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      Gone. It was all gone. This breathtaking city by the sea once bustled with successful trade. The clinking of coins, the smell of meat pies and dried fish, and the continuous chorus of the Safìr Sea lapping over the shores of Mare were now ablaze by the wrath of the Gods.

      People kneeled weeping in the streets, beside their deceased mothers and fathers. Entire homes were reduced to ash in the wake of this diabolical war. Not even the songs of the sea could quell the screams of anguish. The crashing waves were now a harsh accompaniment to the whirling torment of fire that burned the city to the ground.

      Marin clutched her father’s hand to her chest. The deep pools of her sullen brown eyes spilling onto the cold flesh of his once warm skin. Matted strings of her coiled dark hair clung to her soft ochre cheeks as she struggled to accept the fate given to the one person she loved most. Her simple cotton dress and apron forever stained with his blood.

      He was her rock. The one who believed she could succeed him when all others cast doubt on her name. He had taught her everything he knew, since the day she took her first steps. A woman who could call herself a fisherman was unheard of. But her father never doubted her and aided her in breaking the mold. All that knowledge and time spent honing and perfecting a craft she was destined to behold for the past twenty-four setts of her life, now lost.

      Fleeing citizens brushed past her like a wind. Nothing could shake her focus from the light that had been snuffed from her father’s eyes. The air was thick with heat, enough to peel the skin from one’s bones. Marin glanced up into the smoke-drenched sky. She could not tell if Sól had just awoken or if they were still resting in the gentle caress of Nótt’s tail. The day had become lost to her. Never to be found again.

      

      Heavy set hands grabbed under her arms and hoisted her from the tarnished street. Marin clutched on to her father’s hand, dragging the body a hair from its resting place, refusing to let go. The cold sting of metal against her heated skin told her it was one of the guards of Mare who was attempting to free her from this dreadful place. But Marin held on with all her strength. She could feel her father’s broad fingers slipping from her sweat-riddled palm.

      “I mustn’t let go,” the words echoed through her mind. “My strength. My will. He is everything.” Grief had weakened her. The fires that still burned threatened to end the lives of any who chose to remain. She could do nothing but surrender.

      When she let him go, everything slowed. The pace of his hand meeting the hard stoned street seemed to hang endlessly in the foreground of destruction. Marin clutched on to the guard’s studded armor as he dragged her up the street and out of the city. Hopeless wails of sorrow fell from her lips with nothing to soften them.

      “Father,” she screamed, though her voice was lost in the cacophony of panic and strife, “please forgive me.”

      King Athelwulf promised so much in the beginning setts of this war. How the Gods had kept us like birds in a cage. How they lied and used magic to distract us from wanting more than they were willing to offer. But what could we possibly gain from this war?

      Perhaps the rumors were true. The King had become mindless in his lust for power. The need to become a God himself was worth the sacrifice of many. The Draughtrínd, what men first called dragons, were no better. These so-called guardians were only shielding themselves. They could have easily killed the King long ago, but instead, chose to punish him by punishing those whose voices did not carry weight. The lifeblood of the kingdom.

      A hardened gaze froze the grief behind Marin’s eyes as a silhouette emerged from the flames. Wings extended, tail snaking behind its armored body, coiling his tongue around his smoking snout as if delighted by the pleasures of death. His long-gnarled horns cutting through the wall of flames like butter.

      Marin watched her beautiful city burn, brought down by the fearsome fires of the Draughtrínd. They were guardians no longer, pushed from the cliffs of power by the King’s greedy hand. Sorrow washed over the panic brought forth by a thousand fleeing souls as they flooded toward the plains. Each step taken raised a hammer to her heart, reforged by rage and hatred.

      “They are terrible,” she brooded behind clenched teeth. “They are treacherous. They are undeserving of life.”

      She would no longer pray to Sòl for the King to triumph. She would not pray for the gentle surrender of the Draughtrínd. She would pray as she had never prayed before, for their well-deserved death.
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      The road to Padure was voiceless. Faces were drawn, too weak to cry or feel. The muffled patter of feet shuffling along the road accompanied the shrill bumps and heated breath of the cattle drawn carts. Little was saved from the fires. Bodies of the injured were being nursed back to health by any who felt the call to do so.

      Padure was one of the last safe cities left in Jöro. Enda had already fallen. Jar turned to ash, as Mare was. There had been no word from Berge or Rau for a season. It was all unraveling so quickly. The war had reached its climax after a lifetime of setts had come to pass. The Draughtrínd had only moved to retaliate against the King in the last two seasons. Waiting for men to tire of their games was no longer an option. And how swiftly their wings had spread to deliver their punishment.

      Marin was amongst those who sacrificed her time to tend to the wounded. To her, they were her father. She labored over them with her needles and horsehair line, stitching open wounds in hopes they would not fester. It was all she could do to keep herself from stewing in the hatred for this war. To King Athelwulf’s false promises and the Draughtrínd’s need to display their power upon those who did not deserve to be punished. But as the days passed, each life she tended to seemed less and less worthy of comfort.

      Her legs hung from the cart’s edge as she cradled the crown of a child. His body was cold and his eyelids shut for the long awaited eternity to Sòl’s light. He had succumbed to his wounds. No manner of mending could save him. No effort could move against death. None were immune to its kiss, not even the innocence of youth.

      

      The last of her tears had long since departed her after uncountable days on the road. Though the city guards who accompanied them breathed hope from their mouths, their eyes told a different story. One of loss and surrender. Nothing could save them. But some chose to clutch on to the lies that still fell from the King’s forked tongue. They were the foolish ones.

      “What pathetic hope they cling on to,” she whispered to herself, “but it is the only hope they have left to hold.”

      There was neither light nor darkness in the sky. It hung over them like a stained sheet, rising and falling from the harsh fire winds that blew from all directions. Even Sòl had abandoned them, it seemed. Disappointed that they had ever believed life was worthy of creation. How her heart stung from their absence.

      She missed witnessing Dag, the light dragon, unfolding the curtain of darkness at Sòlrise. How brilliant and beautiful he had made her days seem. He, himself, a wonder to behold. With scales of purity that reflected off the waters of the Safìr Sea. Marin thought him incapable of disappointment. But he was gone, just as her father was.

      “We must forge ahead,” one of the guards echoed over the hopeless patter of feet and crunching cart wheels. “We must prove that the strength of Jöro has not been broken.”

      “What a farce,” Marin thought to herself.

      It had been broken since King Athelwulf first proposed his plans to move against the Draughtrínd. That was before her time, when the Draughtrínd saw them as threatening as a targ-fly buzzing in their ears. Had the war really begun so long ago? She remembered her father telling her of the day the King first made his pledge to defend the rights of man. How proud they were of their King. A man brave enough to stand against the Gods. But he was far from brave. He was foolhardy and selfish.

      

      The thoughts that plagued her mind were spilling out upon those dreary survivors that traveled with her.

      “Cowards,” she said as the caravan settled down for the night. “So pathetic and willing to bend the knee to whatever power is left standing on the brittle bones of those who fought for nothing.”

      Her eyes scanned the flickering fires surrounded by the restless and lost citizens of Mare. “What made them worthy of life when my father was stripped from me so carelessly?”

      This war was moving toward a single, solitary outcome. The death of the kingdom and all who dwelled within it. The Draughtrínd were not seeking to exterminate man or they would have done so, swiftly and without hesitation. They were merely playing with us, biding their time. Entertained by the trick man had played on himself.

      These people were just waiting for death. But she would not sit idle and wait for it to come. She had to escape. Somehow. Some way. She would run far and never look back. If only to rip herself from the disappointment this caravan breathed in her face day after painful day.

      So as they dozed, she slipped from her position and made for the forest of Andì, heading west from the road, with nothing but the clothes on her back and her fisherman’s satchel.

      Due west lay the Skarpur Mountains, a labyrinth of wrong turns and irrational choices. But if she could reach the shores that lay between there and the Safìr Sea, then perhaps she could find a ship willing to take her away from this dying land. A land unworthy of salvation.
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      The Skarpur Mountains were draped in snow from the sharp winds of Rökkur. Perhaps the only land left untouched by this war. Its jagged teeth were not as grand as the Eldur Mountains, but that did not take away from their majesty.

      This was a sacred place in skald songs. Thought to be the birthplace of the Draughtrínd. A destination for men deemed worthy of their gifts. If one managed to breach the tops of the reaching stone, immense knowledge and treasures were bestowed upon them by the five children of Dag and Nótt.

      “What stories skald’s sing,” she said as she shook her head in her ascent.

      Though those early days when man was first given the gift of fire seemed far more preferable. Marin draped a woolen cloak around her shoulders. Skarpur breathed a threat in the wind, tossing her darkened locks against her face. Marin was not afraid to climb, even with holes in her boots. There was nothing left for her to lose. If she fell to her death, then so be it. Death was favorable when compared to treading through the fires of this war.

      She reached with ungloved hands upon the frozen rock, digging her feet into the hardened ground to find some leverage. She did not know how long it would take her to ascend, but she could not stop. Not even to rest. Her rations were limited to some dried meat and bait both she and her father had prepared before the attack on their home half a season ago. But her father had always taught her to endure. That she should not allow those who only see her as a woman to cause her to stumble and fall. Her will was too strong. She would not stop until Jöro was but a speck on the horizon.

      “Men fall so easily,” she thought to herself. “There may have been the need for vengeance in their hearts, but whether vengeance or fear, they fall just the same.”

      She reached a landing. Then another. The muscles in her arms and legs were beginning to burn. The air was thinning, cutting into her parched lungs like daggers. The higher she climbed, the harsher it became.

      Looking down, the trees were beginning to blend into the exposed mountain laid bare by the wind. Soon they would be nothing but snow-touched stars in a sky of white. Her hands were rubbed raw, numb from the cold. She could barely move her toes as the thinning air seeped deep into her bones, slowly turning them into shards of frozen glass.

      “I will not fall like those men,” she said through gritted teeth. “I will endure. I will accept pain as my path to freedom.”

      Marin took slow, steady breaths to remain focused. Her body was tired, her will strong. But even a strong will could fail to escape such turbulence.

      As she dragged herself atop one of the mountain’s jagged fangs, her mind began to spin. Spots dotted her eyes, refusing to focus. Marin shook her head, her breath becoming labored as she brought her palm to her face, forcing her lids to remain open. She stared between the gaps of the mountain. The sky was cast in a dismal gray. Clouds seemed to be dancing before her, lowering themselves as if they were seeking to mock her.

      “Dag,” the name of the Light Dragon fell from her lips, “if you still remain hidden in these dismal skies that coat this land in bitterness, please. Let me escape this wretched place.”

      She pushed herself over the peak, but her arms were too weak to catch her, and she began to stumble down the mountain. Marin desperately reached for anything to grab hold of, but her hands were frozen blocks of ice. Turning onto her stomach, she closed her eyes as her body fell over a ledge. The mountain began to part from her. Without direction, she skipped like a stone across the thin sheets of snow that lay upon Skarpur’s Teeth. Her arm crunched, shooting hot daggers into a voiceless cry as she continued to fall. She clutched it to her chest, squinting as she endured the pain in her descent.

      “This is my fate. I will see you again soon, Father.”

      A whistle on the wind echoed in her quiet surrender. A warmth as she had never felt before seemed to pluck her from the sky. The speed in which she was falling slowed, but her eyes would not open to what was happening. For she had been lulled into a quiet sleep, one not anger nor pain could keep her from.
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      She awoke with a start. Her gaze trailed down to her arm. It was splinted and fastened across her chest. She was no longer wearing her cloak and corset, just the hard, stained cotton of her pale dress. The threads, so broken and sullied, it practically blended into her ochre skin. A heavy wool blanket had been draped over her where she lay beside a roaring fire. The smell of burning pine attempting to thaw her bones.

      Marin carefully scanned her surroundings, not remembering how or why she was here. A fall. She had fallen from the mountain. The jagged memories were fragmented, but clear. A dull pain radiated up her splintered arm the longer she sat in contemplation, causing her to cradle it like a distressed child.

      “How have I come to be here,” she thought, “after falling from the jagged teeth of the mountain?”

      The ground beneath her was hard and familiar. The mountain still reached toward the lifeless skies above her. A single gnarled tree hung down from a small jut along its skin, casting a shadow over her where she had come to rest. Though exposed on the mountain face, the fire made the landing feel almost welcoming.

      With clear distinction, she could make out the branches and chipped bark of the blanket of trees reaching up from the ground at the mountain’s feet. She was back where she started. Staring helplessly across the smoldering lands of Jöro. She had not scaled Skarpur’s peaks successfully and now, with her arm clearly broken, she never would.

      Marin punted her fist against the mountain behind her with a huff. She let her head fall against her chest, eyes pressed in disappointment at her failure.

      “Perhaps escaping was just a dream,” she said softly. “A frivolous, desperate dream.”

      

      Movement drew her beyond the fire. Too distracted by where she was and her failed attempt to be rid of this place, she did not think to ponder on who had splinted her arm or brought her to safety. Marin trained her eyes on a shadow slowly rising from the sloping ground beneath. Her heart pounded with such ferocity, her face grew flush and her palms sweltering.

      The firelight reflected off the domed crown of a man. A stag draped over his neck and shoulders, arms fixed securely around it as he made his way to where she lay. He was tall, grandly so. With strong, flexing muscles beneath his rather common garb. He was not wearing armor, not iron or leather. Just a tunic and workman’s slacks, with wool-lined boots to protect his feet from the cold. A silver cast vial, shaped as a Sól tear, hung safely around his neck.

      He came to stand by the fire, slipping the stag onto the ground. When he stood up, his eyes found hers. She was so struck by them, her lungs ceased to function. They were as blue as the sky at Dag Light. Drifting like the tides kissed by Sòl’s welcoming glow. They sat like jewels in a sea of snow white skin, as smooth as a fresh laid egg.

      When she gazed upon him, all sense of malice had dissipated, like a flame-drenched by frozen water. His cerulean essence held her prisoner, gently lapping at her heart, making it pliable and willing to fall into the waves that he unknowingly offered her.

      They watched each other, with only the flickering firelight between them. He took a step toward her. Marin pulled herself along the sloping ground, pressing her back against the mountain. Tremendous fear began to build against her ribs. She did not understand what this man could be, for he was not a man, though he appeared to be just that. He was something more.

      He stood before her, gently lowering himself down to balance on the balls of his feet. Everything he was, was strangely familiar. His scent was that of dew on a new morning. Of Sòl-drenched skin after a full day of fishing along the Safìr Sea. Everything she missed and yearned for from her old life . . . before it all turned to ash.

      “Who are you?” she said with a faded breath. Opening her mouth only enhanced the presence of him. She could taste salt in the air. Hear the gulls calling in the skies as her father rowed to port with their day’s catch. Even the lingering stench of gutted fish seemed to tickle the tip of her nose as he breathed quietly before her.

      The man tilted his head to the right, bringing his hands toward her. Marin recoiled, hitting the tip of her splintered elbow into the rock, sending stabs of pain through her arm. She winced as he took hold of it suddenly, remaining steadfast and silent. Marin watched him as the pain diminished in his hold until it was lost completely.

      “You must not fear me,” he said with a deep melodic tone as he gently passed his hand over her arm, holding her still with the other.

      When he grasped her fingers, any chill that remained was eradicated. She had never held a hand so comforting in all her life. As threatening as dragon fire, but as warm as a blanket left to bask in Sòl’s light.

      Her gaze remained fixed as he examined her. The firelight almost reflected off his smooth, domed crown. He carefully turned her arm to one side, then the other. There was no pain as he moved it, no pain at all. When he tucked it back to her chest, he let her go. A dull throbbing quickly overtook the appendage he had handled. Marin squinted at its unwelcome presence as he stood and turned from her.

      Making his way round the fire, he bent down to observe the stag, drawing his hands over its pelt.

      “What did you do?” she asked, though her question did not draw his gaze.

      “Rest now,” he said. “When you wake, there will be food for you to eat.”

      “I do not want it,” she breathed. “I don’t want anything from you.”

      He slowly raised his chin to gaze upon her. “You wish for me to leave? Say that you do, and I will.”

      His assuredness shifted her sudden discomfort to that of questionable motives. She wanted to leave this place and never look back. She wanted to forget everything she had lost. To rid herself of anger and never possess it again. But she could not confess such a thing to a stranger. When she feared what breathing such disloyalty to one’s kingdom might bring.

      When she failed to answer, he drew a knife from his belt and pierced just below the stag’s outstretched neck. “Rest,” he said and returned to his work of gutting the creature who would serve as their sustainability in the mouth of this harsh, unyielding land.
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      She dreamed of Dag. Of his brilliant sapphire gaze upon the sea’s horizon. Of his silent caress as it touched her cheeks when he rose to usher Sól from sleep. It was the first slumber she endured without suffering the burns she had been scarred with. The first peace granted since Mare was set aflame.

      When Marin awoke, the welcoming scent of fire-cooked venison flooded her nostrils. A portion sat neatly in front of where she lay. Though it appeared simply laid and meager, it was a meal she had not had the pleasure of partaking in quite some time.

      “Eat,” the stranger’s voice caught her attention as he watched from the still flickering circle of flames that separated them.

      Reaching with her good arm, she sank her teeth into the warm meat, its succulent juices coating her mouth and dripping down her throat. It was tender and fell from the bone like butter over freshly baked bread. Every bite instantly soothed her belly. The warm sage and honeysuckle tea beside it added another layer of comfort with each sip.

      Her rescuer watched as she helped herself. She had nearly forgotten he was there and the troubles that brought her to him. When she’d had her fill, she wiped the corner of her mouth with the inside of her thumb. If she had not known him to be flesh and blood, she would think him made of stone. Or marble. Carved with expert precision.

      “Have you eaten?” she asked casually, whilst trying to contain the rising uncertainty that festered the longer she settled on his gaze.

      “No,” he said, his hands moving along the edges of his darkened cloak.

      “Surely you are hungry,” Marin asked, but her curiosity soon overtook all logic to remain elusive. “Are you lost?”

      “In a way.” His back straightened, intensifying his stature. “Are you?”

      The last of the meat’s savory flavor sank deep in her throat like a stone as she swallowed. Marin lowered her hand and waited in the pale glow of the mountain, watching the man’s quiet observations of her. “I am not lost,” she said, attempting to sound triumphant in her words. “I was trying to flee this dying land.”

      The man remained stoic in his posture, keeping his gaze trained and unblinking. “You and so many others.” His chin dropped to his chest, eyes studying his shifting fingers as he tossed them between his pearled hands.

      “What of you,” Marin asked, raising her finger to trace the lines of her mouth. “Why are you here among Skarpur’s Teeth? How did you come to find me?”

      Her questions raised his attention to her once more. He appeared different somehow. As if he was adrift in the tides of endless sorrow. The brilliance of him still crept along her skin, tickling down her spine. An immense pity overtook her for how one who appeared so strong and impenetrable seemed so lost. Though the answer was clear once the shock of him dissipated. This war had shaken man down to their very core. There was nothing left in hope.

      “This is a sacred place,” he said, looking up toward the mountain’s pointed teeth, “a place where man and Draughtrínd once came together. In respect. In understanding. And appreciation.”

      He looked at her. “I saw you fall,” the words from his mouth spread like a stream quenching a dry, desolate riverbed, “as I awaited in my silent quest. I believe you to be what I am here to find. The answer.”

      Marin clutched her broken arm. “An answer . . . to what?”

      This was the question to reclaim amongst the fires of this war, and though some may not see it, she was sure the truth was obvious to any who chose to accept it.

      Tightening her lips, Marin sat forward with teeth clenched. “This war has no answer. Not of me or you. It is merely senseless act after senseless act. What the King seeks and what the Draughtrínd refuse to give. Now the veins of this land are being bled dry by Athelwulf’s bloodlust and Draughtrínd’s fire. The only ones suffering for it are those who hold nothing.”

      The man weighed her words carefully. “Men possess hungry hearts. Perhaps the Draughtrínd gave too willingly, not realizing just how deep a man’s stomach for power is. It is a weakness; the result of dominating greed.”

      “So, who is at fault?” Marin exclaimed. “Those who give or those who take? Perhaps it is both. Even so, neither seemed to confess responsibility for the deaths of so many innocent lives. Lives like my father who . . . who was . . . ”

      Marin’s hand cradled the rush of silent tears, so filled with boiling anger they stung her dark eyes as they fell into the cracks of her palm. “If they truly are the protectors of all life, why not just give King Athelwulf what he wants?”

      “Would you give a child something you knew they could not wield, simply because they asked for it,” the snow crunched, drawing her gaze as the man rose to his feet, “despite how much they plead? If you knew it would harm them and those they chose to share it with, would you bend just to quiet their cries?”

      Before she could respond, the man was before her. His presence pressed her against the mountain once again as he slowly drew down on the balls of his feet. Memories of the salted sea air flooded her senses as her eyes became lost in the gentle lapping of his. His hand reached to quiet her tears. So soft was his touch that she could not bear to retaliate as he drew his thumb over her face.

      How she longed to feel anything but what she had been over this final season of her life. Cold and bitter. Bare from the anger that festered within her heart. He was frightfully warm. So new and forgotten, she did not know if she was worthy of it.

      “The heart can be perilous,” he breathed as his finger trailed to the tip of her chin and remained there in solace, “but despite what it may desire, none care to look deep into the eyes of others to know this one truth⁠—”

      “All hearts suffer,” the words tumbled from her lips and caught the focus of his gaze. It was what she had seen in his own and what he surely saw in her. Two strangers cut from different cloths, coming together on the jagged peaks of the mountain. One in search of an answer to the question she hoped to be rid of.

      The man’s thumb descended off her chin. “This suffering that both the Draughtrínd and man are forced to endure has resulted in opening the veins of this land. Suffering that will not stop without a voice. Without a sword. But not one driven by greed or fear.”

      “How do we stop this . . . suffering?” Marin asked, almost hopelessly. It was a question that plagued her since its inception that day on the street, clutching the dead hand of her father. One she tried to mask by aiding the wounds of those who had been scarred by the embers of war. But the more she slaved over their failing bodies, the more she believed there was no end to it. It was eternal. Given unyielding power by man and dragon alike.

      The man moved to cup her face with an almost remarkable gleam. “There is only one thing that can end suffering.” His fingers moved to her temple, tracing the outline of her ear as he tucked her dark tendrils behind it. “But are you worthy of it? A heart so lost. A mind believing in nothing else. Eyes,” his gaze met her again, “who would not unsee it. Are you worthy of it?”

      Marin relished in the tips of his fingers against her rich brown skin. How he saw everything that made her what she was, what shaped her into someone she did not wish to be. She had lost all hope of ever being free of it. Running from it was her final attempt against the threatening trap. But it would follow her wherever she dared to step. A suffering heart would always suffer if she could not allow herself to be anything but a victim.

      “You possess the answer,” she whispered. “You yearn to speak it. To anyone who will listen.”

      “Yes,” he came to rest on his hands and knees, “but these words cannot fall on deaf ears. Or the small hope that remains will be lost. Forever.”
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      Each day bled into the next. The mountain refused to break from its unyielding haze. The ground on which they settled along the skin of Skarpur remained dead and lifeless, just as the tree that hung above them.

      The man, who still did not reveal his name, looked at her in silence each time she woke, waiting. But she was afraid. To willingly open one’s heart and reveal its weaknesses was not to be taken lightly. Though she did not think she could suffer worse than this. Perhaps she was content to suffer for all time. But that meant she would never know happiness again. Or love.

      Marin stood close to the fire. Its flame had not ceased since she first opened her eyes to them. Just as Sòl’s light never ceased to burn. The man sat with his legs folded against the cold ground for his sword to lie. A whetstone slowly dragging across the iron.

      “What do you love?” she asked.

      The man’s gaze glided to her own, breathing in her words as she stood in wait of his answer.

      “Many things,” he replied, tilting his chin to look upon the colorless sky, “but there is one I love above all else. That I long for in quiet regret.”

      “What is it?” Marin watched his steady vigil, wanting to know what he had buried deep in his heart. A man like no other.

      “Nótt, what man call the ‘night dragon’,” he muttered, raising his hand, “her tail guides the darkness into being. Washing away the light for the sparks of Sòl to come alive once more.” His hand waved like music through the cool mountain air. “A song most do not hear, one she plays with the utmost professionalism and poise. It guides the beating of my heart. With love, I’d prove again and again if it kept me within her own.”

      “And yet she’s abandoned this land . . . just as the light dragon,” Marin sighed, holding back the urge to curse the one constant comfort now lost from the sky.

      The thought of Dag willingly fleeing to separate himself from this kingdom and all he had given it twisted the strings of her heart. It brought her memories swimming with what was, and she longed for it just the same.

      “My father was a fisherman,” she said, drawing the man’s attention, “one of Mare’s most renowned. His title and reputation passed down from father to son for generations. But he was not blessed with a son, as they all were. Only a daughter. Perhaps a curse, if a lesser man believed it to be misfortune. But my father did not.”

      She cast her eyes to the ever reaching amber light before them. “My father saw me as his future. He taught me everything he knew about his trade. Even when others moved to mock him, he never faltered. He never doubted my abilities because I was his daughter and not his son.”

      Fond memories began to cloud her vision, polluting each tear that fell down her glowing cheeks.

      “He poured more than hope and belief into my heart. He poured love. Everlasting, eternal love.” She looked to the man, who had not faltered from his vigil of her.

      “There was nothing I loved more than welcoming Dag Light on the Safír Sea with my father. As Sòl awoke from their slumber, Dag would stir across the horizon, tilting his magnificent horns into the surf as Nòtt glided above him. Their wings would hide them from the world as they kissed, but I knew, when the skies turned from lilac to the brightest blue, what they had shared together. I felt it. I knew. Because it is what I have had every day since I was a girl. Until I did not.”

      The man placed his blade beside him as he rose on soundless feet. Marin waited as he circled the flames, coming to stand beside her. Marin looked to the stones that housed the only light that pulsed along Skarpur’s Teeth, wetting her lips with her tongue before speaking once again.

      “How I long for Dag to see me as he once did. To be adrift in the seas of contentment. For his radiance to fall upon the proud profile of my father.” She turned, looking up into his endless gaze, the same shade as Dag brought forth the light of Sòl.

      “He has always seen you, Marin.” Her name on his lips widened her eyes. “Always.”

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

      These words she had breathed aloud to him had revealed something, perhaps to them both. Marin was who she was before the Draughtrínd’s fire burned her home. Before her father died like a dog in the swelling streets of war. For it was that day she became someone else. A poison that would slowly consume her. One without a cure. One that would silence who she once was. Forever.

      But now, she was that girl again. Before everything. Without the weight of hatred in her heart.

      “I know all who whisper my name in their dreams,” he said. “Who see me even when they sleep.”

      Marin’s chin trembled in fear. But she would be brave. For her, peace now stood before her. What her heart longed for above all else. And she would not allow herself to remain in suffering any longer. For if peace found her, it was possible for others to find theirs. Perhaps that was the answer. For those who were lost in the darkness, one must first shine bright enough to be seen.

      “You are . . . my peace,” she said, moving her unsteady hand to the angle of his jaw, pressing her fingers into his pure white skin. “You are the light lost from the sky, now shining before me. Me . . . of all those who are more worthy of it than I.”

      “All are worthy,” he said, “if they choose to stand.” He took her hand, gently prying it from his face. “Will you stand for peace? Above suffering. Above fear.”

      Marin’s throat tightened, her muscles flexing beneath the cotton of her dress. “Yes.”

      The man dropped her hand to reach around his neck, removing the stringed vial that rested there. He held it between them before slowly delivering it upon her crown to rest across her nape. Placing his hands on her skin, the fires that surged in his veins trickled through his fingers to comfort her heart.

      The vial began to pulse with a swirling haze of violet-hued cerulean. Marin found herself soaking in the pools of his eyes, guiding her hand to fall to his chest, the gentle rise and fall as he breathed mimicking the lapping of the surf across the bow of her father’s vessel.

      “Hope for the answer was dwindling, bringing Sòl to weep. But it is here, as we are. As it was meant to be.”

      He took her cheek in his palm. “I saw it in your eyes when you first woke by the fire. I felt it as I cradled your body in your descent from Skarpur’s Teeth. I heard it in your voice when you spoke of your father.” He drew her closer to his snow white lips, his breath against her ochre skin turning the storm of her essence. “You, drifting upon the seas, as Sól awoke in the west. Each day. For many countless setts. I offer you the peace you seek . . . if you wish.”

      Marin waited in the quiet snowfall as it danced around them. She relished in all that he was without knowing why he was meant to find her. She reached for his harsh angled face, running her palm along his velvety jawline.

      “You are him,” she said without needing to speak his name.

      “I am what you long for most.” And as she drew in her final suffering breath, he filled her with his own, willingly sharing the light he carried each day above the pillowing clouds of Sól’s wake. Like a swell of the ocean cast over the land to suffocate the flames of war. Vicious ferocity was followed by the calm lapping of gentle waves tickling the surf.

      She had never loved this fiercely. A love that could not be broken by fire or death. One that would live, even when she perished and surrendered to Sól’s light.

      As her body fell against him, she was there on the sea. Leaning over the side to watch the water kiss the bow. Her fingers dangling above the surface to tickle the glistening Dag Light as Sòl awoke from their slumber. The sound of the gulls in the sky and the smell of salted chum filled her lungs as the vial burned against her skin.

      She had been freed from the broken anger and desolation of her heart. From the hatred that carried her feet to flee. For he was peace. He was love.
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      Time became meaningless on the mountain. The late days of Rökkur seemed to last forever, and Marin wished that it would. She knew, deep in her heart, the gifts given to her could not be selfishly squandered. Though she feared what was to come, she could stand now that she carried his light.

      “We must return to the heart of Jöro,” the man said early one fateful morning.

      Marin’s arm was no longer bound, the bones set and healed since the day they had shared one another. He took her hand, and she naturally slid into his palm as they descended together in the silent snow that surrounded them.

      As they reached its mighty feet, Marin paused. She had found peace on the skin of Skarpur’s Teeth. Now a place of love forever beholden in her eyes. To leave it behind tensed her mind. She clenched the warmth of his hand, ceasing his feet.

      “Is it appropriate to be so afraid?” she asked as he came to stand before her.

      His mouth stretched across his chiseled face. “If you were not afraid, I would fear you did not possess a heart.” He touched the vial resting comfortably in the folds of her bosoms. “What you carry is most precious to me. No harm will come to you as long as you possess it.” His hand drew down her arm to grasp hers yet again. “I will always watch over you, my lady.”

      And so they continued, toward the central forest of Andí. The closer they infiltrated the outskirts of war, the more Marin’s heart became troubled. Though she believed her guardian’s words were true. And as she carried what was most dear to him, the more she came to realize how he had always been with her, since the day she first drew breath.

      They reached a clear meadow tucked protectively within the ever trees. Marin relinquished his hand to rush toward its center, tasting the ash and honey-soaked air as if for the first time. The tall grass was untainted, the blades tickling the tips of her fingers as she moved through them. There was fire still, breathing its harsh breath in every direction the kingdom spread. But it was that subtle taste of sweetness that rushed the blood in her veins. A taste she believed she was numb to.

      Hope remained.

      She turned gingerly toward the one who had opened her eyes. Grasping the vial around her neck, she cradled it in her palm like a slumbering babe who had not yet awoken in Sól’s light. “Will you show me your true self?”

      The man stood at the edge of the clearing, gazing upon her as if she were a sight to behold and not him. “If you wish.”

      He stepped into the faded curtained glow of the clearing, and as he did, he transformed. Marin traced the angled cut of his forearms, the arch of his chest as it rippled into muscles of pure scaled flesh. His neck extended to reach the very tips of the trees, wings stretching outward from his coiled back, like a butterfly emerging from its secluded slumber. And his eyes, as bright and captivating as they were when she first fell upon them, slowly lowered to meet her where she stood.

      He was the bearer of Sól’s gifted light. Pure as snow and as brilliant as the clear blue sky. As the Draughtrínd had been since Sól first breathed consciousness into the hearts of man. But there was no threat surrounding him. No anticipation of pain or needless suffering. She was not intimidated or fearful as she placed her hand between his flexing nostrils, breathing in his sea-kissed scent.

      A smile graced her darkened lips for the first time since Mare was laid to ash. Love swelled beneath the strands of muscle and flesh. For each other. Two beings that had no right to exist together. Entrusted to silence the suffering that came from the dark reaches of power hungry hearts.

      Marin moved to press her forehead against his snow-drenched scales. All she had lost, as much as it had shackled her heart, now eased her mind with gentle understanding. For one cannot truly forgive if they possessed everything they hold dear. It is through loss that she had found a way to fulfill her father’s wishes. To cast the line and fill the empty hearts of those starved of peace.

      “As you breach the horizon,” she whispered, “so do you breach the essence of my very being.”

      It was then she heard it. The frantic fluttering of birds escaping the clash of greaves and ironclad boots. The harsh sounds echoed through the trees and shook the ground. The white dragon’s head rose above them, narrowing his sky-cast eyes through the mass of forest. Marin watched, clutching her hand to her chest, feeling the gentle pulse of the vial across her fingers.

      The dragon turned down to her, pressing his jagged maw against her body so that his gaze dipped into her own.

      “Stay,” she heard his voice inside her head, “I will come for you when it is safe.”

      Before she could speak, his wings spun the air around her like a vicious loom spooling thread. Marin pressed her arm against her crown, clenching her eyes shut as he cast into the air, disappearing from sight. She held her breath, allowing it to fester in her chest before the stagnant state of it crushed her lungs, forcing her to break.

      She would not hide from what she was so keen to flee. Nothing could drive her to turn her back on the desperate scars of the land she called home. Despite his words, she could not obey them. She had promised to stand for peace, and that meant standing with him. Always. Her hand grasped the vial firmly, allowing its light to guide her steps forward, disappearing into the tree-line.
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      Iron lurched, and the shouts of men polluted her ears. A rising panic began to consume the blood rushing through her veins. She could not hear her white dragon. Though she knew he had come this way.

      It was then that a heavy hand grabbed the back of her dress, pulling her backward through the harsh Rökkur snow. A swirling of leaves hived inside her head, beating at the sides of her skull. The tip of an iron sword scraped the fabric at her belly, sharpening her focus. Before she could comprehend her death, the swordhand collapsed. A spray of crimson painted her face as the muted form of a man fell at her feet.

      “You did not wait,” the familiar voice of her love spoke.

      When he came into view, once again as a man, Marin threw her arms around his neck and buried herself into the folds of his fiery warmth. “I could not let you fight alone.”

      His hands came gently around her waist to support her. “Do you not trust me when I say I will let nothing bring you to harm?”

      “Then who will protect you,” Marin slipped from his shoulder to meet his steady gaze, “if not the one who loves you?”

      As they remained together, the shadow of a sword lurched toward them. Marin raised her hand to her lover’s crown, forcing them both down to dodge the sting of the blade’s edge.

      Swiftly, he turned his arm like a mallet as it crashed into the side of their attacker. The soldier buckled at the waist, and before he could recover, her love hammered his fists into his back, forcing the soldier to drop the blade to the ground. Marin hastily retrieved it, turning it in her hands. But her love snatched it from her, driving it into the soldier’s back to silence him.

      “Blood must not stain these hands,” he said as he took her palm. The soft feel of his strength subdued the violent turmoil of her essence. She clasped him in her darkened grasp as he continued to speak. “You must bear only peace in your heart. Your sword will come. If you wish to protect me,” his fingers graced the vial at her neck, “this is what you must do.”

      Marin allowed his words to cradle her in understanding. She was not meant to enact war. But to comfort its hedonistic cries. To soothe its sorrow and mend its wounds with her words.

      “I will,” she uttered, “for as long as I draw breath.”

      It was then that he lurched forward, pushing Marin under his protective wing. His arms extended as if to shield her from something her eyes could not see. Marin turned to where he now stood, the point of a sword piercing his stomach, its crimson-soaked tip reaching just a breath from her face. She took a step back, her hand slipping over her mouth to hide the cracking of her heart.

      He grunted, hardening his gaze as he clutched the blade hilt in his fingers. He began to pull it through his body, slowly turning as he wrestled it from the soldier who was so intent on his death.

      The soldier froze when his eyes fell on the hurricane brewing beneath her love’s eyes, forcing him to relinquish his weapon. Now free from the iron, her love strained a harsh grunt from deep within his throat, ignoring the pooling blood dripping from the hole in his chest.

      He wielded the blade, slicing through the snowy air to remove the soldier’s head. Marin watched as the soldier’s muffled blonde hair met the ground with a thud, followed by the collapse of his crumpling body.

      “My love,” she ushered herself forward, catching him before he fell to his knees. She placed a hand above his wound, knowing she could not stop the bleeding in time to save him.

      There was so much blood. Dark and unforgiving as it coated her hands. He fell against her, his head pressed beneath her bosom. Tears fell from her soft brown eyes as furiously as the waters of life left him.

      “No,” she trembled as she held him. “I cannot be without you.”

      He raised his now blood-soaked hand to her face, gazing up at her. His eyes, though flashing with the threat of death, still blazed their cerulean light.

      “Do not weep for me,” he sputtered through stained lips. “I have done what I must. Now,” his thumb rested below her eye to catch her tears, “you must do what you must. Be the voice and the sword will find you.”

      Marin clutched his hand to her face. Her body began to tremble, shaken by the profoundness of what she had found and now lost in the shadows of Skarpur’s Teeth.

      “I will always love you, my white dragon,” she muttered, moving to stroke his cheek to catch the feel of his breath beneath her fingers.

      He grunted as his chest rose in finality. “Look for me in the peaking light of Sòl. For it is there I will be. Forever yours.”

      Marin closed her eyes as he settled, body still and eyes dim to the essence that carried them. Not even the wind dared to blow in the wake of his death. All was still. All had ceased to live.

      She sat in the void, unable to leave the graying shell of the glory he once carried, now deprived of life. What had cleansed her of all sorrow now became part of her grief. A sorrow that seemed to mean something she was still too naïve to understand.

      Marin dipped her head down to his smooth crown, pressing her lips against the diminishing fire of his skin. Her arms folded around him as she laid her head on his chest. Her hand stroked his head as tears fell from her eyes and stained the bloodied cotton of his tunic.

      She remained there in isolation among the trees. No creature dared to disturb her as the dams of her suffering were allowed to break. They flowed for countless days until there was nothing left to shed. Till all that remained was her open, willing heart. And the vial that contained all they had shared together.
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      While the dead soldiers decayed, her white dragon did not. He faded, like sand moving to reveal rocks on the tide. Soon all that lay lifeless in her lap were the blood-stained clothes he had worn, and a most peculiar thing. A talon, as pure as the snow of his skin, lay beside the sleeve of his cotton tunic.

      Marin stared at it; it was the only thing that could hold her focus. It seemed to come alive the longer she studied it. The beveled lines along its surface pulsed as though blood coursed underneath its hardened shell. Perhaps there was, or she had been lost in grief for far too long to trust her thoughts.

      She would need to rise. She would have to harness the strength to do as he asked with the gifts he had given her. Even if it pained her to live without him beside her. But she would, for he had given his mortal life for her to heal this war-stricken kingdom. Jöro would not rise from the ashes with the King’s intent for power. There was but one thing he could not run through with a sword, and that was what she had sworn to protect.

      Her legs creaked like an old tree threatening to break. But she would not fall as she did when everything was ripped from her in a flash of dragon fire. She would remain standing. For every bit of light they had shared lay collected in a vial that hung from the nape of her neck. And a talon, the only piece of him void of death, sat safely in the pocket of her dress.

      

      She traveled in a single direction for many days until her feet touched the road they had hoped to find together. The trees of the forest seemed to part the way, guiding her to where she must go. The road snaked through the forest as she walked along its scales. Neither thirst nor hunger could distract her from what she promised to uphold.

      Her hand remained clutching the vial, remembering how it felt the moment her white dragon had bestowed it upon her. It was warm, as he was. Sending comforting waves of hope and love deep into the marrow of her bones.

      The road split after a time, into two separate directions branching from a circle of stamped dirt and stone, where a hundred feet and hooves had tread before her. Marin stopped, her eyes falling upon a wagon. A man stood facing a soldier, bloodied and broken from the terrors of war. The soldier held the man by the wrist, twisting him onto his knees to bend before him. A woman wept from behind the wagon, begging for this senseless attack to cease, while a small child wept in her arms.

      Marin closed her eyes before opening them again. The three figures did not dissipate. They remained as they had, locked in a tangle of disagreement or disloyalty. It had been so long since she had seen a man. Though they remained as familiar as those she walked with on the road to Padure after Mare was burned to the ground, they were also not familiar at all.

      Her eyes adjusted as their actions unfolded before her. It was as though she was not there. A silent observer of the chaos this war had stirred. As if she was seeing them through eyes that were not her own. Free from anger and the need for justice.

      “You know the penalty for denying a soldier of the King’s Guard,” the soldier barked into the man’s face. “You best do as I say, or I’ll take more than just your provisions.” He eyed the man’s wife with a glint of ill intent.

      “Please,” the man said, glancing at his wife and raising his free hand, “leave her be. You can have everything.”

      “No,” his wife shook her head, “it is all we have left. We won’t make it to Berge without it.”

      “Silence,” the soldier barked. “I’ll teach you to interject in the affairs of the King.”

      Marin’s hand dropped from the vial as she approached them, her head held high. All looked to her, curious, unwelcoming, but all desperate.

      “Well, well, well,” the soldier smirked, retching the man’s wrist, so he fell back to the dirt. He drew his sword and held it as a threat against her. “Move along now. This doesn’t concern you.”

      The woman ran to her husband, trying desperately to pull him into hiding. But the man could not bring himself to stand, clear that the soldier had bestowed blows upon him before Marin had found them.

      “Please,” the woman begged.

      Marin looked at the small family, her gaze quiet and her breathing calm. The soldier stood firm, his sword hovering to strike at her heart. Marin followed the seam of the iron’s blade, tracing it to the hilt and then to the face of the soldier himself. She could see it, like an impending storm, the hardship he had endured. He was suffering, just as this family was. No man was immune to it. No matter where they stood within the lines of war.

      The rich dark hue of her brow flexed as her head tilted in curious observation. Her eyes, now catching all the shadows of suffering within this man’s own, softened with the quiet beating of her heart.

      Reaching out her hand, she grasped the blade, clutching it so tight that the edges pressed into her flesh. The soldier sneered, advancing the sword forward, so it sliced deep into her skin. “You’re asking me to kill you,” he breathed, “a pretty thing like you . . . dare stand against a hand of the King?”

      Her blood dripping along the edge of the blade did not deter her. “I see you,” she said, her voice carrying like the wind. “I see the poison that suffering has brought upon you.”

      “What,” the soldier scoffed, “what are you on about?”

      “This family you seek to enact vengeance on has done nothing.” She placed the tip of the blade to rest above her heart. “If you wish to punish someone for what this war has left us to endure, let it be me. For no heart is immune to how deeply we have been burned. And no blood, no matter how much kisses the steel of your sword, will break you from the chains of your suffering.”

      The soldier softened, reflecting bewilderment into the strength of her gaze. “Are you a witch?”

      A sudden gasp escaped the lips of the woman, clutching both her child and ailing husband. “A witch is as terrible as the Draughtrínd themselves,” she uttered, as if her words would not fall on any ears but hers.

      Marin did not acknowledge her ignorance, for she was afraid. As they all were. From the weakest man to the mightiest Draughtrínd.

      She shook her head, keeping her unblinking gaze on the soldier before her. “No. I am not a witch. But I wish to give you a gift. If you would allow me to.”

      The soldier remained in quiet contemplation. The tip of his sword wavering in its threat on her life. But he dropped it with a hurtful sigh. The lines of his youthful face falling from strength into the seas of his impenetrable sorrow.

      “What could you possibly offer that would satisfy me more than death?”

      Marin moved to lift the vial from its resting place. With a smooth motion, she pulled the silver pin from its neck, pressing her finger into the opening, and tilted it to draw a single drop. It settled on her finger like honey. Soft and bending its cerulean colors in the pale light. With a careful step, she reached for the soldier, placing the tip of her finger on his forehead.

      The drop seeped into his sullied skin, spreading into the lines of his face, to the corners of his eyes, and the supple roundness of his cracked lips. A harsh breath ceased his lungs, bringing his gloved hand to clench at his chest plate. His eyes, once plagued by the intentions of death, brightened a glorious hue of sky cast blue toward the waning clouds above them. The soldier’s mouth dropped to his chest, and he doubled down onto one knee, desperate to breathe.

      Marin stood over him, placing a hand on his naked crown of rough blond locks. When he seemed to settle, she stepped away, letting him rise to his feet.

      “What . . . ” he stammered as he spoke, finally catching her brilliant gaze with his own. “Who are you?”

      Marin smiled, placing a comforting hand on his cheek. “I am the voice,” she said, “but it is young. Alone, I am nothing.” Her hand fell from him. “Unless you lend me yours.”

      He remained slack jawed, unable to form the words he wished to speak. She waited with quiet patience as all of Jöro seemed to hold its breath to what he would say next. “What is your name, my lady?”

      “I am Marin. Daughter of Mare.”

      The soldier nodded profusely, bowing to her in relieved revelation. “I will honor your request. Till the day Sòl delivers my final breath. My lady Marin.”

      “Thank you.” Marin touched his shoulder, moving him to rise. “And what is your name, Knight of the Dragon Guard?”

      The soldier hesitated, his youthful face beginning to draw the lines of the kingdom’s possible future. His eyes reflected her radiance within her own.

      She was not the same broken woman sitting beside her fallen father on the streets of Mare. For even in her blood-stained clothes and tarnished leather, she was no longer ruled by anger, casting blame on all who dared to look at her. Who cursed the Draughtrínd for being too frivolous in their nurturing of man. Who condemned the King for his greedy, malicious heart. For she was loved by the light that Sól had gifted the skies upon the creation of this once rich kingdom. And that love she carried with her. To share with all who were ready to embrace it.

      “I am Earfinn Ravendore,” the man finally spoke, drawing her mouth into a comforting smile. “Son of Enda.”

      

      
        
        And so, the first drop of peace was shed. Marin then continued to reach all the corners of Jöro. Her gift, an end to the suffering of men across the realm. Her followers grew many, spreading to the magic wielders who too were ostracized by King Athelwulf’s plunder for power. Soon, she was the name whispered in the shadows, crossing into the borders of the Draughtrínd’s ears. Her message was made true by the love the white dragon had shared with her, softening the harsh stings of war the land was beholden to. Until there was but one it did not reach. One she was determined to release from the clutches of war. No matter the cost.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This verse has been lost over the setts as skald tales seem to fall. It is believed to carry a threat to whomever dare to wield it. And so, many do not breathe its words. But for those who remember, for those who continue to carry the truth of the tale, it has become a compass. A direction to follow on the path toward new and eternal peace. One many are fearful to see. But all seem to hope for.
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      Men and women stood in the mouth of her tent, awaiting her words. Marin was before them, the vial still present against her breast, bearing nothing but a single drop within the glass. The long train of her pure snowed dress tucked loosely in the folds of her leather corset. The buckles of her trodden leather boots gleamed in the wake of Dag Light. Her warm raven hair braided at the crown, left to flow freely down her Nótt-kissed shoulders.

      “My lady,” one of the women stepped forward, clad in a deep pine-hued dress, “there is a whisper that the King will make a final stand on the desolate meadows of Enda. In the wake of the Dragon Lord’s death, Eldur will stand against him. The firstborn child of Dag and Nòtt.”

      “We must be ready,” a man agreed, facing the mumbling crowd. “Thousands will fall, and we must be there to receive the wounded.”

      “And receive them we will,” Marin’s voice silenced the stirring crowd, “but first, we must be certain that this whisper breathes truth.” She turned to one man, thin and bearded. “Where was King Athelwulf’s last correspondence to Commander Earfinn?”

      “We have not heard from the commander since last season, my lady,” the man said, “but I have it on good authority that he is meeting with the King in Padure before they move together toward Enda.”

      “Do you fear Earfinn has abandoned the cause, my lady?” the same woman asked.

      Marin shook her head. “No. The good commander has peace in his heart. I know he will do what must be done. When the time comes.”

      “But what of the wrath befallen Jar, my lady?” another woman, short in stature but strong in voice, said. “Vatni has laid waste to the city. The King has done nothing to stop it. He has abandoned them. Left to burn.”

      Movement caught Marin’s eye from the mouth of the tent. A man came to stand, clad in dark-stained leathers and iron armor. A sword at his belt, a gloved hand resting upon the hilt. His ashen-streaked hair bleeding into his rugged beard. A string of leather hung from his neck where a vial of a clouded hue lay nestled against its notch.

      Marin caught the glisten in his hard brown eyes. He watched her with a quiet grace. Returning to her loyal family, she raised her hands to silence their unrest. “These matters will be resolved. Go now. Tend to those who need us most. Tonight, surrounding the flamed circle, what must be done will be revealed to us.” She placed a fisted hand to her chest and tucked her chin before reaching with her palm facing outward toward her people.

      “May Dag Light keep you, and Nótt Fall protect you.”

      Many arms raised in response, facing her with their palms outstretched, repeating the words she had given them. Marin waited as the men and women left her tent, leaving her alone with the dark-armored man remaining unencumbered.

      Marin took a step forward, clasping her hands in front of her. Though she had never seen him before, she could sense who he was and why he was here. It had been many setts since the white dragon had left her to protect what he had willingly given. But she was just one half of the whole. For he had told her of a sword, one that would find her voice as it carried in the winds of Jöro. And now, looking upon this man, she knew him not to be a stranger. But that promise was fulfilled.

      “You are Kóle,” she breathed with a smile, “Captain of the Dragon Guard. I have heard your footsteps for many setts, echoing across the lands of Jöro.”

      Kóle stepped forward, his boots softly crunching the blades of grass beneath his feet as he entered the tent folds. “I am he.” He stopped before stepping onto the blue yarn-spun rug in which she stood. “My lady,” he bent the knee, resting his arm with a most gracious bow of his head, “I have traveled far, from the eastern claw of the Eldur Mountains, to come and find you here,” he raised his matching brown gaze to meet hers, “at long last.”

      She came down to him, placing a gentle hand upon his head. “Do not bow to me, my brother. We are the same,” Kóle raised his head as she fell from him, “you and I.”

      Marin took a step backward as he came to stand, admiring his brawn stature and strong determination. “The night beckoned me to seek your light. And here you stand.” Kóle paused with a sultry breath. “She bade me follow your voice. On the lips of all who chose to embrace your words of peace.”

      She smiled. “And he bade me speak so that you may hear me.”

      They remained together, each basking in the truths of the promises given to them. For not one word remained cast in shadow. Now that they had found one another, the circle had been closed. All there was left to do was laid before them as clear as Daglight.

      “Where do you have need of me?” Kóle asked, ready to embrace finality.

      She raised her chin. “Jar is hanging by a thread,” she said. “It needs the sword. To protect them.”

      Kòle tightened the grip on his hilt. “I will be the sword.”

      Marin hesitated before him, for her next words were meant for him and him alone. A threat that sleep had revealed to her in the setts since her dragon’s demise. They had haunted her each day she had been gifted, and none would know of their meaning but the one standing before her.

      “There is something,” Marin quieted her words, “something hiding in the ashes of Jar. I feel it. Each time I lay to sleep.”

      Kóle gave a single nod. “The Hugafar holds many secrets, my lady. A glimpse of what will come hides in the seams of our dreams. I fear if we do not follow the path we have been entrusted to walk, the shadows will rise, catching us beneath our feet, bringing doom to us all.”

      “Yes, I fear you are right. For not even the fires of the Draughtrínd, nor the greed of men’s hearts, can endure against this threat. Not alone.” Marin filled her lungs with his oaken scent. “We cannot stray from what we must do, no matter how it may break us.”

      She placed a hand on his sword arm. “Be the sword, Captain. And I will be the voice.”

      A soft shuffling of feet scraping the ground moved their gaze to the mouth of the tent. A boy stood there. Woolen boots kept his feet from the cold. A pale green tunic and cotton slacks were fashioned with a leather belt to his person. A shining black talon wrapped in frayed leather hung from his neck. His rich brown hair fell haphazardly against his sand-touched cheeks. Piercing green eyes penetrated her brown as she watched his fingers press into the tent flap.

      Marin’s heart skipped like a stone against her ribs. “This is . . . ”

      “Yes,” Kòle gestured for the boy, who came to join him by his side. He placed a hand around his shoulders, pressing the boy’s small frame into his upper thigh. “This is Eberhard.”

      “Eberhard,” Marin kneeled down to him, “what a strong name for such a strong boy.”

      The boy bashfully tucked his face into his father’s leg, peeking once or twice with his blooming eyes.

      “And yours,” Kòle asked as she rose again.

      Marin smiled, turning toward the back of the tent. “He is here.” She reached out her hand.

      A boy, with coiled black hair and soft, ashen skin, popped out from behind four stacked crates at the far side of the tent. He walked out, holding a small wooden figure in his hands. He was dressed similarly to Eberhard. And his eyes shone with the brilliance of the Safìr Sea.

      He came to her with a curt smile, waving to Eberhard.

      “This is Frior.”

      Kòle gazed upon him with relieved satisfaction. “Son of Day,” he said, drawing Marin’s attention to him once more, “and Son of Night.”

      They all stood together, each with an arm on the gift they had been given. Frior eventually coaxed the shy Eberhard from the safety of his father’s leg, taking keen interest in the figure Frior held in his hands.

      Both Marin and Kòle watched them in humble contentment, each aware that their lives would not be without misfortune. But, also believing them to be the bearers of something far greater than either of them could understand.

      “What great and terrible trials they will face,” Kòle said.

      The clouds parted above them, casting Sòl’s light onto the parched land. Their streams seeped into the seams of the tent. Warmth from their glow kissed her cheek in a gentle caress.

      Look for me in the peaking light of Sòl. For it is there I will be. Forever yours.

      Marin smiled as the words of her love echoed in her mind. The children giggled in their playfulness, as if they have always been close companions to one another.

      “Yes,” Marin met the steady eyes of her sword, “but not alone.”

      Kòle nodded. “Never alone.”
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      Here are terms and names found in the book and their pronunciations, in alphabetical order :

      

      Athelwulf (A-THEL-WOLF)

      The king of Jöro

      

      Dag (DA-G)

      The light dragon, bringer of morning, child of Sól

      

      Draughtrínd (DR-AW-T-R-IN-D)

      The dragon race of Jöro, children of Dag and Nótt

      

      Earfìnn (AIR-FIN)

      A soldier of the king’s dragon guard, son of Enda

      

      Eldur Mountains (EL-DOR)

      A vast mountain range spanning northwest to the southeast of Jöro

      

      Enda (END-AH)

      The southern most city of Jöro, destroyed by war

      

      Forest of Andí (AN-DEE)

      A vast forest, encompassing a majority of the kingdom

      

      Hugafar (WHO-GAH-FAR)

      The realm of dreams, the space between sleep and awake

      

      Jöro (JOR-OH)

      The kingdom in which our story takes place, a peninsula of plains, rivers, mountains, and forests

      

      Kóle (CO-LL)

      A soldier of the dragon guard, the sword

      

      Mare (M-AIR)

      The western port city of Jöro

      

      Marin (M-AIR-IN)

      Our main character, the daughter of a fisherman, resident of Mare

      

      Nótt (N-OT)

      The night dragon, bringer of darkness, child of Sól

      

      Padure (P-AA-DOOR)

      The forest city of Jöro

      

      Rökkur (ROW-KER)

      The first season of Jöro, the equivalent of winter to spring

      

      Safìr Sea (SAFF-EAR)

      The ocean the surrounds the peninsula of Jöro

      

      Sett (SET)

      A measurement of time, the equivalent of one year

      

      Skarpur’s Teeth (SCAR-PURR)

      A horseshoe mountain range, between the Safír sea and the Forest of Andí

      

      Sòl (SO-UL)

      The creator, the silent observer

      

      Vatni (V-AH-T-KNEE)

      The northwest Draughtrínd province

      

      
        
        May Dag Light keep you and Nótt Wind protect you
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In the realm where Draughrind reside,
A mountain range so grand and wide,
With jagged peaks and icy crest,
Skarpur's Teeth, they call it best.

Legends whisper of a treasure deep,
Within its veins, a wealth to keep.
Gold and jewels, diamonds bright,
A fortune untold, a wondrous sight.

But beware, the mountain's wrath,

For Skarpur's Teeth has a dangerous path.
Draughtrind fierce and storms severe,
Test the brave who dare draw near.

A man once ventured, with sword in hand,
To seek the treasure in the sacred land.
With tales of old and songs so grand,

He journeyed through that treacherous
strand.

Through snowy valleys and rocky steeps,
He ventured forth, never losing sleep.
And as he reached the summit high,

A sight beheld that made him cry.

In the heart of Skarpur's Teeth so grand,
A chamber vast, a treasure stand.
Gold and jewels, diamonds bright,

A fortune untold, a wondrous sight.

But as he touched the precious hoard,

The mountain's wrath, the man ignored.
The ground beneath him shook and swayed,
And Skarpur's Teeth its peril displayed.

With a mighty roar, the mountain quaked,
And boulders fell, the man was encased.
Trapped within the rocky tomb,

His tales and songs, forever doomed.

So heed the man'’s sad tale, my friend,
And let his fate a lesson send.

For greed and haste, a deadly snare,
In Skarpur's Teeth, beware, beware.
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