I hope you’ll accept my apology as well.”

“Of course I will,” he said.

“Good,” she said. “Because there have been quite enough sorries going around lately. I’m done feeling sorry for myself, and I expect you to do the same. We have work to do. Primordials to subdue. Old gods to rescue. Eggs to…” She frowned. “I can’t think of anything else that rhymes in English.”

“Stew?” suggested Ruhildi.

Saskia snorted at the look on the druids’ faces. “No. Nononono, there will be no stewed eggs today.”

Rover Dog’s tummy rumbled. They all turned to him.

“Stewing is for meat,” he said. “Eggs should be fried, or eaten raw.”

Laughter was infectious. As their conversation turned increasingly demented, the laughter spread. Soon, even Baldreg had a smile on his face, and Zarie and Kveld were clutching at each other to keep from rolling off their seats. Not that those two needed any excuses to clutch one another.

Saskia watched and listened, content to just drink in the warmth and camaraderie. If she could take only one memory of her friends with her, it would be this one.

In a way, knowing her time was limited gave her something of an advantage. She had nothing to lose. And Xonroth…Xonroth had everything. He’d been alive when the world was young, and if she didn’t stop him, he would be here when it ended.

By his actions, he’d demonstrated that he cared nothing for the people of this world. The Primordial had been the one calling the shots for months, and she hadn’t even realised it. He, not Abellion, was behind the dragon attacks on Grongarg and Lumium. Abellion might have done the same—or maybe not. Now, she would never know, because Xonroth had removed Abellion from the equation.

There were no fire dragons waiting for them outside the Hall of Eternity. No defenders at all, as far as she could see. This surprised and worried her. She’d been expecting a non-stop battle from the moment of their arrival. Despite having lost most of his dragons, she was pretty sure the Primordial could have assembled more of a perimeter defence than this. So why hadn’t he?

One by one, the storm dragons began to offload their passengers outside the tunnel leading to the Primordial’s sanctum. It wasn’t the biggest army ever assembled, but every one of them was her vassal—even the frostlings, whose bonds she’d had to reform individually, following the death of their queen. Having her entire army connected to her would greatly improve their level of coordination, but more importantly, it would give them some protection against being assimilated by their enemy mid-battle.

Yet she couldn’t shake the feeling that all of this wouldn’t be enough. Her most powerful allies, the storm dragons, wouldn’t fit through the tunnel. So unless she found a way to lure Xonroth out here—fat chance of that—the dragons would have to sit out the battle.

“I don’t like this,” said Baldreg, echoing her thoughts. “He is so certain he can defeat us inside that he makes no attempt to keep us out?”

“He wants me to come to him,” said Saskia.

“So we’re just going to do as he intends us to do?” said Velandir.

“I don’t see any other way to end this,” said Saskia. “Do you?”

Actually, there were other ways. She and Ruhildi could teleport inside, bypassing any traps he might have laid for them. But then they’d be alone in there against who-knew-what. Similarly, she could have brought a much smaller strike team under cover of Velandir’s web of shadows. But again, such a small group would likely be overwhelmed once they revealed themselves.

“We could just wait him out, yes?” suggested Zarie.

“I don’t have much time left,” said Saskia. “And honestly, compared to Xonroth, neither do you. He’s immortal. He could literally wait for everyone to die of old age—except Rover Dog and Ithanius.”

“Our nestling cannot wait,” said Garrain. “We go in today.”

And that, it seemed, was that. Kidnapped eggs aside, if it were anyone else but Xonroth in there, the stoneshapers could collapse the one and only entrance, sealing him inside. But Xonroth had the power of a stoneshaper himself, so he could just dig his way out. And he had the power of a dreamer, which would let him manipulate people on the outside, and make more Chosen without ever leaving his cosy lair.

“It’s time, everyone,” said Saskia, turning to her army. “I hope you don’t expect a stirring monologue, because I don’t have one prepared, and my brain is mush. Let’s just get this done.”

She took a step into the tunnel—and teetered, feeling a wave of dizziness sweep over her. Rover Dog took hold of her good arm, steadying her. Ruhildi laid a hand against her leg. Her dwarven friend may be too small to lend physical support, but as ever, she was a comforting presence.

Please don’t faint. Please don’t faint. Just keep it together a little longer.

By all rights, she shouldn’t be standing, much less heading into battle. It was idiocy. And yet she had a vital role to play in the final battle—and not just as their leader. She had to be here.

Saskia forced herself to take a step, and then another. Just one step at a time. She could do this.

Her army poured through the tunnel ahead of her, and the air filled with the sound of duanum boots clattering against stone. Several voices took up a dwarven battle chant, until Baldreg bellowed at them to shut up before they brought the ceiling down on their heads.

The ceiling didn’t come down on their heads. Instead, the entire tunnel began to contract around them. They saw the attack telegraphed in their shared oracle interface moments before it hit, but there was little they could do to prepare. There had been no hint as to the nature of the threat, other than the fact that it was going to hit everywhere.

“Everyone, gather close!” shouted Kveld. “Stoneshapers, push!”

Before she had time to process what was going on, the encroaching walls ceased their inward movement around her. Ruhildi, at her side, held them at bay. Ahead, Kveld and several other stoneshapers were doing the same. Bloodcurdling shrieks sounded behind her, followed by a rolling, grinding sound. Dozens of mirrors on her oracle interface shattered.

Saskia swallowed. Anyone who hadn’t been near a stoneshaper…well, she didn’t want to think about what had just happened to them.

They pushed forward through the tunnel as the walls flexed and undulated around them, held back by only by the will of a handful of her vassals. The worst moment came when they opened up the tunnel in front of them, and walked past the mangled remains of their comrades. Miraculously, Queen Vask and several other trolls who had been caught in the leading edge of the attack had survived. A combination of their duanum armour and natural toughness and regeneration had saved them.

Only after they’d stepped past the grisly sight did Saskia work up the courage to do a tally of who they’d lost. There were dozens of names—most of them not close acquaintances, thank dogs—but one of them hurt more than the others.

Yasmithe. Her death left Garrain and Nuille as the last surviving greenhands in the entire world. Her life, and many others, snuffed out in an instant, without even a chance to fight back.

After the crushing walls came lava traps. The ground began to billow steam, and within seconds turned into a roiling river of death. Forewarned by a telegraphed area-of-effect indicator, the frostlings froze the magma before it reached them, while Kveld and the other stoneshapers held the sagging walls and ceiling at bay.

No-one died this time. Now they were all on edge, though, waiting for the next unpleasant surprise to hit them in the face.

But it wasn’t their faces that came under fire. It was their minds. The most insidious assault, their tormentor had saved for last.

One moment, Saskia was stepping through a tunnel of rock. The next, she was surrounded by walls of flesh and putrid slime. The stench hit her a moment later, and she reeled back, almost falling on her butt into a pool of flesh-eating stomach acid.

The hand gripping her elbow kept her on her feet. It was no longer Rover Dog’s hand, but that of a pustulent creature, oozing filth from every crevice. She yelped and tried to pull away, but its grip held firm.

A burbling growl issued from its lips, sending a cloud of noxious fumes billowing into her face.

“Princess?” said Rover Dog’s voice in her head. “Is that you?” His voice coincided with the movement of the creature’s lips, though the sound was coming through their shared voice link, not her ears.

Oh. Oh.

Saskia forced her breathing to calm. Of course this was all fake; nothing but an artifice conjured up by their tormentor. She was still standing in the tunnel. Rover Dog was still holding her arm. He just didn’t look like Rover Dog. Her other friends were nowhere in sight, but she knew they were still there too.

Looking through his eyes, she found herself staring in horrified fascination at a hairy figure with a bulging belly. This was her, she realised, as he was currently seeing her. In his eyes, she was naked, her boobs were gone, and between her legs…

Wow, she thought. So he thinks I look like a guy now. Could be worse, I suppose. I could look like a slime monster.

“It’s still me,” she reassured him. “What you’re seeing isn’t real. I don’t actually have a huge—”

“Where did everyone go?” asked Zarie, speaking through their voice link. “By sea and sky, they are all…oh no. Stay back, you teensy ice-monsters!”

“Bonnie, I’m so sorry,” said Baldreg, sounding distraught. “I had to do it. If there were any other way…”

“You can’t torment me with Nadi’s visage, Primordial,” growled Ruhildi. “We avenged her already. I ken she’s at peace in the Halls Beyond.”

“Calm down, everyone.” Saskia broadcast her voice to all of her vassals at once. “It’s just an illusion. We’re still in the tunnel.”

“Tell that to this bastard skarakh attacking me!” said Velandir.

“Indeed, some of us are fighting for our lives, here—oh.” Ithanius’s voice sounded suddenly sheepish. “Sorry, Velandir.”

“’Tis an illusion, alright,” said Ruhildi. “My stone sense is detecting walls I can’t see.”

“Okay, good,” said Saskia. “Stoneshapers, keep your magic firmly on those walls. We don’t want them crushing us while we’re tripping balls.”

“Aye, already doing…” muttered Kveld.

“If we can’t trust what our sense are showing us, how are we supposed to fight him?” asked Garrain.

That, thought Saskia, is a very good question.

This wasn’t like the other tricks Xonroth had pulled. It fundamentally rigged the battle in his favour. They might throw every spell they had at him, only to find they’d slaughtered one of their own. It was an untenable situation. She needed to find a way to counter the effect.

She was an oracle. Her magic already allowed her to see beyond what her normal senses showed her. Surely there was a way to see through illusions, and with the help of her undermind, share that ability with her friends and allies.

Her undermind!

The idea landed like a thunderbolt to the brain. Her undermind had fooled her once before—tricking her into absorbing all the arlium on Fireflower Isle. If it could do the reverse: messing with her senses to project reality over the illusion…

Okay, Your Eldritchness, she thought. I know you’re listening. You know what we need. This may be the last request I ever make on this world. So would you please, please, please lend us a helping hand? In return, I promise to be a good little troll, and go quietly into the between as soon as the battle is over.

It wasn’t much of a peace offering. She was going to die anyway, so her undermind would get its way regardless. But maybe, just maybe, it had learned the value of diplomacy. Making her happy would be in its best interests in the long term…

And just like that, the fleshy walls wavered, returning to shuddering stone. She and Rover Dog were no longer alone. And he was no longer a slime monster. The relief on her friends’ faces was palpable.

“Tada!” she said. “You can thank me—or rather, it—later. Now let’s get back to work.”

Several minutes later, they emerged from the tunnel—and found themselves facing a wall of angry branches and thrashing vines. A splash of murky liquid fell on them, flung from tree catapults lurking in the shadows.

“Get back!” she shouted.

Reacting instantly, Zarie and Renia brought up a barrier of air to deflect the…whatever it was. They weren’t quite fast enough.

First one, then another troll fell to the ground, bellowing in agony. Shoots of green sprang from their flesh in a spray of blood. In moments, the trolls stopped twitching, but the plants that had taken root in them continued to grow, coalescing into writhing masses of thorny vines, snapping and jerking and reaching for her retreating army.

Saskia eyed the newly-formed plant monsters in sickened fascination. Could Garrain and Nuille do that?

As if answering her silent question, the two greenhands stepped to the fore, magic coiling about them, almost visible in its intensity.

The plant monsters flew back, as if punted by giant boots. As they landed, they came apart, fragmenting into flopping, twitching things that gradually went still.

At the same time, the trees nearest the tunnel exit ceased their aggressive branch-waving, and formed into columns around Garrain.

Beyond that, the forest seethed with activity. And it wasn’t just the trees that had turned against them. Screeching, buzzing swarms tore angry spirals through the air. Pillars of fire rose up across the cavern like sinuous towers. Dark shapes oozed across the flame-lit ceiling.

“I am not impressed,” said Rover Dog, eyeing the spectacle disdainfully. “Primordial is drunk on so much power. He has lost all subtlety.”

“Impressive or not, we need to get past all of that,” said Saskia. “If we just ignore those flame towers, I imagine they’ll reach down and swat us, or shoot fireballs, or something. Frostling tempests, think you can deal with them?”

A storm of chitters answered her request.

“I’ll take that as a yes. Nuille, dragon up. That flamethrower breath of yours will be our best defence against those swarms.”

Without a word, Nuille shifted into her fire dragon form, and took off. A moment later, she was already searing a flock of small winged lizards out of the air.

Saskia turned back to her army. “Now, about those awakened trees—”

She didn’t get time to finish what she was saying, because one of the shadowy things on the ceiling chose that moment to drop down in their midst.

Saskia had no idea what kind of magic had produced this thing, but it clearly wasn’t natural. Up close, it looked like a giant blob of tar. A tarball. Zipping forward with terrifying speed, the tarball guzzled up everything in its path—including entire trees. Inexplicably, her bad pun radar was tingling something fierce. She had no idea why. Whatever the pun was, it must be one only her nerdiest friends on Earth would appreciate. Anyhow, puns weren’t what she should be worrying right now, because giant tar monster. As it consumed its surroundings, the creature grew. And grew. And kept growing until it towered over them.

A writhing pseudopod shot out of the blob, reaching for Garrain. He sliced it off with a casual flick of his blade, even as he stepped aside. Then he lunged forward, plunging Trowbane deep into the blob itself.

It made no sign of having felt the strike. Another pseudopod emerged, and Garrain leapt back. He raised his glaive—and faltered, with a deep frown creeping across his face.

The tip of his blade was gone, leaving just a stub of pale metal attached to the shaft.

“Back away!” he shouted. “Don’t let it touch you!”

“Weapons won’t cut it, so how do we kill it?” asked Vask.

“Let me try,” said Velandir. “I’ve never come across anything I couldn’t cut.”

She didn’t see the shadowmaster until the moment he struck, slicing into the tarball from the side. His shadowblade sunk deep, and came away intact. The wound closed instantly. Velandir spun away, slicing at a pseudopod that erupted from its body. The appendage flopped onto the ground, but the creature simply rolled over it, absorbing it back into its amorphous body.

Ice crept across the surface of the tarball, courtesy of a trio of frostlings who skittered out of the tunnel. The creature shot a pseudopod at them, and they hopped away. Freezing it didn’t seem to have slowed it down at all.

Saskia peered at the creature, trying to figure out how they could possibly deal with it. Would fire work? Turn a giant tar monster in to a giant flaming tar monster…? Nope. Bad idea.

What about her wild magic? Trouble was, she didn’t know what, precisely, to make her wild magic do, let alone how to do it. Banish summoned creatures, perhaps? But had this thing been summoned?

She opened up her medical interface and inspected the blob. To her surprise, she discovered that it did, in fact, have internal organs—and even a brain, of sorts, located in a bump on its top side.

“There!” she pointed. “You need to hit that spot.”

Baldreg stepped forward, raised his crossbow, and fired a single shot. Not an explosive shot, thank dogs. Just a normal crossbow bolt.

The tarball shuddered, sagged—and shrank. It kept shrinking until there was nothing left.

“Alright, let’s move out,” she said. “Garrain, Nuille, you’re on tree defence. Frostling tempests, see if you can deal with the closest flame tower. Landbound frostlings, keep an eye out for more lava traps. Everyone else, try to stay behind the tempests’ barriers.”

Their progress through the forest was slow at first, until the greenhands were able to turn more of the awakened trees to their side. More tarballs fell from the ceiling, but Velandir and Baldreg and dozens of archers made short work of them.

Over the next hill, the frostling tempests swarmed around one of the flame towers, which predictably began to shoot huge jets of fire at them as soon as they drew near. The nimble critters darted out of the way, and slowly the fire began to subside, driven back by a relentless barrage of hail and sleet.

As her army pushed ever closer to the pillar at the centre of the Hall of Eternity, Saskia couldn’t shake the feeling that this all felt a little too easy; a little too convenient. Or perhaps those weren’t the right words, given that people had died getting them here. But the fact remained, Xonroth could have sent every tarball to attack them all at once. Or smothered the entire cavern in fire. Or done any number of other things that might have decimated her army.

But he hadn’t. The way these creatures came at them one or two at a time felt…more like a video game than anything else. Only a video game boss would be so stupid as to sit around waiting for the adventurers to come to him, while sending a trickle of lackeys to attack them one or two at a time. Any competent villain with the Primordial’s level of power would bring the entire cavern down on them, all at once.

Unless he was luring them into a less defensible position, where he could have them surrounded…

Saskia’s eyes narrowed as she glanced about the cavern. It may have been her imagination, but those other flame towers seemed to have shifted. The tarballs on the ceiling were gathering in a loose circle overhead.

“Things are about to get a bit dicey,” she warned.

There wasn’t really anywhere they could go to be safe. If they backed into a wall, the wall itself could be turned against them. All they had was their magic and martial strength. She could only hope it would be—oh crap.

Every tarball dropped from the ceiling at once, landing amidst the thrashing trees, whose movement seemed to have multiplied manifold in intensity. The buzzing storm of bugs and beasts drove at Nuille with ever-increasing ferocity. The remaining pillars of fire hopped like Slinkies across the intervening distance, and were suddenly looming all too close. The ground trembled. Stormclouds gathered.

From the shadows of the forest stepped three figures. Saskia recognised them instantly. Ondite, Tulpa and Burinold. Chosen, all of them, and swathed in coils of light and shadow.

“Well shit,” said Velandir. He vanished, and to her surprise, Saskia saw that her own body had faded from sight as well, along with Rover Dog’s—the latter of whom was the only thing holding her up at this point. “Let’s get you to the Primordial. I don’t think even he can reliably see through my web of shadows.”

Saskia swallowed, as she realised what he was suggesting. “No. Absolutely not. I’m not abandoning—”

“Go, Sashki,” said Ruhildi. “We will be alright. Do as we planned, and some of us will live. But if you get tied down here in an unending battle…”

They were right, Saskia realised. Even if they defeated this wave of monsters and magic, Xonroth could just summon more. The only way to end this was to neutralise him. And she couldn’t do that from here.

“Thank you,” she said. “All of you. If we don’t get to speak again, know that it has been an honour.”

“Give him a blade to the heart for me,” said Garrain. “And keep our daughter safe.”

“I will,” said Saskia.

Saskia cast one last look over her ragged army, already bracing themselves against the oncoming storm, as Rover Dog half-dragged, half-carried her through a small gap Garrain had opened up between the flailing trees.

Their journey to the central pillar went unopposed, while Saskia kept her mind’s eye fixed on the battle unfolding behind her, and she wept and cheered and hoped and despaired at what she saw.

They halted at the base of the column, gazing up at the looming wall of stone. It would be a daunting climb—if they were to climb it. Saskia was in no state to do that. Just as well, then, that she didn’t have to.

Rover Dog tugged at an unseen lever on the back of her duanum armour. She heard a scraping sound, followed by a swish.

“Okay then, here we go,” she said. “Hold on tight, both of you.”

Her companions drew close, with Velandir gripping her legs, and Rover Dog putting his arms around her neck. Something stirred between them.

She rolled her eyes at Rover Dog. “Even now you’re thinking of that?”

“Always, princess,” he said.

Doing her best to put that out of her mind, Saskia focussed her mind on two points in space behind and a little above her, willing a certain…reaction to occur.

And then they were rising. Slowly, at first, and with gathering speed. As they rose, they wavered into sight. Saskia glanced back at dull grey wings spread wide behind her. They looked and felt more than a little ungainly. Aerodynamics and aesthetics had been an afterthought in their construction. They were essentially just duanum containers. It was what was inside those containers that was lifting her off the ground.

Arlium.

When heated to a sufficient temperature, arlium not only became lighter than air. It acquired true anti-gravity properties, allowing a relatively small volume of the substance to lift much heavier objects. They hadn’t managed to build or repair one of the Ulugmiri Empire’s self-sustaining arlium engines, but in this instance they didn’t need one. Because Saskia herself had mastery over arlium. She could heat and cool it with just a thought.

So no, these things strapped to her back weren’t wings in the usual sense. But that’s what they felt like to her.

Wings of arlium, bearing them to their date with eternity.
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                Saskia was getting a major feeling of deja vu. It was exactly as it had been in her dream.

The motionless flame of the seed of eternity hung in the air, casting an eerie blue glow across the platform. Sitting in a meditative pose beneath the flame was a man. Xonroth the Primordial; possibly the oldest creature on Arbor Mundi, now in possession of the power of a god.

Xonroth drew a large portion of his power from the woman sealed in the crystal sphere that floated behind him: Sarthea of the Night, Saskia’s ancestor, and one of the so-called old gods. Sarthea had been held in a deep sleep for a thousand years—first by Abellion, and now by Xonroth. If Saskia didn’t do something, Sarthea could be stuck like this forever, and the Primordial’s rule would go unchallenged.

The final piece on Xonroth’s side of the board was the dragon’s egg, which sat swathed in blankets at the very centre of the column, directly beneath the frozen flame. Garrain and Nuille’s unhatched offspring was a hostage, or maybe something more. Saskia hadn’t figured out what Xonroth’s intentions were regarding the egg, but she was pretty sure whatever he had planned, she wouldn’t like.

With a focussed thought, Saskia cooled the arlium in her artificial wings, allowing her to land gently on the platform. Velandir let go of her—and vanished under a fresh web of shadows. Rover Dog held onto her good arm. Without his support, she might very well have fallen the moment her feet touched down. That would have been an embarrassing way to start this battle.

In truth, she wouldn’t be doing much actual fighting. Not physically, at least. Debilitated as she was by the corruption ravaging her body, there was little she could do in a straight-up fight. It was all she could do just to stay conscious.

Her companions could fight, but even they stood next to no chance against Xonroth, who had commanded the power of every worldseed, and could draw upon Sarthea’s immense supply of essence.

No, taking on the Primordial directly would be beyond stupid. They had just one chance to neutralise him. She had no idea what their odds of success were. If this were a movie, someone in authority might have given her a low-ball estimate like ‘one in a million,’ which according to movie logic meant ‘guaranteed success.’ But such numbers were pointless here. There were too many variables. Too many unknowns.

Xonroth opened his eyes, just as he had in her dream. They were not the almost-white of Abellion’s eyes, or those of his Chosen, but more of a sky-blue.

“Ah,” he said. “Greetings, Dougan. It is good that you came. And you brought the interloper. Very good.”

“Princess brought me,” said Rover Dog.

Xonroth’s expression remained unchanged, but something about him hinted at mild amusement. “Is that so? You know, it is not too late to rejoin your fellow eternals. You always were one of my favourites, Dougan. It would be good to have you back at my side.”

“Why would I want to be your mind puppet?” asked Rover Dog. “Abellion wanted the same thing. I resisted him. You are no different.”

While they spoke, Velandir edged toward the crystal sphere containing Sarthea. Saskia followed his movements both by watching through his eyes, and tracking his marker on her minimap. He was key to their plan. She and Rove Dog needed to keep Xonroth distracted for a little while longer.

“But I am different,” said Xonroth. “Abellion was a tiny gnat, reaching for the sun. I am the sun.”

“Oh please,” said Saskia. “Would you listen to yourself? You sound like a cheap cartoon villain. At least Abellion was…you know, scary. For a while. Why couldn’t he be the final boss?”

Xonroth’s face creased in the faintest of scowls. “Before this day is through, you will know fear. I will…” His eyes turned distant.

“You will…jump off a cliff?” suggested Saskia.

His eyes remained unfocussed for several seconds. He was concentrating on the battle raging below, she realised. Xonroth may be an immortal, godlike being, but he wasn’t a great multitasker.

Finally, he looked at Rover Dog. “I urge you to reconsider.”

“You have lost your wits if you think I would submit,” said Rover Dog. “I am with Saskia. Fight me, or hand over egg.”

Saskia squeezed his hand. She couldn’t recall him ever saying her name until that moment.

“So be it,” said Xonroth. “Then it is time for you to…” He frowned, and his eyes glazed over again.

“Time for us to…bake a cake?” said Saskia.

“Time for us to make babies,” suggested Rover Dog.

She rolled her eyes at him. “Oh I wish.”

In truth, Xonroth wasn’t the only one who was a little distracted at the moment. Saskia’s attention was riveted on Velandir, who had just reached the crystal sphere floating in the air. A shadowy blade formed in his hand, invisible to everyone’s eyes but his.

Time for him to perform his grisly task. They had no hope of striking directly at Xonroth. He was too powerful. They had to remove the source of his power. And that source was Sarthea.

It was a terrible sacrifice. Destroy the mouthlet of her own ancestor, who was innocent of the destruction that Abellion, and then Xonroth, had wrought from her. But Saskia suspected Sarthea would ask her to do it, if she’d been able to speak. Perhaps she already had.

“Release me,” she’d said in Saskia’s vision, on Lumium. Maybe this had been the release she’d sought all along.

Velandir drove his shadowblade through the crystal sphere, and into Sarthea’s chest—

There was an awful crunching sound, and her view from his eyes abruptly tilted sideways then faded away. At the same moment, a mirror on her interface shattered. Through her own eyes, she could see him lying there, twisted and broken, in a spreading pool of crimson.

Dead. He was dead because of her.

She closed her eyes, and drew in a gasping, shuddering breath. “Thank you, Velandir.”

But as her eyes settled on the body encased in the crystal sphere, her sorrow and gratitude turned to despair. Sarthea was still here. Velandir’s blade hadn’t quite punctured her heart.

Velandir had been their trump card; their best chance to neutralise their enemy. And they had failed.

“You thought I could not see him there?” said the Primordial. “Perhaps now you begin to comprehend how wrong you were about—”

“Oh get over yourself,” said Saskia. “I know you couldn’t see Velandir until he made his move, because if you could, you wouldn’t have waited so long to murder him. Let’s cut the crap. You want me? Well here I am.”

Xonroth’s face darkened yet further. “So be it.”

Letting go of Saskia, Rover Dog pulled a gleaming axe from his belt and flicked it at the Primordial. Jarnbjorn sliced through the air barely a centimetre from Xonroth’s cheek—and almost caught the Primordial in the back of his head on the return arc. Nice try, but Xonroth was just too fast.

Still, better for Rover Dog to wield the weapon than Saskia, in her present state. They’d just had to make some tweaks to the accompanying gauntlet to get it to fit snugly on his hand. Catching Jarnbjorn in the gauntlet, Rover Dog charged the Primordial, hurling the axe a second time, even as he thrust a long blade with his other hand, seemingly aiming for the spot where he expected his foe to dodge.

But Xonroth wasn’t there any more. He stood behind Rover Dog, without seeming to have crossed the intervening distance. With a disdainful shove, he sent her friend sprawling.

“Really, I had such high hopes for you, Dougan, but this is the best you can do?”

Placing a blowpipe against her lips with shaking fingers, Saskia aimed and exhaled. A tiny dart shot toward the back of his neck.

He caught the dart without so much as a backward glance. “Pathetic. You think you can—augh!”

Brilliant white light blazed from his hand. A miniature star streaked toward the ceiling. Xonroth stared at the charred ruin of his fingers.

The dart had contained a tiny sliver of arlium, which Saskia had just heated to an incredible temperature. He’d released the tiny dart bomb too quickly for it to do as much damage as she’d hoped. Still, she’d hurt him, and that was something. She hurriedly loaded another dart.

“I tire of this,” he growled.

As he spoke those last words, he clenched his fist. And in that moment, a crushing weight settled over Saskia. The blowpipe fell from her nerveless lips and rolled away. Until then, she’d been struggling to sit up. Now, she was struggling to breathe.

Ahead of her, she could see Rover Dog’s head pressed against the cold stone, just as hers was. He reached for her, but the few metres that separated them might as well have been kilometres.

She focussed her will on the remaining darts in her belt pouch. It burst into flame as a dozen beads of shining arlium rose into the air, straining against the Primordial’s gravity magic.

With what little remained of her fading mental energy, she drove the arlium beads toward him. Without the blowpipe to propel them, and slowed by that dogram spell of his, their motion was closer to that of bumblebees than bullets. And now she didn’t have the element of surprise on her side.

In a flash, he was standing over her. Before she could pull her fiery projectiles back, they had wobbled beyond the limits of his gravity field, and shot toward the ceiling.

A sliver of dark, amorphous metal stabbed into her arm—her corrupted one. She felt it only as a shifting pressure. Her arm didn’t even bleed.

“Interesting,” said Xonroth. “This corruption should have destroyed you already, and yet here you are.”

“For a little while,” gasped Saskia, still having a hard time drawing breath.

“Perhaps more than a little while,” he said. “We shall see.”

The weight pressing down on her abruptly lifted, and she found herself rising into the air; not on her own wings, but lifted by some external force. Xonroth floated before her. Briefly she toyed with the idea of lighting up the arlium in her wings and soaring higher. Maybe she could lure him far enough away…

With an audible snap, her wings broke off, and clattered to the platform below. Then her armour began to crack and splinter, and fall away, dissolving into sand before her eyes, before being carried away on the wind. Her skin crawled in a quite literal sense as the last of the duanum sand flowed off her, and in its place, a crystalline lattice began to grow across her body.

She couldn’t move; couldn’t do anything but glare at the Primordial as he stripped her bare, then encased her in what was beginning to look like an amber cocoon. Last to be covered up were her eyes and mouth and nose. To her surprise, she felt no discomfort at not being able to breathe. But a fog was descending over her thoughts, and no matter how hard she fought against it, she knew she had only seconds before she lost consciousness. And just as clearly, she knew this was a sleep from which she would never awaken.

Rover Dog, she thought. It’s now or never. And I…thank you. For everything.

Unlike Ruhildi, he couldn’t hear her thoughts. But maybe some of her feeling of gratitude would make it through their bond.

Through her friend’s eyes, she’d watched as he crawled, inch by painful inch, toward Sarthea’s crystal sphere. Now she watched as he rose shakily onto his knees, and took hold of her ancestor.

Xonroth turned toward him in the air, but it was already too late.

Rover Dog held a tiny tube of silver liquid between his claws. He cracked open the tube, and poured its contents into the hole Velandir’s shadowblade had torn through the crystal sphere. It flowed greedily through the opening, and then…

Tendrils of light and shadow burst forth from the sphere. They flailed, and twitched, and tore at the stone beneath them. One of them wrapped around Rover Dog’s leg, but it released him a moment later—and surged through the air, reaching across tens of metres toward the Primordial.

He scooted back in the air.

The tendrils faltered, and sagged, and twitched, and went still. And then, just as suddenly as they had appeared, they were gone. Sarthea’s body remained within the crystal sphere, but there was no life left in it. Just a blackened husk.

Saskia hoped her ancestor wouldn’t be too angry at her, if they met in another world. There had been no other way.

Xonroth’s main source of essence was gone. But he wasn’t powerless. Not yet. With Sarthea’s death, he went back to drawing essence from the world tree, as he’d done before he became her vassal.

Saskia’s friends might be able to defeat him like this. He wasn’t quite the threat he had been. But there was another option; an easier way to neutralise him.

They were floating gently back down to the stone column. Good. It would be best if they were on stable ground for what would come next. She looked into the Primordial’s eyes; gleaming silver-blue in the light of the frozen flame. And as her consciousness faded, she drew him down into the dream with her.


They floated in the world between worlds; she and her enemy. Circling beneath them both, the great winged leviathan; her undermind. Distasteful and dangerous though this next step may be, it was for the best.

At her behest, a fleshy tendril coiled about the Primordial. Its tip reached for the back of his neck, already scarred where he’d been joined to Sarthea’s collective. He gave a slight shudder as the tendril entered his flesh, and began to fuse with it.

She felt their growing connection almost as physical pain—an immense pressure bearing down on her.

Time to wake up, and disable his magic, before he could do any more harm out there in the real world. She let herself rise gently toward the light of the surface. Any moment now. Any moment now, and this would all be over.

A hand closed around her ankle. She kicked, but it wouldn’t let go. Now she was sinking, faster and faster, and none of her struggles amounted to anything in the presence of this overwhelming…

Looking down, she saw that Xonroth’s eyes were open. His face was alight with triumph.

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 20: Maelstrom

    
    
    
    
                “We are all going to die, yes?” said Zarie, ever the optimist.

“Probably,” said Kveld.

“Bollocks to both of you,” said Baldreg. “’Tisn’t the time for defeatism. ’Tis the time for boldness!”

As Garrain cast his eyes out across the seemingly endless waves of monsters and magic closing in around them, he had to concur with Baldreg. If they truly believed they were going to fail, then they would. And they could not fail. They had to endure whatever the Primordial threw at them, buying Saskia’s group the chance to strike at him directly. They had to destroy him and save the egg. Any other outcome was unthinkable.

“Aye, be bold, Baldi, but don’t be stupid,” said Ruhildi. “Let mine and Garri’s minions soften them up afore leaping out there and being a hero.”

Ruhildi’s minions consisted of swarms of dead animals and bones she’d unearthed in their journey across the Hall of Eternity. Garrain’s awakened trees were considerably fewer in number than both her minions and the vast swarms commanded by their foe, but they were a force to be reckoned with, nonetheless. Xonroth had reshaped them into many-limbed monstrosities that swung spike-tipped branches with the strength of nine trows. With some effort, Garrain had wrested control of them off his foe. His magic could only reach so far and command so many, though. The Primodial, meanwhile, held a vast swathe of the forest under his sway, while simultaneously channelling many other spells. It was inconceivable for one being to wield this much magic, yet there was no denying what he witnessed.

While Garrain and Ruhildi commanded their first line of defence on the ground, Nuille and a swarm of frostling tempests had taken to the air. The latter focussed their efforts on snuffing out the towers of flame that sprang up around the area. Garrain didn’t know precisely what Xonroth intended to do with those things, and hoped by all the arbor that he wouldn’t find out. Nuille, meanwhile, swooped overhead in dracken form, dealing flames of her own to incinerate the incoming swarms of flying creatures.

“Fight well, my light,” he murmured.

Their next line of defence was a barrier of air created by Zarie and Renia and a small number of frostling tempests. It was a one-way barrier, blocking entry from outside, while allowing their projectiles free passage, and indeed, guiding them toward their targets. Volley after volley of arrows and crossbow bolts swept out into the dark globules of viscous slime slithering between the trees, to devastating effect.

Garrain’s awakened trees and Ruhildi’s minions might just barely hold the rest of the forest at bay, but they could do little to stop these creatures. The cursed black slimes could absorb anything in their path, save the ground itself—whether it be tree or walking corpse or wild animal. The only way to bring them down was by a well-aimed shot to a single vulnerable location on their topsides. With the help of Saskia’s farstriker magic and the tempests’ control of the air, the archers were able to hit the desired spot more often than not.

But though the archers vanquishing the slimes with impressive efficiency, more kept coming, faster than they could be slain. And more were coalescing on the ceiling of the vast chamber, ready to replenish their numbers. These were not living creatures but magical constructs. Garrain’s allies would not be rid of them until Xonroth himself fell.

Meanwhile, the three eternal Chosen surveyed the battlefield from just beyond the reach of the arrows—waiting for the right moment to strike.

A long tendril of fire licked out of a looming flame tower, reaching for Garrain’s allies with mindless hunger. The frostlings on the ground turned their gazes—and their ice magic—toward it. Others in the air swarmed around the base of the pillar of flame, cutting it off at its source.

Neither group was fast enough. In the moment before they snuffed out the flame, it swept downward—not for his allies as he’d expected, but for the gathering slimes that surrounded them. And then they were slime no longer, but balls of fire, reaching greedily for their neighbours. One after another, the creatures ignited; a great wave of rolling fire that quickly engulfed the entire swarm.

These creatures showed no sign of discomfort at having been set on fire. Indeed, they seemed to have gained strength from it. The barrage of arrows that moments earlier had been felling them in droves were now having little effect. Only after the frostlings managed to douse the flames on some of the nearest slimes did they become vulnerable once more. All around them, the fiery abominations probed at the tempests’ barrier.

Without warning, the barrier on their left flank faltered, and in they poured, sweeping across Rania and her mer and alvari defenders as though they weren’t even there. And within moments, they weren’t.

Swarms of frostlings surged to that side of the formation. The air grew noticeably cooler as they threw everything they had at the encroaching enemy. Fires went out in an instant. Arrows streaked into the slimes with desperate intent.

Garrain sprang into action, forming wooden spears at the ends of his hands, thrusting each one in turn into the weak point of a different foe. His magical weapons dissolved an instant after they struck, but they had served their purpose. The creatures were deflating like punctured balloons, shrinking away to nothing. He conjured another set, and turned them against the next pair of slimes behind them.

Following his example, Ruhildi and Kveld turned spears of stone against the foes on his right, slaying three of them instantly. Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed Baldreg loosing a triple burst of crossbow bolts, then springing forward with sword drawn. Myrna hurled a fan of daggers before doing likewise. On the other side, Vask and her trows unleashed a final barrage of crossbow bolts, before turning pikes on the enemy, and in a few cases, claws. Those who didn’t have weapons would lose limbs, but that was a price the trows were willing to pay for survival.

A piercing shriek tore the air asunder. Sparing a glance backward at the source of the noise, Garrain caught sight of Zarie, standing with her arms raised, her face a mask of fury. Sparks lashed at the ground around her. Her flesh seemed to soften and disperse, spiralling up into the air.

No, she was the air, he realised. This wasn’t an attack from without. This was her doing.

Zarie’s scream grew in intensity as she became one with the storm. It went on and on, rippling across the battlefield in waves. Darkness fell over them, and his world became a screeching maelstrom of frigid fury. He dropped into a crouch, and threw his arm across his face to protect himself. The air was so thick he couldn’t see more than a few arm-lengths in front of him, in any case.

Something loomed overhead in the darkness. In the instant before he thrust another summoned spear up into it, he took note of its once amorphous form, now rigid and covered in a thick layer of ice crystals.

Instead of subsiding, the slime shattered, falling into fractured shards of darkness at his feet.

It seemed an eternity before the chaos subsided, and he could see again. In truth, he knew it had actually only been a few hundred heartbeats. Everywhere he looked, there was ice. Ice and blood and splintered trees and shattered bones.

Garrain fought to quell his rising despair. So few of his allies remained. So very few. They had known the cost would be high, but this…

Baldreg leaned on his crossbow, his eyes blazing bright with rage. Myrna stood beside him, blades at the ready. Kveld stood in blackrock form, arms encased in stone spikes. A skeletal figure stood a short distance away; dark bones encased in coils of shining arlium. It was Ruhildi, he realised, stripped of her duanum shell, which lay in tatters around her. One arm was missing, and a portion of her torso. Ithanius had likewise lost his weapons and much of his armour, but his body was remarkably unscathed. He stood in just a few strips of cloth, fists clenched. Vask and Aele held each other for support; the latter had lost a hand. Other surviving trows were in even worse condition. A fistful of scattered frostlings poked mournfully at piles of their dead.

In their midst, a shimmering form coalesced out of the receding hurricane. A mer once more, Zarie sagged to the ground. Her hair had turned purest silver. She looked to have aged half a greatspan in an instant.

Kveld rushed to her side, and she leaned against him.

“I could not save them,” she gasped.

“You saved us,” said Kveld. “You have done more than enough. Now rest.”

With a shuddering sigh, she closed her eyes. Only the soft rise and fall of her chest told Garrain she yet lived.

Casting his eyes upward, Garrain exhaled in relief. Nuille still prowled the air, now largely clear of beasts and bugs.

The sound of a curse brought his eyes groundward once more.

“We still have work to do,” growled Baldreg.

Garrain followed his gaze to the three Chosen now charging toward them. Ondite the trow, Tulpa the gebling, and Burinold the dwarrow. They were fast—far faster than they had been before they became Chosen. Understandable, but it caught him off guard nonetheless.

Baldreg fired off a triple-volley in their direction, but the trio leapt aside effortlessly, and kept on coming. Garrain followed it up with a scorching sap spell, but predictably, he got the same result. Spears of stone and shards of bone didn’t so much as slow them down.

First to arrive was Ondite, charging full-tilt into them like a living boulder. Garrain and his smaller allies leapt aside, while Kveld just barely managed to pull Zarie out of the way. Vask, Aele and a fistful of trows who attempted to meet her charge fell back, battered and bloody. A frenzy of flailing claws and gnashing teeth stained the ice red.

Burinold was right behind her, holding what appeared to be some sort of stubby hand cannon. As he ran, he aimed and fired. The cannonball smashed into a wall of stone Kveld had hastily raised between them. The wall exploded, but another rose up in its place.

Baldreg returned fire, forcing Burinold to dodge aside. Burinold loaded another cannonball as he spun, and turned and fired again. Growling, Baldreg drew a long blade and sprang forward. Myrna and Kveld closed in behind him, blades and stone fists poised to strike.

Garrain turned his attention to the third Chosen, Tulpa, who dashed out from behind Ondite. He dashed to intercept the tiny gebling. Ithanius reached her first, launching a flurry of blows at her head and stomach. She blocked them with ease, and unleashed a devastating counter-attack that he only narrowly avoided.

What followed was one of the most impressive fistfights Garrain had ever witnessed. The eternals had an economy of movement that could only have come from endless spans of uninterrupted training. It wasn’t so much their speed that stood out, but the timing of their movements. Ithanius was larger and stronger than his opponent. Tulpa was by far the elder of the two, although the difference those additional greatspans of practice made were not easy for Garrain’s eyes to discern, until the frenetic exchange was over.

With a loud crack, Ithanius’s knee twisted backward, and he fell with a cry of agony.

Garrain shoved the drengar out of the way before Tulpa could finish him. Her foot lashed out at Garrain, and he hastily sidestepped, sending a spray of paralysing thorns at her.

Her foot missed his own knee by a few hand-widths, but he still felt a shuddering impact across his whole leg. Were it not for the enhancements bestowed by his symbiote, his bones would surely have broken. As it was, it felt as though he’d been struck by a spiked cudgel in every place at once.

If a near-miss could hurt this much, what would a direct hit do to him? He prayed he wouldn’t find out.

If his thorns had hit her, they didn’t seem to have slowed her down much. A lightning jab drove at his groin, which he just barely blocked with a summoned greenshield. The shield cracked, and he sprang back, channelling a binding roots spell beneath her.

One of the roots coiled about her ankle. She stomped down with her other foot. The ground shuddered. Stone splintered.

Without warning, a wide hole opened up in the ground beneath her. A look of surprise registered in Tulpa’s eyes as she plunged into the dark depths. The hole snapped shut.

Garrain shot a grateful glance at Ruhildi. He could be fairly certain she was the one who had dealt that spell, because Kveld remained engaged in his battle against Burinold. Ruhildi returned Garrain’s look with that unblinking eye of hers. Something writhed between her ribs.

Burinold, Kveld, Myrna and Baldreg were all fighting hand-to-hand now. Swords flickered almost too fast for his eyes to perceive. The ground heaved around them, driving spikes of stone toward Burinold. Baldreg had wounds on his thigh and forearm, but they didn’t seem to be slowing him down. Kveld was slower than the others, but his blackrock form afforded him considerably more protection.

Garrain had barely taken a step toward them when Burinold lost his head. Baldreg’s blade clattered to the ground as he took hold of the now-headless corpse.

Elation turned to shock when Garrain saw the enemy Chosen’s hand still curled around the hilt of his sword. The sword that now protruded from Baldreg’s back.

Baldreg slowly sagged to the ground. Kveld, Myrna and Ruhildi were at his side, supporting him. Garrain had no idea how Ruhildi had gotten there so fast. Her body was little more than a skeleton, wreathed in arlium.

“Baldi,” said Ruhildi. “I can’t—I wish…” She bowed her head. Her bones trembled. “Give my love to Freygi and Nadi and all the others.”

Baldreg smiled up at her, and shuddered, and went still. The light in his eyes went out.

Not wanting to intrude on their grief, Garrain turned his attention back to Ondite. The Chosen had ripped two of the trows to shreds, but Vask and Aele were slowly tearing their way through her immensely thick hide. It would only be a matter of time until…

A tremble in the ground beneath Garrain was all the warning he got. He stepped out of the way just as Tulpa burst out of the ground. Her clothes were torn; her face a rictus of fury as she stared into Garrain’s eyes.

Summoning another spear he thrust it at the gebling. She shattered its tip with a disdainful chop.

And then, without understanding how he got there, he was on the ground. Slowly, dazedly, he began to realise that something was very wrong. A spear had been driven straight through his chest, pinning him to the ground. His own spear.

Tulpa twisted the spear, and he felt his insides shift.

Then she exploded.

There were bits of her in his leaves and on his face and sliding down his…oh deus.

Stepping over the pile of gore was Nuille. Her eyes were wide with concern. “Ardonis, are you…no, clearly you’re not alright! Let me tend to that.”

“I’ve…had better days,” wheezed Garrain. He was somewhat surprised that he could even speak. Nuille’s hands glowed bright with healing light, but Garrain waved her off. “It is time for me to do this.”

“Are you…certain?” she asked.

“If I do not, I will die as soon as we withdraw the spear. Not even your magic can prevent that. There is no other way.”

Locking eyes with her, he called upon his own magic. It answered his call hesitantly, as if uncertain what he intended. Focussing on the new pattern, he gave the spell form.

The change was excruciating, but it didn’t last long. And after it was over, he felt a surge of renewed strength. Not just renewed, but…improved.

A touch of his hand was all it took. Both ends of the splintered spear shrank, and receded into his body, before it vanished entirely. But no blood issued from the wound. In fact, there was barely a wound.

There was no flesh. Only smooth, supple wood.

Rising smoothly to his feet, he turned to the last surviving Chosen. Ondite was swinging a severed leg like a club, attempting to fend off Vask. It wasn’t her own leg. Aele lay on the ground, trying to staunch the flow of blood from her…stump.

Garrain took a step—and as he stepped, he expanded. In an instant, he towered over the tiny trows. Branches and leaves sprouted from his head and shoulders and arms. He took another step, and brought his roots down, hard.

He ground his roots into the dirt. A red stain spread beneath it. When the twitching ended, he raised his roots, and peered down at the corpse, just to be sure. Ondite may have been a stone trow, but inside, she had still been flesh and blood. Now she was nothing but a puddle of mangled meat.

Satisfied, he shrank back down into a more normal size. The branches receded—but didn’t entirely disappear.

“What did you do?” asked Ruhildi, her single eye narrowing.

“I am alvar no longer,” said Garrain. “I am something else. First of my kind. But I hope not the last.”

Ruhildi opened her mouth to speak—then her eye widened. “It’s Sashki. She’s—och bollocks.”

The world around them seemed to waver and flex. As one, they all slumped to the ground.


He stood on a narrow stone path, separated by a strip of grass from a larger road. A wheeled cart with glass windows zipped along the road, drawn not by animals, but some magic beyond his understanding. The survivors of their recent battle gathered at his side. Ahead of them stood Saskia and…

“Get away from her!” shouted Ruhildi, who had rather more flesh on her body than she’d possessed in the waking world.

Xonroth, standing further down the path, turned to face them.

            

    
        Book 4, Chapter 21: Mortality

    
    
    
    
                The little girl scratched her chalk across the concrete, hand working furiously to bring to life a fading dream. So absorbed was she in her task that she didn’t immediately react to the shadow that fell across her face.

“What’s that you’re drawing?”

She scooted around to gaze up at the one who spoke: a gaunt man, grinning down at her with chipped teeth. Something glistened and squirmed inside his ear. His skin was too tight, and too thin, and she could almost see his skeleton within. A squawk of surprise and alarm escaped her lips. Was he a ghost?

Ghost or man, he was a stranger. Her mum had told her not to talk to strangers, so she kept her mouth shut and looked away, hoping he’d leave her alone. She tried to concentrate on her drawing. A spindly tree, leafless, with its roots coiled about a torn and dusty ball of rock.

“Calbert? What are you—get out! And stay away from my daughter!” Her mum was rushing toward them, a look of terror spreading across her face.

“How about you calm down and forget you saw any of this,” said the ghost-man—Calbert.

Her mum’s frantic dash came to a sudden halt. She stood impassively before them, eyes drifting slowly from side to side, placid and unfocussed.

“Good girl,” said Calbert. “It seems the mentaplex suggestion didn’t stick. I’ll have to rectify that. But first…” She could feel his attention on her now. He pointed at her drawing. “Tell me where you saw that.”

She considered his question for a long moment. If she answered him truthfully, maybe he wouldn’t take her away. “I dreamded it.”

His smile widened. “You saw it in a dream? Well now that is intriguing…” He moved closer, and she felt as if he wasn’t so much looking at her, as into her. “Yes, you won’t remain a latent forever, I’m certain of it. Let’s find out how well you can survive on your own, for a time. See you round, little Saskia.”

Still grinning, he spun about, and glided out the gate, his feet barely seeming to touch the ground as he moved.

“Interesting,” said the Primordial. “So you are the daughter of the one they called Calburn the Arborcaede.”

With a sudden, sickening lurch, Saskia found herself standing outside the gate, looking in on her childhood self. Xonroth stood just a few metres away. She spun to face him, claws splayed.

“Get away from her!” came a shout from across the road. Ruhildi was flesh and blood, swathed in a ragged dress that flapped in the wind.

It wasn’t just Ruhildi who had come to her aid. Rover Dog, Kveld, Zarie, Myrna, Garrain, Nuille, Ithanius, Vask, and Aele, not to mention dozens of frostlings—all of her surviving vassals from the Hall of Eternity were here. Her friends gathered around her, raising weapons and spell arms at the advancing Primordial.

In a flurry of movement, each of the spellslingers released their spells, while her troll vassals charged out in front.

Xonroth waved a dismissive hand, and all the spells abruptly dissipated.

“You really think you can fight me in this place?” he said. “The rules of the waking world do not apply here.”

He brought his hand down in a diagonal slicing motion. Saskia felt a stinging pain across her face. Something warm and sticky trickled down her cheek.

Vask was first to close the distance with Xonroth. She lunged at him with a vicious swipe of her claws.

Without taking his eyes off Saskia, the Primordial casually stepped aside. In the same movement, he brought his hand up, and brushed Vask’s arm with the tips of his fingers.

Vask stiffened, and fell to the ground. She jerked and thrashed. Then she was just…gone.

“What did you do to her?” growled Aele, as she and Rover Dog hurriedly backed out of his reach.

Xonroth eyed them coldly. “You will find out soon enough, when you join her.”

And that was when things went from bad to worse. Without warning, Xonroth was standing right next to Saskia and the spellslingers. He reached for Zarie. The tempest rose up into the air, wreathed in lightning—and promptly vanished.

Crap crap crap! Even if her friends weren’t hurt in the real world, this wasn’t going to end well. She needed to do something!

Saskia turned her eyes inward, seeking Zarie and Vask on her oracle interface—only to find they’d vanished there as well. As far as her oracle senses were concerned, they were no longer her vassals.

“We’re in your mind, Sashki,” said Ruhildi, sounding eerily calm in spite of the chaos erupting around her. “To get our friends back, we need to enter his.”

The moment her friend spoke, Saskia felt the rightness of her words.

She didn’t know quite how she did it, but she could feel the dream—or whatever this was—bending to her will, taking her to a certain specific point in time. She wanted to find out just how primordial the Primordial truly was.

Then the street was gone, as was Xonroth and her friends—all except Ruhildi. She stood in a large, brightly lit room with blue painted walls. At one end stood a bench heaped with various high-tech apparatuses. At the other, a glassed-off area containing large, leafless tree that reached almost to the high ceiling. Glistening, slimy creatures clung to its branches.

It was a laboratory, she realised, and those things were…

Before she could finish the thought, her attention turned to the floor just outside the glass enclosure, where a man and a woman lay entangled in…okay, wow. She’d wanted to learn about Xonroth’s origins, but she hadn’t expected something quite this early.

“Och, so this were the very first humping chamber,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia let out a sigh. “It would appear so. I wonder what’ll happen to Xonroth if we kill his parents in the dream, before they finish…making him…”

“Let’s find out.” Ruhildi turned to the pair in flagrante, and sent a stream of bone spiders skittering toward them. A moment later, they were screaming for all the wrong reasons.

Saskia stared at her friend, aghast. “Seriously? I know they’re just dream constructs, but did you have to use the spiders?”

Before Ruhildi could answer, the laboratory dissolved around them, replaced by what appeared to be a hospital room. A woman—and she was pretty sure it was the same woman Ruhildi had just killed—lay on a bed, with her knees up, screaming her lungs out.

But it wasn’t the room or the woman who drew her attention this time. It was the view out the window.

A vast cityscape stretched out before her, filled with coiled spires and looping highways and billowing chimneys. And in the centre of it all, a gigantic tree. It looked as if it had burst out of the roof of a large building, and now its roots spread across several city blocks.

It was the same tree she’d seen through the glass wall of the laboratory; she was pretty sure of that. Just a thousand times larger. The slimy creatures—the worldseeds—were no longer visible against the massive branches, but they were undoubtedly there.

“Is that…?” said Ruhildi.

“Yup,” said Saskia. “It’s a baby world tree.”

The next moment, she found herself standing on a rooftop near the base of the tree. Vask and Zarie lay bound in a coil of thick metal chains. They appeared to be unconscious. Standing over those chains was none other than Xonroth.

Reacting instinctively, Saskia lashed out with her claws. The Primordial darted out of reach. She snatched up Vask’s chains and pulled. To her surprise, they came apart in her hands, splintering into metal shards that scattered across the rooftop.

Vask may be free now, but she was still out cold. Saskia placed a hand on the troll woman’s shoulder, and shook her gently.

“Come back to me, Vask,” murmured Saskia. “You can resist him. I know you can.”

Vask’s eyes shot open. She blinked and shook her head. “Saskia? What…?”

Eyeing them disdainfully, Xonroth raised his hand, and then…

Saskia was lying at the base of a mountain cliff. Agony lanced through her broken body. She knew this place; this feeling. It was where she’d landed after her accident back on Earth. Footsteps crunched through the snow, followed by shouts, and the sound of a struggle.

“Oh please,” she said, rising to her feet to face Xonroth. Saskia’s wounds were gone, and she was once again a troll. “Abellion already tried to use this memory against me. Didn’t work then. Not gonna work on me now.”

The Primordial stood in the midst of her friends, who were dashing out of his way, and pummelling him with spells and ranged weapons to no avail. Aele and Kveld and several of the frostlings had already vanished.

Saskia waved her hand, pulling them back into his mind, before he could snatch any more of her friends away from her.

Now she and Ruhildi were standing atop the roof of a cracked and crumbling building, gazing out across the ruins of the city, and the gargantuan tree whose roots now sprawled across the entire region, crushing everything in their path.

Over the apocalyptic cityscape, dozens of snub-nosed aircraft flew in a tight V formation, heading toward the base of the world tree’s trunk.

As they neared the tree, a tiny figure rose up into the air, and hovered before them, arms spread wide. Saskia couldn’t see many details from this distance, but she didn’t need to. He was Xonroth—a much younger version of the Primordial.

The aircraft unleashed a flurry of missiles at the base of the tree. One veered toward Xonroth for a moment, before banking sharply away. Then all of them were turning, turning, and streaking back into the aircraft that had fired them. Explosions blossomed across the attacking squadron, leaving not a single one intact.

“The people of this planet tried to destroy the world tree,” said Saskia. “They must have seen it as a malignant entity, growing out of control.”

Again, her viewpoint shifted. Now she was standing atop one of the tree roots, looking at the chained and comatose forms of her captured friends. Even the frostlings had little chains around their paws.

“The world tree outgrew its creators,” said Xonroth. “When faced with something greater than themselves, they reacted with fear, and ultimately, violence. I was its protector then, as I am today.”

Saskia turned to face him, scowling. “What a benevolent guardian you turned out to be. You slaughtered countless innocents on Grongarg and Lumium—and for what? Just in case they might help me? And don’t even start with that ‘ends justifies the means’ crap. You’re no better than Abellion, or Okael, or my father, or any number of war criminals back on Earth.”

“You presume to judge me,” he said. “And yet your own hands are stained with the blood of countless mortals.”

Xonroth waggled a finger, and suddenly she was sweeping through a dizzying flurry of images and impressions, one after another.

Her claws raking though living flesh; ripping, tearing, rending. Her feet coming down, shattering bones and crushing small bodies into the dirt. Jarnbjorn cleaving through a row of elves, sending limbs and heads flying. The images kept coming; each one more nauseating than the last.

Nauseating, and yet she couldn’t deny the thrill that she’d felt from from time to time when she truly let loose. When she crushed her enemies, both literally and figuratively.

She had changed much over the past year. How much more would she change if she lived as long as Xonroth? Would she become as he was—indifferent to the mass murder he committed in pursuit of his goals?

“Sashki!” shouted Ruhildi. “Snap out of it, afore he takes us all!”

Looking back at her friend, Saskia took in the sight of Rover Dog, Vask, Garrain and Ruhildi standing alone against Xonroth. In the time it had taken her to doubt herself, the Primordial had taken Nuille, Myrna and Ithanius.

Saskia didn’t know what would happen if he took all of her friends, and she didn’t want to find out. Frantically, she tried to wrest control of the dream back from Xonroth.

The scene that greeted her was startling, to say the least. She was standing atop an immense tree root, gazing down across the planet it encircled. Behind her, the world tree dominated the sky. The landscape below had been reduced to dry sand and bare rock, riddled with vast fissures whose fathomless depths lay shrouded in darkness. There were few remaining signs of life on the surface. Just some shabby huts among the wilting trees that clung to a dried up riverbank.

Without realising she’d moved, she found herself standing amidst the people of that decrepit village. There was little sign of life in them either; most simply sat around, staring off into the distance with weary eyes.

These people had given up, she realised. They were waiting for the end.

Their world ended not with a bang, but a snooze. In a single moment, every villager sagged to the ground, as if their strings had been cut. Their chests rose and fell in the silent rhythm of sleep.

No prizes for guessing who had just put them out like a light. A younger looking Xonroth landed in their midst, gathered up the villagers in a ball of swirling air, and carried them skyward.

Her view shifted again, and now she was watching the Primordial deposit the unconscious villagers by a lake on one of the world tree’s branches. The branch was far smaller than Ciendil. At this early point in time, all the branches were smaller.

The villagers awoke, and stared about, their faces alight with wonder. They lunged for the water, and began to drink.

“I sometimes regret bringing them here,” said Xonroth, now once again his present-day self. “These short-lived folk and others like them spawned a myriad species that crawl across the world tree’s branches and slither into its hollows. The world would be much more peaceful without them.”

“Peaceful and boring,” said Saskia. “What, so that’s your plan now, is it? Kill every sapient creature on the world tree?”

Xonroth frowned. “Of course not. When I’m done with you, I will seal shut the Hall of Eternity, and go back to sleep until my successor comes of age.”

“Your…successor.” The moment she spoke the word, something clicked in her head. “You mean Garrain and Nuille’s child.”

“What did you do to her?” growled Garrain.

For a moment, Primordial’s visage wavered, and she glimpsed a shadowy form lurking behind him, wings spread wide. The creature leaned around to whisper into his ear. Saskia couldn’t discern its features, but there was something about it…

Then, as quickly as it had appeared, the creature was gone, and Xonroth stood alone before them once more.

The Primordial shot Garrain a dismissive glance. “Some adjustments were necessary, but the embryo came to no harm. On the contrary…”

Seizing advantage of his momentary distraction, Saskia freed Nuille and Zarie from their chains, and shook them awake, before moving onto the other captives.

As Nuille awoke, her expression hardened, and she turned to Xonroth with a look of purest rage. “Fuck you to the ends of the arbor with a nettlewood wand! You think you can chain us? Think again!” Her final words morphed into a roar as she transformed into a dragon, and breathed a huge plume of fire down onto the Primordial.

Saskia held her breath, waiting for the smoke to clear. Slowly, the haze parted…

And there he stood, without so much as a soot stain on his cloak. Scowling, he shoved them back into her mind.

Now she sat in the old Threadless Studios office back on Earth. Raji, Fergus and Dave were seated at their desks, deep in their work. Ruhildi stood beside her, wearing Padhra’s body. Saskia could tell who it was just by looking at her posture.

“This isn’t working,” hissed Saskia to her friend.

“What isn’t working?” asked Fergus.

“We’re limiting ourselves to what we can do in the real world,” she said. “But this isn’t the real world. This is a dream, or a mindspace, or whatever. Here, we’re limited only by our beliefs and our imaginations.”

Fergus stared at her blankly, but she’d been voicing her thoughts for herself and Ruhildi, not for him. He was just another dream construct.

She glanced about the office. This was supposed to be her place of power. It was from here that she’d locked Abellion out of her mind. Could she do the same to Xonroth? Surely it wouldn’t be so simple this time—would it? The situation was different, and her opponent was far stronger. As her vassal, he was also connected to her in a way Abellion had never been.

Even so, it was worth a try.

“Guys,” she said, “I need you to do something for me…”

This time around, the game world they created was a little different. The cheats were still there, as were some of the traps. But this time she’d created little avatars for all of her friends, as well as herself.

“What is this place—these magic windows?” The question came from Garrain. The druid had appeared alongside the rest of her friends who weren’t bound in chains inside Xonroth’s mind. He was gazing at a computer monitor, which showed a modified dungeon from Threads of Nautilum.

“This is where I used to work, on Earth,” said Saskia. “And these screens are technology, not magic. It’s hard to explain, but each of those little figures on the screen represents one of us.”

Garrain frowned. “What is its purpose?”

“It’s just a game,” she said. “I want to trap a certain someone inside the game, where he can’t get at the real us, and where I make the rules.”

“You partitioned your mind,” said the Primordial. “Clever. But I am not so easily fooled.”

She turned to find him not inside the game, but standing in the studio with her. As she’d suspected, Xonroth must have had access to Abellion’s memories of his failed dream invasion. Or perhaps her own memories of the same event. Just as long as he couldn’t read her thoughts…

“Now,” she murmured.

Without warning, a metal cage appeared in the middle of the studio, surrounding the Primordial.

Xonroth eyed the bars of the cage. “You are not a dreamer. How did you—” He jerked his hand back, as if the bars were electrified. They weren’t, but they were emitting an anti-magic field. “No. This must be a trick. I’ll just…” His forehead scrunched.

“You can’t escape into a different dream scene either,” said Saskia. “The only way out is to wake up. Speaking of which…activate the Gone-roth.”

“Only if you stop calling it that,” said Ruhildi.

Saskia sighed. “Fine. Activate the disintegrator beam.”

Xonroth frowned. “Disintegra—”

The cage filled with white light, and he exploded.

Her friends eyed the gory mess distastefully. Ithanius, Aele and the frostlings appeared beside her, blinking away the effects of their capture, before their eyes also settled on what was left of their foe.

“Where did third eyeball come from?” asked Rover Dog, scratching his head.

Saskia shrugged. “I guess my imagination got away from me there. See you guys back in the waking world.”

Pulling off her virtual reality headset, Saskia found herself in a rather more sparsely occupied Threadless Studios office. The cage and most of her Arbor Mundi friends were absent—the exception being Ruhildi, who stood at her side. Raji, Fergus and Dave slouched in their chairs, their faces hidden behind their own VR headsets. These devices were far more advanced than anything currently available in the real world. They were capable of completely fooling their senses—even touch and smell. How? Didn’t matter. Her mind, her rules.

Exchanging a satisfied nod with Ruhildi, Saskia peered at her computer monitor, which displayed twin images of the virtual Threadless Studios office.

Almost as soon as she’d come up with this plan, she’d decided a single Nautilum dungeon wouldn’t be enough to contain her opponent. So she’d constructed a game within a simulation. Two levels of mental separation. She could have gone even further—created simulated offices within simulated offices, but there hadn’t been time for that. And if Xonroth had figured out what was going on, a few extra levels wouldn’t have stopped him.

But he hadn’t. She’d booted him out of her mind. And that meant they could all wake up now.

“Let’s end this,” she said.


It was all she could do just to force her eyes open. The sight that greeted her was hardly a pleasant wakeup call. Xonroth rose from the floor, his eyes searing into her, already drawing on her essence, channelling magic that would undoubtedly spell her end.

Saskia stabbed at his vial on her oracle interface. The flow of essence ceased, and the Primordial dropped like a sack of mouldy potatoes. A spiderweb of wrinkles crept across his face. His skin began to sag. She watched, horrified, as he twitched and writhed, legs kicking feebly in the air. The flesh began to peel off his face. He let out a gasping moan, tailing off into a voiceless wheeze.

Rover Dog stepped on him.

Oh thank dog, she thought. And now I’m really glad I didn’t mess with Rover Dog’s or Ithanius’s essence supply…

Sealed in her amber prison, there was little Saskia could do but wait and watch as her friend limped to her side. When he ran his claws across the shell that encased her, they didn’t leave so much as a scratch.

“We will get you out, princess,” he said. “Hold tight.”

It’s not like I have anything better to do, she thought. In here, she couldn’t so much as move her lips.

She didn’t have to wait long. Nuille carried the survivors to the central column, where they gathered around her. Ruhildi, Garrain, Kveld and Myrna each tried to cut their way through her shell to no avail. Velandir would have had no trouble cutting it with his shadowblade, but he was…gone. Gone like so many others.

In the end, Ruhildi asked them to stop. Her friend, at least could hear her thoughts, so she could speak for her.

“Sashki says it doesn’t matter,” said Ruhildi. “We’ll away now. The undermind is calling us back to the between.”

“S-so soon?” said Zarie. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. “But you have won! Can you not stay a little longer, to savour your victory?”

“Would that we could,” said Ruhildi. “She thanks you from the bottom of her heart. All of you. For being there for her when she needed you. For putting your lives on the line again and again. For being such good friends. She—and I—will miss you.”

“I…will not forget you, princess,” said Rover Dog. His eyes were filled with such great sorrow, she wanted to reach out and embrace him one last time.

“She wishes she could have one last tumble with you, Doggi,” said Ruhildi.

That’s not what I meant, dogram you! thought Saskia.

Ruhildi flashed her a tiny smile.

“Aele and I will give him a good humping in your honour,” offered Vask.

Yeah, not really helping, thought Saskia.

“I…I…” Kveld fell silent for a long moment, frowning. “Och bollocks, I can’t think of anything to say.”

“Right there with you, dwarrow,” said Ithanius.

“It’s alright, Kveldi,” said Ruhildi. “We already ken how you feel.”

Myrna embraced her friend. “Take care of each other. New Inglomar won’t be the same without you. Thorric will be devastated.”

“He’ll be alright,” said Ruhildi. “As will you all. I ken it.”

Joy and relief warred with sadness on the faces of Garrain and Nuille, who had just retrieved their precious egg.

“You have my eternal gratitude, Saskia,” said Nuille, wiping a tear from her cheek.

“We may not always have been friends,” said Garrain. “But I am proud to have fought by your side. We will honour you, always, and try to live by the example you set for us.”

Of all the things her companions had said, this one touched her the most, because it came from someone who at one time would have slit her throat for daring to breathe the same air as him. And now he meant every word he said. If he could come so far, there was hope for all of them.

Without warning, Ruhildi threw her arms around Garrain. “This is from Sashki.”

He stiffened for a moment, then flexed his branches, returning the hug. “Indubitably,” he said. “And this is from me.”

Ruhildi awkwardly extricated herself from his embrace, then rested her hand on Saskia’s amber shell. “You ready?” she murmured.

Ready as I’ll ever be, thought Saskia. Take us home, Undermind.

The world seemed to fracture into a million tiny shards, each shining with a different light. Vision faded, and she felt herself being pulled in a direction that had no name.
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                Saskia stared at the grotesque fusion of flesh and machine splayed out before her, and the shrivelled torso and head enmeshed in its core. The cybernetic monstrosity filled the room, but on her minimap, she could see that its tendrils extended far beyond, reaching deep into this steel and concrete treehouse of horror. It took all of her willpower not to vomit all over the pulsating carpet at her feet. Part of her refused to accept that this was what her father had become. Another part was telling her to get the hell out of dodge before she ended up like him.

“I…I don’t even know where to begin,” said Saskia. “What the hell is this horror show? What have you done to yourself?”

“Now is that any way to greet your long-lost dad?” Calbert Bitterbee spoke with a surprisingly strong and clear voice for one who looked like a corpse.

“Answer her question,” said Alice. “After everything you’ve put us through, you owe us an explanation.” Under her breath, she added, “I can’t believe I had sex with that. What was I thinking?”

Calbert leered at her. She stiffened, and Saskia stepped in front of her, fists clenched.

“Believe me, you weren’t complaining at the time,” said the grotesque figure. “You want answers. I get that. But this…well, this will require a somewhat lengthy explanation.”

“Then give us the Cliff Notes version,” said Saskia.

“Very well.” He looked between Saskia and Ivan. “You don’t know how lucky you are. This…” He glanced down at the skin of his chest, stretched tight over his ribs. “…is what happens to our kind if we linger on this world for too long without adequate protections.”

“We turn into hideous cyborg monsters?” said Saskia.

“Well, no,” said Calbert. “We wither and die. It took all of my ingenuity to stave off the debilitating effect of this universe’s magic dampening field. What you see here is the culmination of that effort.”

“You call our daughter lucky?” said Alice. “Saskia went through two years of hell. She almost died. And where were you through all of that?”

“Yes, that was unfortunate,” said Calbert. He looked at Saskia. “You became a mouthlet sooner than I had anticipated. There was little I could do at the time. But it all worked out in the end. Thanks to your anti-dampener infusion, you won’t have to take such extreme measures.”

“The anti-what?” asked her mum.

“He means the freaky robot arm that came out of the floor back at the temple, and jabbed us with a needle,” said Ivan.

“Oh, of course,” said Alice. “How could I forget that wonderful experience?”

“Why couldn’t you just get your own injection?” asked Saskia.

He grimaced. “If only it were that easy. I was sadly unaware of the temple’s existence until you came across it. And it wouldn’t have helped me, in any case. I’m not of Yona’s blood.”

“Okay, so how does this…” She gestured around her. “…protect you?”

“Well, you see, my ambitions extend beyond mere self-preservation,” he said. “This structure serves myriad purposes. You can think of it as a multidimensional antenna and transmitter. Among other things, it allows me to tap into any country’s communication networks—and communicate back.”

“Your Jedi mind trick,” she said. “It’s voice-activated.”

“So you do have a brain,” he said. “Good. But that’s not all it does. It also sustains my damaged biology. And finally, it staves off any further damage. Essentially, it’s a big anti-dampener. Very big. In time, its effect will grow to encompass the entire planet.”

“Wait, what?”

“Neat, isn’t it? The Earth will finally be free of its limitations. I will bring magic to this world—not just for our kind, but for the flatlanders too.”

“Like you brought technology to Arbor Mundi? Because that worked out so well for them…”

“No thanks to that interfering god of theirs.”

As he spoke, a dizzying cascade of thoughts, images, and sensations swept over Saskia. Abellion’s thoughts. And in that instant, she understood the depths of her so-called father’s depravity. The fall of Ulugmir had been entirely Calburn’s doing. Abellion had only been guilty of acting too late to stop him.

Saskia grabbed onto her mum’s arm to steady herself. “You’re lying,” she said. “You drained Ulugmir dry. Abellion had nothing to do with what happened—other than trying to stop it. It was all on you.”

Calbert rolled his eyes. “Oracles.”

Another realisation struck her in that moment. Calbert had the same disregard for this world as he had for Arbor Mundi. All he cared about was what he could get out of it. If people suffered because of him, that was too bad. Just as he’d lied about Ulugmir, he was lying—or at least withholding some important details—about the purpose of this bizarre tree tower he’d constructed. And whether by oracle magic or pure intuition, she had an inkling of that purpose.

“This thing won’t just free our magic, will it?” she said. “You’re siphoning essence from this world, as you siphoned arlium from Arbor Mundi.”

Silence settled across the room, punctuated only by the hissing of pneumatic pumps, and a low rustle as Viktor Storozkenko shifted uncomfortably by the door. When Calbert finally spoke, it was with an air of resigned bemusement. “You’re thinking too small. Why do you think this construct in which you stand is shaped like it is?”

“Like a tree?” Saskia drew in a sharp breath. “You want to create another world tree. On Earth.”

“Not quite,” he said. “Different universe. Different rules. But I was…inspired by certain things I’ve seen in my travels…”

“You’re insane,” she said. “Arbor Mundi’s planet was a dessicated husk, not a habitable world.”

He didn’t respond. And that was when the final pieces fell into place.

“Arbor Mundi devoured its home planet. And this thing will do the same to Earth.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper, yet it seemed to echo throughout the room.

Everyone tensed. Having laid his intentions out in the open for everyone to see, their course was set. There would be no reconciliation. This would only end with their deaths, or his.

But Calbert wasn’t the only one they had to worry about. Through the corner of her eye, she saw Viktor’s hand drifting toward the gun he had concealed under his jacket.

Saskia turned her own weapon toward him. “Don’t even think about it.” She glared at Calbert. “You’re a monster. And I thought Abellion and The Ram were my enemies. You’re even worse than they are. Deep down, I always knew it, but for a while you almost had me thinking you were one of the good guys.”

If her words stung him, he showed no sign of it. Instead, he gave a low, rasping laugh. And she’d thought this couldn’t get any worse. Her father wasn’t just a villain. He was a laughing villain.

“The Ram,” he said. “What a convenient fiction he has proven to be. If ever I have to do anything distasteful, blame it on The Ram.”

An icy tendril crawled through her gut. “A fiction.”

“Oh don’t get me wrong, the Infernal One was very real—about a thousand years ago. If he’s still out there, he hasn’t made his presence known to me. His descendants, however…” Calbert looked pointedly at Ivan.

Ivan’s eyes went wide. His mouth fell open.

“Pick your jaw up off the floor, boy,” said Calbert. “You’re embarrassing yourself.”

“I’m The Ram’s descendant?” said Ivan.

“I don’t know why you’re surprised,” said Calbert. “Only a few of us would come to a backwater like Earth, and he’s one of them.”

Saskia turned her glare up a notch. “If The Ram is long gone, you must be the one who sent those mind controlled goons after us.”

Calbert gave a little cough. “Ah. That.”

Saskia ground her teeth together. “Yes. That.”

He didn’t answer for a long moment. “Understand that everything I did, I did to help you grow. Call it…tough love.”

“Tough love?” she growled. “People died because of you. A lot of people.”

“My daughter, you still don’t get it, do you? These people…” He swept his gaze around the room. “…don’t matter. A few thousand years, and they’ll have wiped themselves out without our help. I’ve seen it happen on many worlds. It’s just one apocalypse after another out there. I’m surprised Arbor Mundi is still standing after all this time, but its days are numbered, as are the Earth’s.”

“Oh, so because things are bad, you think that gives you a free pass to make things worse?” said Saskia. “No. You’re part of the problem. A big part. We’re done talking.”

“About fucking time,” said Dave. He pointed his gun at Calbert’s head.

Calbert laughed, sending cables wobbling around him. “Oho, the flatlanders want to play. I’m only too happy to oblige.” He glanced at Viktor and Ivan. “How about you…”

Dave’s shots reverberated in the confines of the chamber. In the same instant, a disc of polished metal appeared in front of Calbert, accompanied by the repeated clank of a ricocheting bullets. The sound died off, and the disc vanished.

“…kill these intruders.”

Saskia didn’t hesitate. The moment Viktor’s hand twitched, she shot it. The bullet went through his hand and into his chest, and he slumped to the ground without a sound. Whoops.

At the same moment, Ivan jerked backward as if he’d been struck. A look of confusion flickered across his face. Then he righted himself. The muzzle of his gun came up.

Saskia found herself being shoved to the side. It was Ruhildi who had pushed her, and now her friend was barrelling into Ivan as a spray of bullets tore into her body armour. Something slammed into Saskia’s side, knocking the wind out of her, and sending her stumbling back. Dazedly, she watched Ruhildi grappling with Ivan, while Dave frantically reloaded, and Alice turned her weapon against Calbert. When her mum squeezed the trigger, nothing happened.

Jammed.

Ivan was a powerful magus. Alice was a magus too, but not on Ivan’s level. She couldn’t counter Ivan’s absurdly strong luck magic.

Ruhildi tore the gun from Ivan’s fingers and hurled it aside, even as he pulled a knife, and sunk it into her throat.

“Fight it, Ivan!” wheezed Saskia. “He’s controlling you, but I know you can resist—”

“Saskia, you’re hurt!”

Her mum’s words cut into her own. She followed Alice’s gaze down to her midsection, where a crimson stain was spreading beneath her vest. Ivan’s shot must have penetrated her body armour and wedged in there somewhere.

Crack!

Something whizzed past her ear and struck the wall behind her. She glanced up in time to see Viktor rising to his feet with his pistol raised in his good hand. The other hand was a bloody ruin, as was his chest. His eyes were vacant, his skin pale.

Undead! But if Ruhildi had raised him, why was he aiming at her…?

Not Ruhildi. Calbert. Her father was also a necrourgist.

Saskia raised her own weapon. Though her hands shook, she managed to squeeze off a round at just the right moment, with the help of her oracle interface. Again, she aimed for the hand that held the gun. Her experiences with Ruhildi’s zombies had taught her that shooting them in the head accomplished exactly nothing.

Viktor’s gun leapt out of his hand and skittered across the writhing floor. He lunged for her, bloody hands outstretched, until Ruhildi glanced in his direction. He jerked and fell, bones snapping and popping as he flopped voicelessly at her feet.

Only now did it occur to Saskia to question why her own gun hadn’t jammed, as had her mum’s. One look at Ivan gave her the answer. He lay on the floor, clutching at his face. Ruhildi had put a spear of bone through his eye.

Saskia drew in a shocked breath. Ivan didn’t deserve this. Nor, for that matter, had Viktor deserved a bullet to the chest. Calbert had jerked them around on puppet strings. For some reason, Ivan hadn’t been immune to Calbert’s mind control, as she and her vassals were. And now…

Even as she watched, his form began to waver and stretch, forming impossible shapes; tendrils of light and shadow that passed in and out of this four dimensional world.

Then he was gone. Dragged into the between—and from there, she couldn’t begin to guess where he might end up.

“Well,” said Calbert. “I didn’t expect him to split so soon. Good for him. Now as for you, I do believe it’s time to up the ante a bit.”

The floor lurched. Caught off guard, Saskia stumbled and fell. Something wet and slimy snaked around her ankles, holding her in place.

Fumbling for her machete, she hacked at the fleshy horror. The bloody blade clanged against something so hard, it came away with a huge dent. A glistening, blood-covered metal spine flailed and flexed, as the nightmare appendage squeezed tighter and tighter around her.

Dave and her mum were in similarly dire straits, but Ruhildi had torn one of the cyborg tentacles free in a spray of blood and ichor. She swung the thing at Calbert like a whip. Another silvery disc appeared in the air in front of him, deflecting the strike.

Ruhildi rushed to Saskia’s side, and with a jerk of her arms, yanked the tentacle in half. Saskia scrambled free, shuddering in revulsion at the sight of it flopping on the floor. In her haste to get away, she’d dropped her gun. She reached for it, but Ruhildi pulled her away. Another appendage burst out of the floor, flailing wildly. They scrambled back.

Ruhildi pulled her mum free a moment later, and turned to Dave, who hung limply in the grip of three separate tentacles. His face was pale, his eyes fluttering, as the monstrous things tightened around his legs and arm and torso.

From a ceiling hatch poured a swarm of skittering spider bots with power tools where their mouths should be. Drills and circular saws whirred menacingly in the dim light of the nightmarish chamber.

“Are you frocking serious?” growled Saskia, shooting her father an angry glare. “What is wrong with you?”

While Ruhildi struggled to free Dave, Saskia and her mum turned to face the oncoming spiders. Alice drew a shotgun, and blasted the first of the skittery monstrosities into scrap metal. Saskia, who was all outta guns, pulled a crowbar and swung with all her strength, flipping one of the robots onto its back. Agony shot through her midsection, but she wouldn’t let the pain distract her now. Avoiding the metal spider’s flailing limbs and spinning sawblade, she plunged the makeshift weapon into a certain spot on its belly that her interface identified as a weak point. The machine went suddenly limp.

Yeah! Take that you little—crap!

A bundle of snapping, buzzing metal was leaping for her face. She narrowly sidestepped, and batted it aside. A second shot rang out, and half of its limbs fell off.

Ruhildi had managed to get Dave free, but he was in a bad way. He hung limply in her arms. Blood trickled down his limbs. His breathing was laboured.

“We’ve got to get him out,” said Alice.

Saskia nodded. They needed to deal with Calbert, but it wasn’t worth her friend’s life. They could regroup, and come back for another go at him.

She dashed for the door—and fell back as it slammed shut with a resounding clank. Saskia stared at the thick slab of steel blocking their path.

“Oh no, I must insist you stay,” said Calbert. “You haven’t even seen the best part.”

Ignoring him, she turned to Ruhildi. “Can you get it open?”

“Aye,” said her friend. She laid Dave down next to Saskia, and stepped up to the door.

Saskia returned her attention to the spider bots, which were gathering around Calbert. While they regrouped, her mum took aim at the cyborg abomination controlling them. Once again, a metal disc appeared in front of him, blocking the shot.

Saskia took that moment to dash forward and retrieve Ivan’s assault rifle and ammo bandolier. She barely made it out before all hell broke loose.

The room shuddered and swayed. Something big began to shove its way through the ceiling duct.

“I hear you like video games,” said Calbert. “So you should get a kick out of this. An actual boss fight.”

“I thought you were the boss fight,” said Saskia through clenched teeth.

“Oh no, I’m not much of a fighter,” he admitted. “I let my minions do the work.”

A ragged crack tore through the ceiling, widening with each passing moment. Through the opening came a large white paw, followed by an even larger head. As the monster spilled into the room, Saskia gaped at the forest of tubes sprouting from the back of its neck, and the armour plates that seemed to be riveted to its white furry body. It reared up on its hind legs, and in that moment, it looked like nothing so much as a giant ape. But it wasn’t an ape. It was something much worse.

“You have got to be frocking with me,” said Saskia. “It’s a yeti. A cyber-yeti.”

“I call him Charlie,” said Calbert. “He’s not from around here, as I’m sure you can imagine. Say hello to our guests, Charlie.”

The yeti growled and pawed at the floor.

“What the actual frock is it even doing here? How did it get up here? What is wrong with you?” It was the second time she’d said that, but it bore repeating.

A deafening crack split the air behind her. She glanced back in time to see splintered door fragments tumbling to the floor. And beyond the broken door stood…another door.

Groaning, Saskia turned back to the yeti, which was now barrelling toward her on all fours. Resisting the urge to curl up into a ball and cover her eyes, she raised Ivan’s rifle and squeezed off a short burst at point-blank range.

Her oracle interface gave her a pretty good idea where to aim—the eyes and the neck, most notably. The shots didn’t even slow it down. Nor did a shotgun blast to the face, courtesy of her mum. Was its brain encased in solid titanium or something?

She dove to the side, sucking in a breath at the spike of agony that ripped through her as she landed hard, and rolled to her feet. The creature was already twisting around to paw at her. On the one hand, she was glad it wasn’t going for her mum or Dave. On the other…oh crap!

Saskia sprinted forward, desperately trying to evade its reaching paw. She wasn’t quite fast enough.

Pain flared through her as its claws raked across her back. They caught on her backpack, and the next moment, the creature was lifting her high in the air. She caught a glimpse of an open maw, filled with huge teeth, with bits of rotten meat stuck between them. A putrid stench washed over her.

The giant paw had pinned her left arm. But with her right, she managed to lift the rifle in an awkward one-handed grip, aiming straight into its gullet. She squeezed the trigger.

The rifle kicked and twisted out of her hand, almost breaking her finger in the process. But the damage had been done.

With a squeal of surprised pain, the yeti jerked and fell over. She flew free, landing with a sickening crack next to Dave. Through unfocussed eyes, she watched as the beast kicked, voided its bowels, and died.

“Ah well,” said Calbert. “There’s plenty more where that came from—hmm, what’s this?”

A piercing white light had suddenly flooded the room. From amidst the glare, a dark shape writhed. Tendrils wrapped around Calbert’s body. He let out a grunt of surprise. His flesh seemed to turn insubstantial.

“Ivan?” she whispered.

But the voice that emerged from the chaos was not Ivan’s. It was feminine, and somehow familiar. “Go, children. I will take care of this nuisance.”

Saskia stared at her in bafflement for an instant before her mind caught up, and her body sprang back into action. Ruhildi had managed to break through the second door. The way out was clear. Much as she wanted to stay and help this new arrival, she’d just get in the way. Besides, she was in no state for more fighting, and they needed to get Dave out. Time to vamoose.

Her mum’s steady arms supported her as she staggered out the door. Ruhildi lifted Dave as effortlessly as if he were a child. The floor and walls shuddered. Booms and crashes sounded at their backs as they ran.

The elevator may be a deathtrap at a time such as this, but there were no stairs, and abseiling down an elevator shaft was not something one would want to do while the elevators were still running. They waited in tense silence while the annoying elevator music cut in and out, the lights flickered, and the capsule shuddered alarmingly. By some miracle, they reached the ground floor intact. The door slid open, and they dashed out into the corridor.

The vibrations were now accompanied by the ominous groaning of overstrained girders. Plaster and paint fell off the walls around them.

Near the exit, they came across the mind-controlled worker, still with his head in a duct.

“We should get him out too,” said Saskia. “After this is over, the guy should go back to normal.”

Ruhildi sighed. “I can’t carry him and Davi at the same time. What are we going to do? Drag him?”

“Move, move, move!” shouted Raji in her ear. He and Fergus waited in the hexapod just outside. “The tower’s about to come down!”

“Yeah, we kinda figured that out on our own,” said Saskia.

She tugged on the worker’s ankle, and he kicked at her. Regretfully, she kept running. Ruhildi was right. Trying to haul him out would only get them all killed, and the last thing they needed right now was to get into a fight with him.

The hexapod was waiting for them just beyond the shattered doorway, looking none the worse for the wear. Saskia clambered up into the cockpit, where she sagged back into the webbing. Alice tugged off Saskia’s vest so she could get a look at the wound in her abdomen. It had already begun to heal over, but the bullet was still in there somewhere.

“Later,” said Saskia. “Now isn’t the time for surgery.”

Fergus was already piloting the giant bug mech away from the disintegrating structure as fast as its legs could carry them. Which was pretty fast, as it turned out.

With a colossal roar, the apex of the tower split apart, billowing smoke into the sky as the pieces rained down across the mountainside.

“Feck!” shouted Fergus, as he steered the hexpod out of the way of a falling chunk of masonry the size of a large house.

The rest of the tower began to collapse in on itself, vanishing behind a descending column of smoke and debris.

“Good riddance,” said her mum.

Saskia was silent, thinking of all the innocents her father had forced to work for him, now buried under untold tonnes of steel and concrete. And what about their mysterious eldritch saviour? Had she died in there as well?

She got her answer a minute later when a soot-smeared figure stepped across the snow, walking purposefully toward their still-invisible hexapod. A faint glow emanated from arlium veins beneath the woman’s skin. Now Saskia remembered where she’d heard her voice. She’d seen this woman before—in visions and dreams.

Sarthea—or Yona, as she’d been called on Earth—appeared unfazed by the bitterly cold wind sweeping down the mountain. Even so, she accepted the warm cloak Saskia handed her.

“Thank you for saving me,” said Yona, offering her a grateful smile.

“It’s just a cloak,” said Saskia.

Yona’s smile broadened. “I refer to your actions on Arbor Mundi. You don’t remember them yet, but you will. You freed me from the shackles that bound all of my mouthlets, including this one.”

“Oh,” said Saskia. “Go, me! I’m glad you’re free now, and I hope Abellion gets what’s coming to him.”

“He did,” said Yona. “As did your father.” She glanced back at the disintegrating structure. “Let’s be away from this place.”

“Right,” said Saskia. “The cloaking field thingy that surrounded the tower must be down now, so someone’s bound to come looking. You’re welcome to ride in the hexapod with us. Actually, I suppose it’s your hexapod. We just…borrowed it.”

“It would be my pleasure to ride with you,” said Yona.

The ancient machine made its way quickly down the mountain, and headed south, skirting around the fjords. They didn’t really have a destination in mind. Saskia had no clue what she was going to do with herself now.

They stopped by the shore, where Ruhildi and her mum managed to get the bullet out of her. Yona eyed her slowly healing flesh with a surprised expression. “You have inherited your trow mouthlet’s rapid regeneration.”

“Yeah,” said Saskia. “Isn’t that how it normally works?”

Yona frowned. “We can inherit knowledge, experience, sometimes magical talents. Some of us can even carry across items or people. But it is not normal to transfer physical traits between mouthlets. I believed a trow’s regenerative ability to be a function of their unique biology, and therefore not transferable.”

“Huh,” said Saskia. “I thought it was just another form of magic, like all the other weird stuff on Arbor Mundi.”

“Perhaps you’re right,” said Yona, though her eyes betrayed her doubt.

“So did you know Calbert?” asked Saskia.

Yona didn’t answer for a long moment. “I knew of him.”

“You knew he was my father. How?”

“I could tell just by looking at you. Just as I know you are also of my blood. It is thanks to the joining of two bloodlines that you are one of us.”

“You mean someone like Mum, who only has one eldritch ancestor, will remain completely human?”

Sarthea nodded.

“Then what about Ivan?”

“I don’t know this Ivan to whom you’re referring.”

“He…went into the between, shortly before you arrived. Calbert was controlling him. I don’t know if I’ll ever see him again.”

“Oh, I’m sure you will,” said Yona. “Our kind tend to cross paths more often than not. Especially with those who are already familiar to us.”

Saskia frowned. The last thing she wanted was to run into Calbert again. Ivan, though…she hoped he was doing okay, wherever he ended up, and that one of her mouthlets would find him. “Ivan is a descendant of The Ram, or Ogunteng, as you might know him.”

Yona’s expression darkened. “Okael.”

“Yeah, him too. But my point is, Ivan is one of us, and we only know of one eldritch ancestor in his family tree.”

“The obvious answer is that there is another of whom you’re not aware. Who it may be, without seeing Ivan, I cannot say.”

“So it could be anyone. You or Calbert, or someone else I’ve never heard of. I guess it doesn’t matter that much now.”

“It matters,” said Yona. “But if it worries you, I would never hold someone to blame for the sins of their ancestors.”

Now Saskia couldn’t tell if she was referring to Ivan or herself. Probably both, she decided.

“Speaking of ancestors, I hope you don’t mind, but I—we…” She pulled her mum close. “…would like to get to know you, the good ancestor. Calbert was absolutely useless at giving answers. You seem to be more forthcoming, though. I want to know what’s out there. How it all works. The places you’ve been, the things you’ve seen…”

Yona smiled warmly. “There are some things you are better off experiencing for yourself. It’s much more fun that way. But I would love to get to know you too. Both of you. And believe me, we have all the time in the world.”
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                He sat atop the craggy peak, feeling the cool, crisp air whistle across his bark. Below stretched a wide expanse of sunlit trees and snow-dappled hills and gentle rivers wending their way lazily through lush green valleys. Garrain knew every tree, every branch, every leaf, and all the innumerable things that scurried or slithered or fluttered among them.

“Grarara!” said his nestling, Chielle, gazing up at his moss-covered face.

“Isn’t it quite?” said Garrain solemnly. “Grarara indeed.”

“I think she means ‘glorious,’” tweeted the swiftwing perched in his upper branches. It had taken Nuille years to master the art of speaking in this form, and others besides. It wasn’t quite her voice, but the words were clear.

“Indubitably not,” he said. “She means ‘grarara.’”

“Dubidubi!” said Chielle.

It wasn’t long before the little one grew fidgety. Garrain rose and stretched his creaky branches, yawning dramatically. Chielle giggled, then let out a chirrup of excitement as he broke into a run, planting his roots deep into the cracks of the rocky slope with each step. Nuille took to the air, fluttering just above his crown. Chielle’s drackenic wings also fluttered, but she wasn’t ready to take flight just yet. For now, those wings were purely decorative.

Garrain’s swift strides carried them back down into the sprawling settlement of Wengarlen—one of several places they called home these days. No longer a circle, Wengarlen bore little resemblance to the town he’d grown up in. Traditional housetrees stood alongside stone spires and log cabins and hillside burrows. Almost as many dwarrows roamed the garden paths as did forest alvari. Smaller communities of mer and high alvari and trows had also arisen in their midst, as their disparate peoples congregated to bring the next generation of greenhands into the world.

Similar intermingling had occurred across Ciendil; on the slopes of Fellspur, within the floating walls of the Pillar of Strife, and on the ash-covered plains of Hraith. Forest alvari and dwarrows had likewise settled in Grongarg, Lumium, and within the Hall of Eternity, where they enthusiastically set about the task of creating new wielders of distant magics.

The formation of the Triarchy, as the newly-established confederation of branches had become known, had led to situations he wouldn’t have dreamed of in his younger spans. One such situation was rushing to meet them right now.

“Elders, look at this!” shouted Meveki the fledgling dwarrow, her voice filled with unrestrained glee.

Garrain sighed inwardly. It would be many spans before Nuille’s hair silvered and his leaves yellowed, and yet their students insisted upon calling them elders. The true elders of Wengarlen were long dead, and there had been no-one else to take up the mantle, so it had fallen on them.

Meveki held out her hand, closed her eyes, and breathed deep. For a long moment, nothing happened. She opened her eyes, huffed in frustration, then closed them and tried again. This time, a cloud of tiny lights danced at her fingertips.

“Very good, Meveki!” said Nuille.

It was indeed impressive that one so young, who had not yet bound her magic to a focus, could summon a swarm of fire gnats. Meveki was not the first of the new greenhands to cross this threshold, but she was the youngest. Her future would be bright indeed.

Garrain’s younger self would have laughed at the suggestion that there would one day be dwarrow and trow and mer greenhands living together with alvari in Wengarlen. But his younger self had been a cretin.

There were—and would always be—those who fought against the unification; those who sought a return to the endless wars of the past. Threats lingered outside the Triarchy, seeking every opportunity to weaken it. But for now, at least, they enjoyed a level of peace and prosperity not known since the Age of Legends.

Meveki was not the only student to intercept them on the way home, even though this was supposed to be a day of relaxation. When they finally reached their garden, Garrain let his roots sink into the ground, drawing strength from the soil. Settling on the ground beside him, Nuille reverted to her alvesse form. With a heavy sigh, she rested her back against his trunk, and gathered a squirming Chielle into her arms.

“I’m almost looking forward to our return to the Hall of Eternity,” she said. “At least there, we might catch some sleep.”

“I wouldn’t count on that,” said Garrain. “Ithanius is almost as demanding as our students. And he’ll make us read his latest chronicles.”

In the span and a half since Chielle hatched, they had been dividing their time equally between Wengarlen and the Hall of Eternity. Rover Dog and Ithanius had assured them that this would be enough exposure to the seed of eternity to stave off any potential long-term memory loss Chielle might otherwise experience. The irony was not lost on Garrain that after all their efforts to get away from the Hall of Eternity, he and Nuille were spending half of their time there.

Ithanius, who had likewise wanted nothing more than to escape his ‘cage,’ had quickly put his wandering days behind him, and once again taken up residence beneath the frozen flame. There, he had begun a new endeavour: a recounting of the history of Arbor Mundi.

Bothersome though Ithanius was at times, he would be there to look after Chielle and the other new eternals long after their parents were dust. And he had been there to help them deal with their nestling’s unexpectedly slow growth—and other…peculiarities.

The sound of a horn rang out across the town, pulling him out of his reverie. A rumbling roar answered from the sky.

“Draaar!” said Chielle.

“Yes, it is indeed a draaar,” said Garrain.

Nuille rolled her eyes, an Earth expression that had become common among the alvari in recent years. “Let’s see how much of our garden survives their arrival this time.”

The dracken, Linitheleske, toppled an azurinth tree and trampled a section of their soursuckle hedge as she came in for a hard landing. Rover Dog, Queen Aele and their troupe of trowlings leapt down to meet them.

“How’s Queen Vask?” asked Nuille.

“Pregnant,” said Rover Dog. “Irritable. Hard to be around.”

Queen Aele raked her claws down his arm. “You try carrying twins in your belly and see how you feel about it.”

Nuille looked intently at Rover Dog. “You know, I might be able to give you a taste of what it feels like…”

A nervous expression crossed Rover Dog’s face. “Not necessary. I have vivid imagination.”

“Vask wanted to come, but…you know how it is,” said Aele.

“Oh I quite understand,” said Nuille. “Please pass on our best wishes.”

In the years following the War of the Gods, Rover Dog the eternal explorer had travelled the length and breadth of Arbor Mundi, sometimes alone, and sometimes in the company of others. He had professed on more than one occasion that his memories of ages past were beginning to fade, but the prospect did not seem to bother him overmuch. His visits to Grongarg and the trow colonies on other branches always elicited an enthusiastic reception from the local she-trows, and a surge of pregnancies usually followed in his wake.

For their part, Queen Vask and Queen Aele had been popping out trowlings at a prodigious rate, and no-one needed to guess who the father was. Some of those trowlings had made the journey to Ciendil with their parents. Garrain watched a pair of lanky males wrestling beneath the broken branches of the azurinth tree, and wondered how much of their garden he’d have to regrow tomorrow.

Next to arrive were their friends from New Inglomar—Myrna, Thorric and his retinue of frostlings. New Inglomar had seen a decline in recent years as more of its residents moved to the surface or returned to the Underneath. Still, it remained the third largest settlement on Ciendil, after Wengarlen and Torpend.

“I’m getting too old for this,” muttered Myrna as she sagged into a hanging chair, and gently booted aside a frostling who tried to climb up her leg.

“That’s what you say every time, mam,” said Thorric.

“’Cause it’s true every time, you wee scamp,” said Myrna.

“Wee?” objected Thorric. “I’m taller than you!”

“You’ll always be wee to me,” said Myrna.

Garrain eyed the family of frostlings gathering around his roots. “Go on, then,” he said.

Chittering, they scuttled up his trunk and into his branches, before settling in the tuft of leaves atop his head. Despite the name, these frostlings belonged to the new generation who lacked the ice magic of their forebears. Their new queen had set down roots beneath the seed of storms, so some people had taken to calling them stormlings, while others had adopted Saskia’s name for them: adorribles. Garrain was not one of those people.

On a whim, he grew to ten times his original height, offering his furry passengers an unobstructed view across northern Laskwood. An airship had landed in the southern airfield. That must be Dallim.

“I will never get used to that,” muttered Aele, glancing up at Garrain.

“Squishy is not so squishy now,” said Rover Dog.

“Stop showing off and get down here, ardonis,” called out Nuille a short while later. “Our Fellspurian friend is here.”

Garrain shrank back down to his usual size, and strode to greet Dallim.

“Elder Garrain,” said the oracle, inclining his head in greeting. “It gladdens me to be seeing you in person. I have been watching your tutelage of the young greenhands with great interest.”

“They’re progressing nicely,” said Garrain. “I look forward to the time when the first among them take up their foci and come into their full power.”

“That day will be arriving sooner than you be thinking,” said Dallim.

Garrain eyed the oracle speculatively. Were his words prediction or prophecy? It was always hard to tell with Dallim.

No longer a fledgling, Dallim had taken up the mantle of head oracle, leading Fellspur into a new age of openness and innovation. His visions of Earth had vanished with Saskia, but he remembered everything he had witnessed. The technological and cultural changes he and the other oracles wrought had already changed the world, and they were just getting started.

Last to arrive for their little reunion were Zarie and Kveld, who rode a storm dracken from their home atop the Pillar of Strife.

“We are late, yes?” said Zarie, as she floated down from the dracken’s back. Kveld stepped off behind her, landing with a thud on the soft, leafy ground.

“Not really,” said Nuille. “We have not yet eaten.”

The companions made their way to the dining pavilion, where the best cooks in Wengarlen had been tirelessly preparing their meal. They ate and drank and laughed and regaled long into the night. Garrain took more than his fill, though he drew most of his nourishment from the sun and the earth these days, and wine didn’t affect him in the slightest. It was a grand occasion, and he’d never known a finer group of friends. Not for the first time, he silently gave thanks to Saskia for bringing them together.

Waking early the next morning, they all clambered up onto the drackens’ backs. Zarie groaned and clutched her head as they rose into the air, and flew north. “Can you not fly more quietly?” she complained to her dracken.

This was the third time most of them had gone on this pilgrimage. It was a tradition that Garrain expected to continue until the last of them passed into their respective afterworlds. For the likes of Rover Dog, that could be a very long time indeed.

They flew to the base of the arlium structure that had formed atop the Elcianor rift. Rows of voluminous arlium visages gazed down at them. Some of those faces were their own. Some belonged to those they had lost. Some, they didn’t recognise. Saskia had been an artist back on Earth, and it showed. The proportions were accurate, the details exquisitely lifelike.

“This was her gift to us,” said Garrain. “It’s more than we deserved. From the moment of her arrival, Saskia was met with nothing but fear and hostility. She replied with kindness and compassion. Ultimately she delivered us from a demise of our own making. Saskia, wherever you may be, know that you have our eternal gratitude.”

His words had very nearly become a prayer. Perhaps in the greatspans to come, they would become one. If ever a demon deserved to be called a god, it was Saskia. But for now, the amber throne sat empty. Many who had survived the War of the Gods would rather it stayed that way.

This was a moment of serenity—of appreciation for all that they had. Nuille leaned against him on one side; Chielle on the other. He drew his branches around them both. They stood in silence for some time, until Chielle grew impatient and summoned a swarm of fire gnats.

All eyes turned to the nestling.

Her wings fluttered in the breeze, and she blinked at the sudden attention. “Urp,” she said. Her expression was all wide-eyed innocence, but this was somewhat spoiled by her hasty and entirely unsuccessful attempt to conceal the dancing lights behind her back.

“Did she just…?” said Kveld.

“Chielle, now what did we say about using magic in front of other people?” murmured Nuille through strained lips.

“Urp,” said Chielle.

“I do be thinking the jig is up,” said Dallim.

“Indeed it is,” said Garrain. “I suppose it was only a matter of time until someone found out—besides our oracle friend here. I hope you’ll keep this to yourselves. Our nestling already gets enough attention because of her appearance and delayed growth.”

Garrain grimaced as he remembered the stares Chielle endured whenever people thought her parents weren’t looking. The teasing from other nestlings who accosted her on the garden paths—poking her scaly flesh with sticks. How tempted he had been to send a swarm of agony beetles their way. Chielle was neither dracken nor alvesse, but something in-between. The other nestlings called her Skarakh, after the reptilians from Thrikaxis who menaced the Triarchy to this day. She didn’t look much like a skarakh, but nestlings would be nestlings.

“Let’s save this discussion for when we get back to Wengarlen,” said Nuille.

“Quite right,” said Garrain.

The air was positively buzzing with tension as they flew home—and not just because of Zarie and the storm drackens and frostlings. They wanted answers, and rightly so.

It was dark by the time they came in to land by their housetree, so they ushered Chielle and the trowlings to their sleepsacks, and settled in for a conversation that Garrain and Nuille had been putting off for years.

“Chielle is greenhand as well as eternal, yes?” said Zarie.

“That…and more,” said Garrain. “It seems her predecessor, the Primordial, altered her in more ways than we thought possible. As far as we’ve been able to determine, she now wields the power of every worldseed, as he did.”

“Not the seed of stone, I presume,” said Kveld.

Garrain frowned at him. Kveld had lost his magic once again after Saskia departed, because the seed of stone was no more.

“No, not as far as we can determine,” said Garrain.

“What about the seed of strength?” asked Aele.

“We believe…yes,” said Garrain. “Now I know what you’re thinking. She must also have suffered the less desirable effects of that particular worldseed? She’ll grow up to be as simple as the trow lifters?”

“The thought did cross my mind,” said Aele.

“She has been slow to develop—mentally as well as physically,” said Nuille. “But Ithanius assures us this is normal for an eternal. Her mind is growing slowly, but it is growing. She’s not simple.”

“Xonroth also wielded the magic of every worldseed, and he was sound of mind,” said Garrain.

“That is debatable,” said Rover Dog. “But Primordial was not as stupid as lifter.”

“That’s what I meant.” Garrain sighed. “So now you know. Why Xonroth did this to her, and how, your guess is as good as mine. All we can do is nurture her as best we can, and shelter her from the world’s ills until she’s ready to face them on her own. It is all any parent can do. I hope you will lend your support if we ask it of you.”

“Of course we will,” said Myrna, to a murmur of agreement from the others. “Chielle is such a sweet child. We would never let harm befall her.”

Garrain felt a surge of relief and affection for these people. Though they may be separated for years or spans at a time, he knew they would be there when he needed them.

The sound of a horn rang out across the stillness of the night. It was followed by two short, sharp blasts.

“That signifies danger to the heart of Wengarlen,” said Garrain. “The seed of life is in peril. I must see to this.”

“We will go with you,” said Zarie, already rising to her feet. The others rose with her.

As one, they dashed along the paths toward the sacred pools beneath the pulsing heart of Wengarlen. It was there that they found him, surrounded on all sides by anxious guards with bowstrings pulled taut.

A man stood at the centre of the pools, his hands held aloft. He was unarmed and unclad, save for a strip of metal on the back of his neck, and down his spine. The man was neither alvar, nor mer, nor dwarrow, nor trow. He was human.

The man turned, and as he turned, his hands twitched. Blades of metal extruded from his flesh, drawing shouts of warning from the guards. In moments, the blades had encased his entire body. Across his eyes hung a smooth, polished visor, from which shone a complex pattern of light and colour.

“Ah,” he said, speaking the forest tongue with a peculiar accent. “You’re the ones I wanted to meet. Do not be alarmed. My name is Ivan. I’m here on behalf of our mutual friends.”
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                Something was different. Saskia knew it on an instinctual level the instant she awoke. The pain was gone, but it was more than that. There was something…lighter about her. And it wasn’t just that she’d regained her strength. As a troll, and even as a human, her body carried a certain inertia that she could sense no matter how strong or fast she became. That inertia was…not gone, exactly, but greatly reduced. She felt as if she could dash up walls or leap over mountains.

But first things first. Where was she? What was she?

Some kind of leathery material enfolded her body. She could feel it stirring against her skin. When she sat up, it became abundantly clear that the material was actually part of her body. It shivered and flexed and unfurled around her, and she found herself looking down at scaly butterscotch-coloured flesh. Body proportions not too far from human, although her legs and feet looked closer to those of a reptile or bird.

A long, snake-like tail flicked out over her legs. Startled, Saskia grabbed hold of it, and let out a little “Meep!” when it twitched in her hand. Yup, that was hers alright. And dogram that felt weird.

Craning her head around, she confirmed that yes, the leathery things in her face had been wings. She flexed her shoulders, and they spread absurdly wide. Oh wow, those things were huge! Did that mean she could fly?

Saskia flapped her wings experimentally. Her left wing whacked against something, which crashed to the floor, spilling grey dust all over her.

Wait, not dust. Ash. And the thing she’d just knocked over was a clay urn, like the kind people used to store cremated remains.

Coughing, she hastily backed out of the ash cloud and dusted herself off. As she did so, she looked about the underground chamber in which she’d found herself. High stone walls. Dusty shelves, stacked with urns—some shattered, others intact. An enormous stone table dominated a far corner of the room. She could stand at her full height beneath it without banging her head. The place was ancient. And yeah, there was a definite dungeony vibe to it. If this was a dungeon, did that make her a dragon?

No, she decided. Dragons didn’t have boobs. Some kind of demon, then? An actual fire and brimstone demon, rather than simply a person from another world? Touching her forehead, her hands encountered a pair of short, but very pointy horns. Another two points in favour of the demon theory. As for what kind of demon, she had no idea. She just hoped she wasn’t a succubus, because of the sex thing. And the soul devouring. But mostly the sex.

This room had the look of a crypt, but there were no coffins or sarcophagi. The people who built it must have been big on cremation.

Speaking of dead people…

“Are you there, Ruhildi?” whispered Saskia. Her voice sounded oddly high in her ears. She was hesitant to speak at full volume, lest some unfriendly crypt dweller zero in on her location. But when no answer came, she raised her voice and repeated the question.

Nothing.

Maybe there were no intact corpses nearby for her friend to claim as her body on this world. Time to go look for one.

The room’s single door proved to be a bigger obstacle than she anticipated. Like everything else in here, it was huge, and she couldn’t reach the lever that presumably opened it. What the hell was this place? A tomb for giants?

As she leapt for the lever, her wings flapped of their own accord, propelling her far higher than she expected. She overshot the handle by a considerable margin, before she forced her wings to slow their wild beating, and found herself perched on the lever. It tilted beneath her, and the door swung open with a groan.

Leaping off her precarious perch, she settled lightly on the floor, heart hammering in nervous excitement. Not only could she fly, but this body was going to fly with or without her permission. While this would take some getting used to, it wasn’t entirely unexpected. Her troll body had come preloaded with its own fighting instincts. She never would have survived those early days on Arbor Mundi without them. Her new body may or may not be built for fighting, but it was certainly built for flying, so she needed to let it do what it did best.

Stepping through the doorway, she found herself in a spacious hallway. Unfamiliar symbols had been etched into the wall beside the door. Her oracle translator hadn’t kicked in yet, so she couldn’t tell what they said. Probably something along the lines of: “Do not enter. Dead people inside.”

Drawing in a deep breath, she leapt into the air. As predicted, her wings immediately took over, and she found herself hovering in place. This was almost too easy. As long as she didn’t think too hard about…oh whoa. She dipped in the air, her wingbeats losing their rhythm. Her conscious thoughts had interfered with her flying instincts.

Relax, she told herself. Now move forward.

Trying not to think too hard, she did just that. Slowly at first, then with increasing speed. The wop wop wop sound her wings made as they lashed the air was hardly stealthy, but what the hell. If anything tried to eat her, she’d just fly out of reach.

A short distance down the hallway, she came to a halt in the air, staring at a faded scene painted on the wall. It depicted armoured human—or humanoid—warriors fighting an array of demonic creatures. Some of the demons looked rather like her: winged creatures with fiery-coloured scales ranging from golden to scarlet. Others were much bigger and meaner, their forms as varied as they were ghastly.

If they were demons, and if those winged creatures depicted on the mural were indeed her kind, then she had a pretty good idea what kind of demon she was. And she now understood why the doors and everything else in this place seemed so huge.

They weren’t huge. Saskia was tiny.

She was an imp.

Or at least a creature that filled the same niche as imps did in many stories and games: small, flying servants of greater beings.

Why would her undermind have chosen such a small, weak form for her? There must be more to the imps of this world than she assumed. A pity she didn’t have a stinger on her tail, like Dungeons & Dragons imps. That would have been handy.

At that moment, she thought she could hear a faint whisper on the air. Just her imagination, or something more? It was always something more. She landed gently, and stood perfectly still, tilting her head from side to side.

Nothing. Okay, so maybe it had just been the wind kicked up by her wings. Maybe.

Continuing her flight, she soon came upon some more painted scenes. Scenes of battles and revelry and inscrutable rituals. One showed a circle of humans kneeling beneath a huge winged leviathan, trailing tentacles. The resemblance to a certain eldritch someone was too close to be a coincidence. But that form was something her human mind had invented for her undermind. Other people saw it differently. So why was this thing so close to her own inner representation of it?

The next scene after that was even more interesting. It depicted the same leviathan looming over a walled city. And from that city, scores of demons were rising into the air toward the eldritch monstrosity. The expressions on their faces told her they weren’t too happy about this.

Apparently her oracle translator had been doing its job, because now she could understand the inscription beneath the scene. It read:

Ixathi will gather them all.

So that thing was called Ixathi, and it would gather up all the demons—or had already done so? For what purpose?

The scene and the accompanying inscription seemed somehow familiar. More words rose from some long-dormant place in her mind.

Echoes afear,

Ixathi is here;

Come to gather you all.

No echoes in flight,

Nor binder’s blight,

Shall weather the final call.

The skin prickled on the back of her neck. Where had she heard that before?

Saskia was still trying to remember the source of the poem—or prophecy—when the whispering began anew; louder than before. That definitely wasn’t just air stirred up by her wings. There also wasn’t much she could do about it, because the sound didn’t have an identifiable source.

She had to ascend to the next floor. There was something there she needed to see. It would also lead to the surface, but that seemed less important to her in that moment.

The hallway emerged into a wide open chamber. It was largely empty, save for some oversized stone chairs, and an altar at one end. Light streamed down from a small opening in the ceiling, shining onto the altar like a ray from the heavens. What Saskia felt upon seeing it, however, was not religious awe, but relief. It was her way out.

She flew toward the light, and as she rose higher, the whispering grew louder. The opening was just wide enough for her to squeeze her impy little body through.

Clambering out of the hole, Saskia found herself in a circular room with dark, polished walls and a dome-shaped ceiling. Spanning the circumference of the room was a pattern of overlapping pentagrams. At the centre stood a lifelike statue, carved out of the same glassy black material as the walls. The statue depicted a large, spiky demon kneeling on a raised circular platform, straining against the chains around his neck, wrists and ankles, which were fastened to five hooks evenly spaced around its perimeter. A spear had been thrust downward through his shoulder and into his chest. The demon’s face was contorted in agony and rage.

Sunbeams shone down from a number of tiny holes in the ceiling, creating a pattern of dappled light and shadow across the demon’s body. A set of mirrors focussed much of the light through the opening from which she’d just come.

Saskia found herself drawn to the statue, despite its rather morbid subject matter, preserving a moment of death for all eternity. Was it glorifying the demon’s demise, or condemning it? And why was it sitting abandoned in some underground crypt?

Landing at the base of the obsidian figure, she stared up at him in fascination. Almost of its own volition, her hand reached toward the gleaming stone. The whispering in her ears intensified.

She drew back her hand.

Maybe it wasn’t a statue at all. She’d played enough fantasy games to think twice whenever she encountered a lifelike sculpture. Sometimes they’d move and attack the player. Other times they were victims of petrification spells or devious traps. Very rarely were they just statues.

And that, asserted her rational side, is a really good reason to leave the thing alone. Rule number one of fantasy dungeons: Don’t. Touch. Anything.

She stared down at her traitorous hand, which was running across the rough surface of the obsidian demon’s leg.

After a moment of panic, she realised nothing had happened. She let out a breath. Maybe it was just a sculpture, after all.

Her hand came to rest on the tip of the spear that had been thrust into his shoulder. The weapon was forged from of a different material than the rest of the statue; a silvery-blue metal that shone in the reflected light. It was too sharp to be a mere decoration.

Deep within, she felt an inexplicable urge to remove the spear.

What, do I look like King Arthur? I can’t pull a spear out of solid stone.

Except she could. Taking to the air, she hovered over the demon for a moment, before landing on his shoulders. She tugged at the shaft. And she didn’t need to put much effort in before it began to shift.

Wait, should she really be doing this? What would happen if—

Before she’d had time to process what was happening, she found herself back in the air, holding the enormous spear, which now dripped with very real demon blood.

Cringing inwardly, she watched as the surface of the statue began to fracture. Cracks spread outward from the gaping hole where the spear had been.

I knew it! Saskia raged at herself. I frocking knew it! What did I say about not touching anything?

The cracks widened to reveal leathery white flesh, with grey spikes jutting from the demon’s shoulders and spine. In moments, it was not a statue that knelt in front of her, but a living demon.

Or rather, a dying demon. Still bound in chains, he slumped down onto the platform, curling onto his side in a spreading pool of black blood.

And that was when she saw his face; pale as bleached bone. He wasn’t breathing. But as the last glimmer of life fled his eyes, his expression transformed to one of…triumph?

A voice reverberated inside her skull, as if from headphones with the volume cranked way too high. “Thank you, little imp, for setting me free!”

The voice wasn’t speaking English, or any other language she recognised. Yet her oracle translator hadn’t had time to learn a new spoken language, had it?

The whispers, she realised. They must have been him, luring me here to…oh crap.

“Uh…you’re welcome…I guess?” Saskia spoke the same unknown tongue without effort.

An eerie white light rose from the corpse, and shot into her.

“I accept your invitation,” said the voice with a sinister chuckle.

Saskia dropped to the floor like a sack of meat, and lay there, writhing and tearing at her flesh with tiny claws. It felt as if all of her nerves were being seared at once. But beyond the physical pain was something far worse. Something ancient and malevolent that tore into an essential part of her.

“Mmm…your soul is exquisite,” said the voice inside her head. “So many layers; each one a unique and delectable flavour.”

“What are you doing?” gasped Saskia.

“Isn’t it obvious? Tasting the sweet nectar of a juicy young soul, offered freely.”

“I didn’t—”

“Offered freely,” insisted the voice. “Such a deliciously generous gift.”

This thing—this demon—wanted to devour her soul.

Unacceptable. Saskia had fought beings far greater than this parasite. She’d fought deepworms and dragons and gods. The Primordial had found out just what happened to those who tried to attack her mind. This wannabe demon had no idea what he was dealing with.

“We’ll see just who devours whom,” she hissed.

Shoving aside the pain, she focussed her thoughts inward. A metaphorical curtain parted inside her mind, revealing a scene both familiar and startling. On a wide grassy plain, basking under the golden glow of the noonday sun stood a slender, leafless tree. A tree she knew all too well. A tree—a world—she’d never thought she’d see again.

Arbor Mundi.

Or perhaps she was getting ahead of herself. It looked very much like a younger, smaller version of Arbor Mundi, but she couldn’t tell if it was the same world tree, or another of the same species, or just one that superficially resembled it. This tree wouldn’t be devouring a planet any time soon. For now, it was just a tree.

No, she realised. Not just a tree. It was, in some sense, her, just as the leviathan of the deep place was also her. Both were aspects of her true self. Her deepest self. Her soul.

Her soul was under attack.

The great serpent coiled about her trunk and upper branches, his fangs gnawing on her bark. He thought he could devour her; subsume her. He was wrong.

By her will, her branches shuddered and flexed and changed, forming jagged spurs that drove into his flesh, and tendrils that encircled him, holding him in place.

“W-what…?” spluttered the demon. “How are you doing that!? You’re just an imp! You can’t restrain me!”

“Oh but that’s where you’re wrong,” said Saskia. “I’m not just an imp. You should have done a little research before you tried to eat this soul.”

Letting herself flow around him, she began to absorb the snake into her trunk. As his flesh flowed into her, she grew. Her branches grew longer; her trunk taller and stouter. Oh wow, this felt good. Although thinking about it like this made it seem like a weird sex thing. Which it wasn’t. Nuh-uh.

Now only his scaled head protruded from her trunk, roaring in rage and panic. The roars morphed into squeals, fading quickly as the last of him sank beneath the surface of her trunk.

Silence settled across the branches of her soul.

“You still…alive in there?” she asked.

There was no reply. A deeper inspection showed that some lingering remnant of the demon was still inside her, like a mosquito caught in amber. But he wouldn’t be doing much of anything, ever again.

Saskia wondered if she should feel bad that she’d just…well, eaten his soul. He’d tried to do the same to her. It was only fair, but…

She couldn’t suppress a little shudder. What was she becoming?

Before she could dwell too deeply on that thought, it was swept aside by the realisation that the serpent wasn’t the only soul clinging to her tree. Other beings hung from her branches: tiny chrysalises, dormant yet glistening with potential.

Except one of these chrysalises was less dormant than the rest. It wriggled and swayed as whatever was inside struggled to emerge. There was something about this soul that felt achingly familiar.

A rip formed down the length of the chrysalis. Slimy liquid spilled forth, and from the wriggling sack of flesh crawled…

“Ruhildi!” shouted Saskia. Out in the real world, she pumped an impish fist in the air. “I was beginning to worry you hadn’t made the journey with me.”

It was her friend, alright. But this inner representation of Ruhildi was not the undead creature she’d been on Arbor Mundi. She looked…alive. More than alive. Her skin was smooth; unblemished by the brutal scars her elven torturer had inflicted on her.

“Sashki?” Ruhildi glanced about her, wide-eyed. “Where are you? I can’t see you.”

“I’m all around you,” said Saskia. “This tree you’re perched in…well, it’s me. What you’re seeing isn’t the physical world. It’s some kind of inner soul space.”

“Och, this is fair odd,” said Ruhildi. “It feels real.”

“You can read my thoughts. Can’t you see out of my eyes in the real world?”

“No. Your thoughts are hidden from me, as is your sight.”

Saskia considered the problem. “There mustn’t have been a suitable real-world body for you to inhabit this time. Or maybe this world has different natural laws. Let’s see if we can at least hook you up to my eyes…”

She extruded filaments of…something from the branches above and below her friend. It was instinctual rather than rational, but she somehow knew this was what she had to do. When the tendrils coiled about her, Ruhildi didn’t resist, but leaned into them with a sigh. They gathered into a knot, then plunged into the back of her neck, fusing with her ethereal flesh. In that moment, a jolt of electricity surged through Saskia—through her physical body. She stiffened, shivered, and finally relaxed.

“I can…see you!” said Ruhildi. “Och! You have wings!”

“Yup, and a tail. How fantabulous is that?” In the real world, Saskia twirled around, watching her tail spin in a wide arc behind her. Now she knew how puppies and kittens felt. It was mesmerising. She looked at the demon’s corpse. “Can you do anything with that? Maybe use it as a temporary body?”

Soon, she felt a gentle warmth rising inside her, as if her friend was casting a spell. But the corpse didn’t so much as twitch.

“’Tisn’t working. I can’t even raise this beastie, let alone take his body as my own.”

Saskia frowned. “That’s weird. Guess there’s something more I need to do to give you access to your magic.”

Her oracle interface wasn’t much help in this regard. The vial representing Ruhildi’s essence supply was gone. But Saskia had felt something when her friend tried to raise the demon, which implied that there was some kind of connection already. Looking inward, she didn’t gain any sudden insights on how she might unblock her friend’s magical pathways.

“Let’s get out of here first,” she decided. “Once we’re somewhere safe, we can deal with this at our leisure. Except…” She eyed the holes in the ceiling through which the light came. Those were too small for even an imp to fit through. “It’d be nice if we could tunnel through there. I don’t see another way out on my map.”

Indeed, though this floor extended for several hundred metres beyond this chamber, she couldn’t see any stairs leading up. It seemed much of the tunnel beyond had caved in, and wouldn’t be accessible.

“Let me try again,” said Ruhildi.

Again, Saskia’s body grew warmer. There was no discernable reaction in the physical world, though. She flew to the ceiling, and pressed her hands against it, even as her wings struggled to hold her in place.

The moment her fingers made contact with the ceiling, something shifted in her mind. She could feel the structure of the stone; the bonds that held it together. All it would take was a little flex…

A violent shudder rippled across the ceiling. The huge blocks cracked, and gave way. Amidst a shower of sand, they tumbled down around her. Something slammed into her shoulder. She spun away, teetering in the air. How she managed to stay aloft, she had no idea. She couldn’t see crap, but she could sense the position of every falling block—and avoid it.

Several terrifying seconds later, miraculously unhurt, she was coughing and blinking through the haze at a high shaft, lined with mirrors.

“Did I do that?” asked Saskia.

“Well ’tweren’t me,” said Ruhildi. “I amn’t so loose with my magic as that.”

“Oops,” said Saskia. “I’d prefer you do the casting, but I don’t know how to enable that yet.”

The newly-uncovered shaft led to another set of mirrors that redirected light from several sources at its apex. It was those that led to the surface. Choosing one at random, she wriggled and crawled for some time, until finally she emerged blinking into the light of the surface—and let out a gasp.

She was on the side of a massive, crumbling dome, in the midst of a sea of scorched red sand. Heat rippled in the air. The sun was a blazing inferno, high overhead.

But the sun and the desert and the dome weren’t what grabbed her attention. She stared up at the dark silhouette of an immense winged leviathan. The great beast’s tendrils reached from horizon to horizon as it swam behind a blood-red moon. The scarlet orb was but a tiny marble against the cosmic entity prowling the sky.

“Forefathers preserve us,” whispered Ruhildi in her head.

Saskia swallowed hard. “That…must be Ixathi.”

            

    
        End of Book 4: Character Survey

    
    
    
    
                You know the drill. This survey covers the main (and some minor) characters in Book 4. Vote for the ones you like or like to hate.

There are a bunch of characters I probably didn't do justice to in Book 4. Hopefully I can give some of them more time to shine in the edits, and maybe prune out or combine others.

Despite my best efforts, Undermind hasn't been immune to the problem that plagues most long-running series: they get bogged down by the scale of their conflicts and their growing cast of characters as time goes on. I want the world-hopping aspect of this story to be a kind of counter to this. Although it's sad to say goodbye to some of these characters (good riddance to others), it's a relief to be able to press the reset button and narrow the focus in the next phase of the story. And there's always a chance some of the characters we left behind (living or dead) could pop up again in unexpected places...

            
