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Prologue
719 AS

R ain pounded on the roof and against the windows 
of the inn. Through the uneven panes of glass flashes of 
lightning revealed the trees that lined the Eastway. They 

were bent low in the howling wind. What had been distant thunder 
just minutes before now boomed directly overhead, rattling the 
glasses on the shelf behind the counter. 

Nol, alone in the common room, turned from the window 
and finished sweeping the rough plank floor. He could go to bed, 
but these autumn storms were never over quickly and he doubted 
he would get much sleep. No, it would be best to work. He had 
accounts to balance and the knives needed sharpening and it had 
been some time since he had inventoried the wine in the cellar. And 
while he was down there, he reminded himself, he should bring up 
another barrel of lamp oil.

He had just put away the broom and was reaching for his ledger 
when the door suddenly crashed open. A figure stepped inside, 
wrapped in a sodden cloak. 

“I would have stayed in Whitewall had I known another storm 
was coming,” the stranger said as he shut the door and flicked back 
his hood. He was a young man, perhaps thirty, with eyes the color of 
the sea. Water began to pool around his boots.

Rain pounded on the roof and
against the windows of the inn.
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“Then you may never have left,” said the innkeeper with a smile. 
“More storms than not this time of year. Here,” he added, directing 
the traveler toward the fire, “dry yourself while I get you a drink. You 
must be cold.”

The man hung his cloak on a hook and moved to stand in front of 
the fire. He placed his leather bag against the hearth and murmured 
his thanks when the innkeeper brought him a steaming mug of 
cider. 

“Welcome to The Golden Tree,” said Nol. “I’m pleased to serve 
you.”

“And I’m grateful for your hospitality.”
Nol gave a slight bow. “Give me a few minutes and I’ll have some 

hot food for you, my friend. Until then, make yourself comfortable.”
“Please don’t trouble yourself with warming anything at this 

hour. The drink will suffice. Well,” the traveler said, “a bit of cheese 
or perhaps some bread would be welcome, I suppose.” 

“If indeed that’s your wish …” Nol made his way to the larder and 
gathered a loaf of bread, some butter, a block of yellow cheese, and 
a jar of pickled cucumbers. He placed them on a tray along with a 
knife and made his way back into the common room. The traveler 
had seated himself in one of the armchairs that were arranged in 
front of the fire. His bag lay open and a number of damp parchments 
were spread before him on the hearth. They were an assortment of 
maps and drawings and paintings and notes.

“Nothing ruined, I hope,” said Nol as he placed the tray on a 
small table beside the traveler.

“I don’t think so.” The man reached down and gingerly touched 
one of the parchments and then examined his fingertip. “I think 
they’ll be fine.”

“A map of the Sky Lords,” said Nol, looking at the parchment. 
“It is not every day that one meets a scholar in these parts.”

The traveler laughed. “Hardly a scholar. I am a collector of stories. 
I find them, or they find me, and I write them down.”

“Stories of the Sky Lords? I would not have thought there was 
anything to tell besides their names. Not since the Great War, 
anyway.”

“Ah, not so, my friend! There is more to tell than many would 
suppose. It is true that the Constellations have been thought to 
be uninvolved with our affairs since the Great War, and—” The 

traveler stopped himself short and held up a hand apologetically. 
“But I don’t want to bore you. It’s late and I’m sure you have much 
yet to do.”

“No, no,” said Nol, “if you are willing, I would love to hear your 
stories, truly; the Sky Lords have always intrigued me. The work can 
wait.”

“Excellent!” said the traveler. “Nothing would make me happier.” 
“Then I’ll fetch you some more cider and grab a mug for myself 

and then you can begin.”
When Nol returned he added a log to the fire and settled into the 

armchair opposite the traveler. 
“I must tell you before I begin,” said the man, “that despite these 

stories I have written, I still know very little about the Constellations. 
They remain, in many ways, a mystery to me. Truth be told, I did 
not even set out to write about them. Which might surprise you, 
given what I am about to tell you.

“When I was a boy, I encountered one of the Sky Lords. It sounds 
incredulous, I know, but it is true. In that meeting I was told that 
Hibaria and the Islands were on the cusp of great disaster, and it 
was given to me to write the stories of our time. And so from that 
moment on, that has been my unwavering pursuit. 

“However, despite this encounter with one of the Constellations, 
I, like most people, supposed the Sky Lords to be largely uninvolved 
in the doings of the Islands, apart from guarding Augrind in his 
prison in the Rift. We have not heard of anyone interacting with 
these mysterious creatures for over seven hundred years. I viewed my 
meeting as unique, a strange exception, an anomaly.

“And so when the war with Augrind began, the New War as 
it’s beginning to be called, I did not think to write about the 
Constellations. It seemed clear that the Sky Lords had failed to 
keep Augrind in his prison, but what details could possibly be 
known about that failure? No, my intent with these stories,” the 
traveler gestured to the parchments spread upon the hearth, “was 
to chronicle what could be known about the unfolding of the war. I 
wanted to introduce those individuals who played a part in the fight 
against Augrind and the magician Imago. I wanted to understand 
how these children (for, as you know, no small part of this war was 
fought by children) came to be involved, and in some cases, how 
they rose to lead the armies of Hibaria against the Emperor of the 

5 6



Tales of Hibaria: The Awakening Prologue

Night. It baffled me that so many young people should play such a 
central role and I set out to see what could be learned. It was in my 
research that I discovered much to my surprise that many of these 
children had encounters with the Constellations in the years leading 
up to the war. 

“Some of these children had been given tasks by the Sky Lords 
much as I had been given a task. Some of them had been entrusted 
with information about Augrind and Imago that no one at that 
point in time knew. Some of them had been witness to major 
developments in the buildup to the war. And some were given no 
task at all, but were simply met in a time of great need. All of these 
young people, however, were deeply changed by their encounters 
with the Constellations and all went on to join the fight against 
Augrind.

“When I learned these things, I realized that my encounter with 
one of the Constellations was not unique at all. It began to be clear 
to me that these reclusive creatures of the night sky are far more 
involved in the doings of Hibaria and the Islands than any of us 
might have guessed. They were certainly involved in how the war 
unfolded, though as you’ll see, their actions were seldom direct and 
their methods and motives often difficult to fathom. 

“And so, my friend, I set out to chronicle the beginnings of the 
New War and how so many children came to be central to the 
conflict, and in so doing I discovered that these events were not 
random – they were shaped. The Constellations, once thought to be 
so removed from us, are not. They are active and they are involved. 
I do not pretend to understand all that I have uncovered, but what 
I have found I will gladly tell you now.” 
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  The boy searched among the rocks and sandbars of the 
peninsula, his clear green eyes flitting from one object to an-
other. He occasionally stooped to pick up a shell or a feather 

or a wind-carved piece of wood, but he released these things almost 
as soon as he had touched them. He was not sure what he was look-
ing for, but he knew he had not found it yet. He kept searching. 

Almegorin was ten years old. Earlier that summer he had found 
a fisherman’s float, a green sphere of blown glass that looked like 
it had been made in Werth. The float was cool and smooth to the 
touch, and when the tiny bubbles embedded in the glass had caught 
the evening light, Almegorin had almost thought he could hear the 
distant cries of gulls and the keening of an unfelt wind. When, with 
both hands, he had lifted the float out of the sand, he thought he 
could feel the tug of the deep currents that had brought the glass so 
far south. The thing had a story and Almegorin felt as though, if he 
only listened carefully enough, he would be able to hear it. 

The boy had taken the fisherman’s float home, exultant, and 
placed it on the table beside his bed. 

Since then he had come to this beach whenever he could. He 
came to look for other treasures woven with stories, other objects 
that told him their tales. He searched with anticipation, with barely 
suppressed excitement, longing to hold these things in his hands 
and learn the secrets of the world.

The sun sank low in the west, reflecting off the water, painting 
the sky gold and red and purple. It would be dark soon. Almegorin 
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turned and began the long walk back to Hull. He sighed. There 
was work to be done tomorrow, and the next day, and the next, 
and while he enjoyed his work, it would be another week before he 
would be able to hunt again.

At the broken tree Almegorin paused. He would be late, but … he 
scrambled up its twisted trunk, pulling himself up from branch to 
branch, until he was far above the ground. The sea spread out be-
fore him, sparkling gray and huge and mysterious, and the coastline 
curved away to the north, like the sweeping wing of a bird. Past the 
inlet was the village, its lights, like distant fireflies, beginning to ap-
pear in the dusk. He would be late, yes, but the view never failed to 
fill him with wonder. High above, the stars began to appear, twin-
kling in the expanse as they began their dance across the darkness.

As the sun slipped beneath the sea, the boy dropped to the ground 
beside the broken tree. His hand brushed a stone, half-buried in the 
wet sand. He dug it out. It was the size of an egg and smooth as glass. 
The stone was like nothing he had ever seen before, held before, and 
it was clear as purest light and somehow it seemed to hold the world 
within itself. It glowed a faint blue in the fading light and made his 
fingers tingle and his heart beat a little faster. With shaking hands, 
he carefully tucked it into his pocket.

That night Almegorin dreamt. In his dreams he sailed the seas 
and he knew the waters – every current, every wave, every eddy – 
and he knew all the ships that had passed over them, all the storms 
that had raged across them. He knew the creatures that swam below 
the surface, that lurked beyond sight in the darkness below. He saw 
what they had seen and he knew their stories. 

In his dreams, Almegorin walked the Islands and he knew them. 
He knew the rocks and trees and streams, he knew every hill and val-
ley and coastline. He knew the birds and animals and insects, and he 
saw what they had seen and he knew their stories. 

He saw ancient cities and towns long forgotten, kingdoms and 
empires long crumbled. He saw Augrind, the Emperor of the Night, 
rise to power and he saw the building of the Hourglass. He saw Au-
grind’s reign in the blink of an eye, and he saw the horrors of the 
Great War, and he saw Augrind’s fall.

He saw the Sky Lords imprison the Emperor of the Night in the 
Rift. 

He saw the Black Horizon and knew what lay over its edge. 

High in the mountains, 
Almegorin stood before the ancient 
Augur Tree and he knew every contour of its 
massive trunk, every twist of its thousand branches, 
every vein of its countless leaves, and he knew what, 
over the centuries, it had seen.

He knew all these things and he knew their stories and 
he knew how they had come to be.

When Almegorin awoke, he discovered that 
he was clutching the stone. When he awoke, 
he remembered what he had dreamt.

That morning he did not put the stone on the 
table with his other treasures. Instead, Almegorin placed it in his 
pocket. In the shop he worked silently beside his father, carefully 
copying maps of different parts of Rorus. Several parties of foreign-
ers were due to arrive by the end of the week, foreigners who did not 
know these lands or these waters, but who had recently been grant-
ed trading and hunting rights. They needed maps, and Almegorin’s 
father, the only cartographer on the island of Hilder, was happy to 
comply. But the drawing of maps was slow and meticulous work, 
and there was much yet to do. Despite this, despite the urgency of 
what needed to be done, Almegorin found himself staring out the 
window at the sea, his feather quill forgotten beside the half-finished 
map. Instead, his hand was wrapped around the stone in his pocket.

“Where is your mind, Almegorin?” asked his father. His ques-
tion was firm but gentle, as his eyes searched his son’s face. 

“I … out there,” the boy finally said. “I’m sorry.” He shook him-
self and resumed his work on the map, but his mind was far away, 
out in the vast, vast world. 

That night Almegorin could not sleep. He glanced at the fisher-
man’s float on the table beside his bed. To think that he had once 
considered Werth far away! The world was so much bigger than 
he had imagined. So much had happened that he had not known 
about, that he could not have possibly known about. And this place, 
the village of Hull on the island of Hilder … was so small. His mind 
was full, almost to bursting, with all the stories of the world. 

The stone shone like starlight in his hand. Finally, wearily, he got 
up, put on his shoes, and slipped out of the house.

His feet made no sound as he walked through the streets of the 

The Mending
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“Is it yours?” asked the boy.

village. Past the last house, he angled toward the gray water and 
came to the top of a small cliff that overlooked the sea. Below him 
were the boats, waiting, summoning him. He would go and see the 
world, see all the places he now knew existed. He would go and live 
the stories, and he would not look back. 

Almegorin took a deep breath and stepped toward the boats. Be-
fore him the water was still. 

And then it was not. The inky blackness swirled and rippled and 
the boats bobbed and a creature rose silently from the depths, drip-
ping and glistening in the moonlight. It was a massive serpent with 
shimmering scales, and it looked down at Almegorin with a piercing 
blue eye. The boy took a step back and swallowed.

“You do not sleep, child of the earth, though it is night,” said the 
serpent, and its other eye, Almegorin observed, was glaucous and 
unseeing. It looked for all the world like an enormous pearl. The 
creature stared at him and tilted its head and added quietly, “You do 
not know what you are about to do.”

The boy shook his head. “I do know. The world is so big and this 
place is so small, and there is so much to see.  I am going.”

“That is true. The world is a vast thing and this is but a small part 
of it. But while there will come a time for you to leave these shores 
and strike out into the world, that time is not now.”

“Why?” asked Almegorin.
“What you possess,” said the creature, looking at Almegorin’s 

hand, “has made you think that you are ready, but you are not. 
What you hold in your hand is a powerful thing and it has given you 
knowledge that you should not have. It is not yours, and if you keep 
it, you will be undone.”

Almegorin looked at the stone in his hand. And then he looked 
at the creature and saw the hole in its belly, a hole the size and shape 
of an egg. The stone suddenly grew warm in his palm and seemed to 
pulse with a low light.

“It is yours?” asked the boy.
“It has been lost for longer than you can imagine, but, yes, it is 

mine.”
Almegorin hesitated and then said, “But I want it to be mine.”
The creature nodded. “Who wouldn’t? But as I said, if you keep 

it, you will be undone. It is, after all, a star, and you are a child of 
the earth.”
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At these words Almegorin’s eyes widened and he looked up and 
down the length of the serpent. Stones similar to the one in his hand 
were interspersed amongst the scales. And the creature’s eye that the 
boy had thought looked like a pearl …

“You’re a Sky Lord,” he finally said. “Though not one I’m famil-
iar with.” The boy glanced up at the night sky, filled with the glitter-
ing constellations.

“I have been absent from the heavens for a long time now; you 
would not know me. I have been searching for what you hold in 
your hand for centuries.”

Almegorin looked at the star in his hand, looked at the thing that 
had borne witness to the creation of the world and that had told 
him all the stories it had seen. “Will I forget them?” he asked as he 
held out the stone. It rose gently from his hand and began to pulse 
with light. “The stories?”

“Most of them,” said the Sky Lord. “Your small mind was not 
made to contain so much. A few will remain, however. Consider 
them a gift.”

“Thank you,” said Almegorin. “Will I still want to go?” he added, 
looking at the boats.

The stone slid into place and the Sky Lord shimmered in the star-
light. “For now you will not,” the creature said, “though the seed of 
that desire grows in you as it does in many young people, and it will 
eventually bear fruit. But it will bear fruit in the right time. For now 
you will once again be content.

“But I have seen that when the time does come, child of the earth, 
and you do go from this place, there is something you are uniquely 
equipped to do. Would you like to know what it is I ask of you?”

Almegorin nodded.
“Trouble is coming to Hibaria and the Islands. Disaster, great dif-

ficulty, perhaps war. I can sense it in the waters and in the air. Au-
grind stirs in the world of dreams, perhaps in the waking world as 
well. I would have you gather the stories of this time, so that what 
transpires is not lost to the children of the earth.”

The boy took a deep breath. “I will do it,” he said.
“This is to be your life’s work,” said the Sky Lord. And without 

another word the creature rose from the water, whole once more. 
The sea serpent, blue and green and silver, soared into the night sky 
and slowly faded from view. Soon, the boy could see only a line of 

seven points of light. The line moved sinuously through the night, 
across the vastness of the heavens, until it came to rest amongst a 
cluster of stars in the north, a cluster so dim that Almegorin had 
never noticed it before. The line of light coiled and flexed and 
merged with the grouping of dim stars. There was a flash, almost 
imperceptible, and the stars grew bright.

“It’s time we both were home, I guess,” said Almegorin, and he 
turned away from the sea and walked silently back to the village.

The Mending
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W ick burst through the door of The Red Star, out 
of breath. “There’s something you need to see!” he said. 
The handful of fisherfolk, tired after a day of mending 

nets, were huddled in twos and threes at tables and at the counter. 
Wick’s father pushed back his chair and stood. “Show me, son.”
As they stepped outside the inn, the boy pointed up and his fa-

ther gasped. “Burn my eyes!” he muttered under his breath. Then he 
gave a shout over his shoulder to the others still inside.

They came and one by one grew silent as they took in the night 
sky. The stars they knew so well were gone. Or perhaps they were 
there, but unidentifiable among the hundreds—no, thousands—of 
new glimmering points of light strewn across the sky. 

“What does it mean?” Wick asked. A feeling of dread made him 
shiver as he stared at the transformed sky. No one answered.

   *  *  * 

Two days passed and the night sky did not return to normal. If 
anything, there were more stars. Wick’s father was quiet, and Wick 
could tell he was worried. Neither of his parents spoke during the 
evening meal. Only his little sister Ava talked, prattling on about her 
friends and school and how cold the winter had been. She probably 
doesn’t know any better, Wick thought as he finished his porridge.

That night Wick had a dream. It was unlike any other dream he 
had ever had, and when he awoke he lay in his bed and stared at the 
slant of the roof above him, his palms sweating and his heart racing. 
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It had the feeling of a True Dream, and he believed it, and it fright-
ened him, but what could he do? Tell the village? They wouldn’t 
believe the dream, he was almost certain, and if he acted on it, they 
might even lock him up.

That morning, with the village in a growing state of alarm, the 
mayor gathered everyone on the commons. Wick sat on the brown 
grass with Ava and his mother and father.

“Quiet!” said the mayor, holding up his hands. The conversa-
tions across the commons faded. “You all know why we’re here this 
morning. You’ve all seen why we’re here. And I want to tell you not 
to be alarmed.” 

“Spoken like a true landsman!” a tall fisherman shouted. “Our 
life is the sea, and we need the stars to navigate. I think alarm is well 
in order!” Some of the men and women laughed, but it was mirth-
less, and they grunted their agreement. All eyes swung back to the 
mayor to see his response. 

“I hear you, Alexander. Now hear me. We won’t be able to fish as 
far from Little Coving as we have until now, that’s true. But you’re 
forgetting what sets us apart: our lighthouse.” He turned and they 
all looked at the towering structure jutting up from the rocks along 
the beach. It was tall, impossibly tall, and if the stories were true, 
the piercing red light at the top was a star. “Its distinct light can be 
seen for a hundred miles, day or night, and now it is the only known 
point of reference in this part of the world.”   

“And what good is that?” asked Alexander. “There are few bull 
whales within a hundred miles. Hardly any razorfish, and no ser-
pents, except in the spring. What is the purpose of sailing out and 
using the lighthouse to return if we return with half-empty boats?”

“I was thinking we don’t sail out at all,” said the mayor. “There 
are dozens of towns and villages up and down the coast in both 
directions, and they are in the same predicament that we are. Ex-
cept they don’t have lighthouses to guide them home, not like ours. 
Their fisherfolk will sail out, and then return here out of necessity 
before following the coast home. 

“We will charge them a fee to dock here, a percentage of their 
haul. The fisherfolk will need a place to stay, food to eat. We’ll need 
to build another inn, maybe two, and expand the docks. Merchants 
will follow, then craftsmen, and Little Coving will become a center 
for trade, a town, perhaps even a city.”

“Give up fishing?” asked a woman.
“For something better,” the mayor answered. “Will this be dif-

ficult? Yes, but there is an opportunity here. Our lives can be better. 
Safer. Richer. Or,” he paused, and looked at Alexander before fin-
ishing, “we can sail out and return with half-empty boats.”

The big fisherman scratched at his chin and nodded slowly. “Tell 
us more,” he said. 

Wick could contain himself no longer, and jumped up. “This is 
a bad thing!” he blurted out. “Even if we find a way to benefit from 
it, it’s not right. A magician is making the stars, and he’s doing it for 
Augrind!”

“Sounds like quite the story, young man,” said the mayor with a 
bemused expression. “But now is not the time.” Wick felt his father’s 
hand on his shoulder. 

“But I had a—” began Wick.
“Enough,” his father said in a low voice. “You heard the mayor: 

this isn’t the time for stories. This is serious.” 
Of  course this is serious, Wick thought. Everyone can see that. But Wick 

knew his father’s tone, so he swallowed his words and sat.
The meeting continued but Wick stopped listening. No one 

seemed to be concerned about the sky, other than how it would affect 
Little Coving. No one had batted an eye when he had mentioned the 
magician. It was as he had thought: they didn’t believe him. But it 
had been a True Dream, he was sure of it. Which meant he had to act. 

That night Wick lay in bed until the house was quiet. Then he got 
up and pulled on his coat and boots. His hand was on the door when 
a voice said, “Are you going to the lighthouse?” He whipped around. 
It was Ava.

“What are you doing up?” he whispered.
“I’m going to the lighthouse,” she said, pulling on her coat and 

slinging a bag over her shoulder. “I had the dream, too, Wick. We have 
to stop him. The magician. He serves the Emperor of the Night.”

Wick stared at her. “You can’t come,” he finally said. “You’re too 
young.”

“I’m not, but even if I were, you don’t have a head for heights. 
You need me.” Ava brushed past him. “Are you coming?”

He caught up to her on the street. “Fine,” was all he said, but 
secretly he was relieved. Having someone else along, even his sister, 
was a comfort. And she was right: he hated heights and they didn’t 
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bother her at all. He fell in beside Ava and they walked through 
the village together in silence. Above them, millions of stars shone 
down.

When they reached the lighthouse, Wick stopped. “Are you sure 
about this? Everyone in the village is going to be angry. They won’t 
understand.” 

Ava nodded. “I know, but it was a True Dream, Wick.” She took 
his hand and led him through the stone archway, then up the spiral 
stair.

It took a long time, but Ava never slowed, and Wick certainly was 
not going to be the first one to ask for a rest. Their footsteps echoed 
on the stone steps as they wound higher and higher. The stories said 
that the lighthouse and its beacon had been a gift of the Sky Lords, 
made during the Great War: a star, gifted to Little Coving by the 
creatures of the stars. Wick didn’t think many people believed that 
now, but he liked the story and hoped it was true.

At last they came to the top of the lighthouse, to a room encased 
with glass, to the red star. The tower swayed and Wick tried not 
to think about how far away the ground was. He felt queasy and 
gripped Ava’s hand tighter. Then, with his free hand, he reached out 
and took the star.

Down and down they went, as fast as they could go, their shad-
ows stretching out behind them, red light all around them. Both of 
them were breathing raggedly as they emerged from the lighthouse. 

Ava stopped and bent over, gasping. Wick squatted down and 
tried to catch his breath. He tucked the star into the inside of his 

coat. After a moment Ava asked, “Which boat?”
Wick forced himself to his feet and pointed. “Father’s. It’s 

not the fastest, but we know it best. Come on.” 
They ran along the beach and then up the dock to The 

Sea Rabbit. Moments later they pushed off, and Ava began 
working to raise the sail as Wick manned the tiller.

“This is the part of the dream I don’t understand,” said 
Ava as the wind caught the sail. “How do we know which 
way to go?” 

There was a flash of silver on the water, followed by a 
splash. “That can’t be a razorfish, not this close to shore,” 

said Wick.
“It isn’t a razorfish. It’s bigger, kind of blue.” Ava 

peered into the water. “I haven’t seen one like it before.” The back 
of the fish broke the surface again, just ahead of the boat, and as it 
dove it slapped the water with its tail. “Did you see it?”

Wick nodded. “I’m going to follow it if I can,” he said.
They sailed through the night. The wind was steady and they 

kept pace with the fish. It swam untiringly before them, its scales 
glistening like jewels in the starlight whenever they chanced to see 
it. Toward morning Ava opened her bag and pulled out some food 
and water skins. “I figured you would forget,” she said as she handed 
a roll to Wick. “So I packed enough for both of us.” After they had 
eaten, she lay down to sleep.

The day passed into evening, the evening into night. There were 
so many stars now. The wind did not shift, nor change in any way, 
and the fish continued on, straight as a shooting star. Ava came and 
took her turn at the tiller and Wick slept. 

He awoke with the morning, to blue skies and a rolling green sea. 
The boat sailed on through the day, riding the swells, up and over 
and down, up and over and down. And then, as clouds began to 
form on the horizon, the sun set behind them, and darkness rose 
before them. The fish slowed and the boat came up beside it, and 
Wick was able to see the creature clearly for the first time. 

Its scales, like the overlapping armor of Tarian soldiers, were sil-
ver, or perhaps green, or maybe blue. Its fins were like giant fans, 
and they undulated slowly beneath the water. It regarded Wick with 
large golden eyes. 

“You haven’t far to go,” the fish said as the boat slipped past. 
“Hold the tiller steady, child.”

Wick nodded then called back, “And when we arrive, what then?”
“Trust the dream, small one.” And with that, the boat topped a 

swell and was over the other side, and the fish was gone. 
As the darkness deepened and the countless stars lit up the sky, 

Ava said, “I think I see it.”
The waves grew calmer. Ahead, Wick could see a massive rock ris-

ing from the water. At its top was a concentration of searing white 
light. Stars slowly drifted out of the light, like sparks from a bonfire, 
spreading across the sky. As they approached, the features of the 
rock became clearer.

“It looks like a dragon head, just like in the dream,” he said. He 
wondered if it was a dragon, asleep or turned to stone. His heart 
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began to pound and he reached into his coat and gripped the star. 
“Are you coming with?”

“Of course.” Ava’s voice did not waver and once again Wick 
found himself grateful for her courage.

The Sea Rabbit bumped against a rocky ledge and Ava secured the 
boat as Wick stepped out and looked up. A moment later his sister 
joined him.

“The magician might be up there, you know,” said Wick.
“He might be,” she said, “but we know what we’re to do, regard-

less of what comes.” Wick wondered how he had ever thought her 
silly or foolish. She was sensible and the bravest person he knew.

They climbed. There were no stairs this time, only stone with 
handholds and footholds, and it was very steep. When Wick’s re-
solve wavered, Ava urged him on, and when his strength faltered, 
her example kept him going. Once, he slipped and almost fell but 
managed to grab hold of a tuft of grass. Once, he looked down 
and The Sea Rabbit bobbed below, small, like a toy. Breathing deep, 
he pushed away the fear and continued on. Finally, with skinned 
knuckles and scraped knees, they reached the top of the rock and 
stood upon the dragon’s lip.

Looking down between the dragon’s fangs, they could see motes 
of light swirling, rising from the hollow interior of the stone to drift 
past them into the night. There was no sign of the magician.

“If we do this, it can’t be undone,” said Wick. “Our lighthouse 
star will be gone forever.”

“But the sky will be normal again. Not just for us, but for every-
body.” Ava leaned forward and peered into the roiling light below. 
“Do it.”

Wick pulled out the red star and stared at it for a moment. Then 
he hurled it into the dragon’s mouth.

The lights below—the magician’s stars—grew dim. In the pres-
ence of a real star, the children, for the first time, were able to see 
them for what they were: false things, designed to confuse and mud-
dle the mind. These false stars dimmed even more and then went 
out, leaving the dragon’s mouth bathed in red light. Then the red 
star rose, wove a path through the teeth, and shot past Wick and Ava 
into the sky. 

Up and up it went, a red blur that hissed as it cut through the air. 
It went faster and faster, higher and higher, and if anything, its light 

“It looks like a dragon head, 
just like in the dream ...”
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grew in strength as it rose. And then, after what felt like forever, the 
red star stopped, high overhead, directly above them. 

The magician’s stars that were scattered throughout the sky be-
gan to wink out. Those closest to the red star disappeared first, and 
then the others, in an ever-widening circle, darkened as well. By de-
grees, the familiar constellations emerged until the entire night sky 
was once again as it had been. There was the Bear and the Dragon 
and the Firefly. There was the Rabbit, the Mountain Cat, and the 
Badger. The Wolf and the Owl and the Sea Serpent were there, but 
they were dim because it was winter and it was their turn to guard 
Augrind in the Rift. And there also was the Fox and the Raven and 
the Fish. But the Fish’s stars, Wick noticed, were dim like those of 
the creatures guarding the Rift. 

“Let’s go home,” said Ava.
He nodded and took her outstretched hand. “Yes. Let’s go home.” 
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The airship floated over the fields, its shadow a 
small blue dot far below. Sarah could see for miles in every 
direction. Droe, the town she had just left, was already lost 

to view in the forest behind her, and she was over the foothills and 
coming into the mountains. She would be home well before noon.

The basket of the airship, besides holding the girl, was almost 
filled to the brim with food and supplies. This was certainly a good 
thing – her mother and father would be pleased that Sarah had been 
able to trade the furs for so much. However, the sacks and barrels 
and various containers made it difficult to move around and make 
the necessary adjustments to the airship to stay on course. Sarah, 
grumbling only a little, did her best.

A gust of wind caught her hair. Looking up she saw, ahead, some-
how, despite it being only mid-morning, darkness. Sarah looked to 
the west, to the north, to the south: daylight, and not just daylight, 
but morning daylight. But to the east – the direction she needed 
to go to get home – was a murky, writhing blackness. And it was 
approaching like a falling wave, advancing against the wind at an 
alarming rate. 

Frantic, Sarah scrambled toward the ropes and levers to begin a 
descent, but tripped over a bag of flour. When she tried to stand she 
found that her foot was caught between two boxes. By the time she 
had shoved the boxes aside the darkness was upon her. With it came 
a frigid cold that cut like a knife and smelled of death.
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The blackness completely swallowed everything around Sarah, 
obscuring the sun, the mountains, the ground, even the flame of 
the airship. Birds that had been flying alongside suddenly fell silent. 
The wind, still at her back, now howled and buffeted the craft and 
Sarah gripped the edge of the basket until her hands began to hurt. 
Her breath came in short gasps. She could see absolutely nothing.

Once, when she was younger, Sarah had awakened in the middle 
of the night to find that, while sleeping, she had gotten out of her 
bed and had wandered outside. The cottage was visible through the 
trees, but everything looked sinister in the darkness and ominous 
sounds filled the night around her. It had been cold, terribly cold, 
but she had been so terrified of what might be lurking in the shad-
ows that she had not been able to bring herself to move. She had sat 
there at the base of a pine tree through the rest of the night, shaking 
with cold, shaking with fear, waiting for dawn to give her the cour-
age she lacked in the dark.

That terror was with her once again, and she stood, rooted to 
the spot, unable to move as the icy wind whipped around her. Her 
heart pounded in her chest as the blackness pressed in. Finally, 
f ighting back the panic, she slowed her breathing. I just have to 
wait, she thought. I have to wait until the darkness has passed. But 
then another thought struck her: What if  the dawn doesn’t come? 
This isn’t night, after all, not the normal night. What if  this darkness 
doesn’t pass? 

Fear surged within her again. She would keep floating along in 
the dark, forever, and she would never see her parents, or her home, 
or anything ever again.

Something tickled the back of her hand and Sarah looked down. 
A moment later a faint yellow light illuminated her knuckles. It 
was a firefly. Its light faded and then grew bright once more, and it 
pulsed in a rhythm that matched Sarah’s ragged breathing. Mesmer-
ized, she stared at it, wondering where it had come from. She did her 
best to shield it from the wind.

“It’s not safe up here,” she said, and moved to cup it in both 
hands. But the insect spread its wings and flew into the darkness. 
It hovered in front of the airship, just beyond Sarah’s reach. Then, 
ever so slowly, it began to descend.

Sarah didn’t want to let it out of her sight, but to follow it down 
would be madness. There were stone spires and jagged rocks and 

enormous trees 
in these mountains, any 
of which could easily destroy 
the airship if she slammed into them. 
To follow would almost certainly mean 
death. But the firefly was the only thing 
alive in this darkness, and to lose it …

Its light was growing fainter. Sarah grabbed 
a lever and pulled down hard. The ship slowly 
began to descend, keeping pace with the firefly. 
It went lower still, and Sarah pulled another le-
ver, all the while bracing herself for a collision with 
the mountain that she was sure would come. The 
pulsing light, small and faint, continued on into the 
darkness. 

An hour passed, and then another. The insect, like a 
beacon, flew before her, sometimes descending, some-
times climbing, and Sarah followed. She had long since 
given up on guessing where she might be, and had fo-
cused completely on keeping the firefly in view. In the ut-
ter darkness, it was all that mattered.

Then the firefly flickered and disappeared. “No, no, no, 
no, no!” Sarah cried. She strained her eyes, blinked, then, 
with a sigh of relief, said, “There it is.” But she was wrong. 
What she had taken to be the reappearance of the firefly was 
a star. And there were others, she now saw, faint and small, but 
growing brighter. Suddenly the sky above her was awash with a 
blazing river of stars, appearing in an instant, as though a curtain 
had been pulled back. 

She stood, mouth open, looking up at the twinkling points of 
light, scattered like diamond dust across the sky. And somehow Sar-
ah knew, in that moment, that though she had not seen them, they 
had been there all along … 
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Sometime later the blackness gave way to gray, and the stars, one 
by one, faded from view as the land began to reappear below her. 
And then she was in sunlight again and the darkness, the night that 
was not night, was behind her, churning its way west like a storm. 
Sarah gave the darkness one last glance, and then set about making 
her way home. 

And then she was in sunlight again ...
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The snow crunched beneath his boots as the boy 
walked through the shadowed wood. He let his gaze take in 
the familiar trees, their rough trunks mottled with patches 

of black moss and fungus. Twisted strands of ivy clung to the bark 
and snaked up into the darkness. Almost beyond the edge of sight 
he could see that some trunks were scored with sets of long, jagged 
troughs. Strange … he thought. I should know what those are … He 
shook his head in muddled confusion. Perhaps it would come to 
him later.

The boy looked up, past the towering trunks and leafless, twisted 
branches, at a patch of night sky. A handful of stars glinted there. 
It was … the Bear. The name came to him, slowly, and his memory 
stirred. And then the stars dimmed, and all but disappeared. 

There was a heavy step behind him and the boy turned. A bear, 
no, the Bear, stood before him. The boy, so long uncertain of any-
thing, was certain about this: this was no ordinary creature of the 
forest. It was the Constellation, enormous and shaggy and glisten-
ing with a faint blue light. 

“Is this really happening?” asked the boy. “Am I dreaming?”
“For once, you do not dream,” said the Sky Lord. “For I have 

awakened you.”
“I don’t understand …”
“You are to leave the Fenwood, child,” the Bear said, its voice a 

deep rumble.
“Leave? I …” The boy struggled for the words, fumbling through 

the fog that filled his mind.
“There is a world outside this place that you do not remember.” 

The Bear’s eyes burned with a yellow light. Images blossomed in the 
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boy’s head, flashes of color, pictures of people he did not know. But 
it came to him, without being told, that he did know them. These 
were his memories. Memories from before the Fenwood.

“How long have I been here?” the boy asked.
“Too long. Now take these.” And the Constellation pushed for-

ward a wrapped bundle. The boy slowly undid the twine and pulled 
aside the oiled cloth, revealing a lantern and a sword. The light was 
bright and the blade was hard and cold and very real. “You will need 
them.” 

And then the Bear told him why.

   *  *  * 

The boy walked over the uneven forest floor, the snow crunching 
and crackling beneath his feet. It was hard to believe he had been 
spoken to by one of the Constellations. He would have passed it off 
as just another dream, whatever the Bear had said, but the memory 
of it remained in his mind when most others had slipped away, a 
memory that was as bright and piercing as the light of the stars. He 
would have dismissed even that, but then there was the lantern and 
the sword.

Fear gripped him as he walked through the pale, lantern-lit snow. 
Even now more memories were returning. He could remember that 
before he had stumbled into the Fenwood he had known that it was 
a dangerous place. It swallowed memories and shackled the mind. 
But now he knew that it was not the wood that was to be feared; 
it was the Beast that roamed the wood. It was the Snow Beast that 
gathered thoughts and memories and dreams from the unwary chil-
dren foolish enough to be caught within the Fenwood’s borders. 
The Beast hoarded those memories and grew fat on them, and had 
spun out winter and darkness like a web to keep his victims trapped 
and under his spell.

The Snow Beast had spun out darkness, but in so doing had al-
lowed the boy to see the stars. To see the Bear. Who had told him of 
the Beast.

Somewhere ahead there was light. The boy stepped around a 
tree and stopped. Summer’s sunshine streamed into the wood 
through a gap in the trees. It was the edge of the Fenwood. Outside. 

There before him, between him and the 
edge of the wood, was the Beast.
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its throat. With a roar the Beast rose up, towering over the boy like a 
massive wave, its coils sliding and rasping against the frozen ground, 
sending up a spray of snow and dirt. But the wave did not come 
crashing down. Instead, the creature began to violently twist and 
thrash. Its body slammed into the towering trees and they exploded, 
raining down ice and splinters of wood and pine needles. And then 
the Beast’s scales began to glow as though they were lit from within. 

The boy stepped forward and swung his sword.

He swallowed with difficulty and adjusted his grip on the sword. 
For there before him, between him and the edge of the wood, was 
the Beast. It lay cold and coiled, all but obscured by the snow and 
darkness that poured from its open maw.

“You think to come against me?” the Snow Beast rumbled, and 
its voice shook the ground like an avalanche of ice and ruin and de-
spair. Trees groaned and popped and somehow the air grew even 
colder. “You think to raise your hand against me?” Its yellow eyes 
peered through the swirling gloom and the boy’s heart quailed. But 
he did not turn away. “Do you think, child,” said the Beast, “that 
you will live?”

The boy trembled. “I don’t know. But I have to try.” And with a 
shout that might have been born of courage, that might have been 
born of fear, he ran forward.

They battled then, the Snow Beast and the boy. The boy attacked, 
wading into the darkness, swinging his sword, stabbing relentlessly. 
The Beast laughed as the blows fell without effect on its scales, the 
blade turned easily aside. The boy twisted away for a fresh assault, 
but with the same results. When he tried to fall back, the slithering 
coils of the monster hemmed him in, blocking his escape. The crea-
ture laughed again and darkness poured from its jaws and spread 
across the forest floor. 

“You cannot defeat me, boy,” it hissed.
The boy, exhausted and trembling, nodded. “Maybe. But that 

doesn’t mean I’m going to give up,” he said.
He attacked again, a blur of whistling steel, but again he was re-

buffed; the creature’s scales were harder than any stone. 
“I grow weary of this game,” said the Beast, and it unsheathed 

its curved claws and gathered itself to strike. Its scaled body scraped 
against the trees and rocks and the sound reverberated and echoed 
in the silence. 

As the Beast descended, the boy swung the lantern forward, try-
ing to blind the creature. It reared back, and, the boy noticed, when 
the light touched the darkness that was issuing from the Beast’s 
mouth, the darkness retreated.

The boy acted instinctively, instantly. He leaned back and with all 
the strength he could muster he threw the lantern. The Snow Beast 
tried to close its jaws, to turn its head, but it was too slow. The lan-
tern spun into the creature’s gaping mouth and disappeared down 
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Tonight,” said Emma’s brother, “we’re going hunting.”
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Emma looked at Silas as 

he gazed out the window toward the wood. He was older by 
four years, but that didn’t mean he always thought things through. 
“It’s dangerous out there—”

“We need meat. You know that. And …” he trailed off, glancing 
toward the door that led to their parents’ bedroom. A muffled cough 
came from inside. Their father had been in bed for weeks. “We just 
need meat. There are plenty of night hens out there, we just have to 
find them.”

“We should just eat the chickens.”
“We need the eggs, Em. You know that.”
“But the wood—” Emma was incredulous. 
“It’s just a forest!”
“If whatever’s in the forest doesn’t kill us, mama will!” Emma 

said.
Silas snorted. “We’ll be fine. And mama won’t do anything if she 

doesn’t know. Now are you with me or not?”

   *  *  * 

That evening Emma, Silas, and their mother ate carrot stew as 
the light faded into dusk outside. Emma stole glances at her mother 
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every few minutes, fearing that she had somehow found out about 
their plan, almost hoping that she had. But everything was normal, 
their conversation touching on what Emma had read in her books, 
on whom Silas had seen at the village market, on the general state of 
the farm.

Emma had agreed to go with Silas but she was still scared. The 
wood was dark and it went on forever, and no matter what he said, 
everyone knew it wasn’t safe, especially since the coming of the 
black cloud. Just a couple years before it had appeared over the 
Brenwaite, a writhing and swirling mass of darkness from the east, 
and it had settled into the wood. Now even outlaws wouldn’t live 
in the Brenwaite, and unknown creatures lurked there, and curious 
and inexplicable things happened there. Josie, her friend from Wal 
Waite, had told her that last autumn a family had taken their pigs 
into the forest to let them feed on the acorns. Several weeks later the 
pigs had wandered back into the village, fatter from the acorns and 
none the worse for wear, but the family had never been seen again. 
Emma wouldn’t have believed the story if Tully had told it, but this 
was Josie, and Josie didn’t lie. 

“I’m going to check on your father, and then I’m going to bed,” 
her mother said. “It’s been a long day. Clean up out here, you two. 
And Silas, don’t forget to check on the chickens.” Stifling a yawn, 
she picked up a bowl of stew and a cup of water and disappeared 
into the bedroom.

   *  *  * 

An hour later Emma quietly slipped her feet into her yellow boots 
and buttoned up her coat. She hesitated before picking up her fox. 
The last thing she wanted was for Silas to see it and make fun of her, 
so she quickly stuffed the cloth animal inside her coat.

“Don’t forget your scarf, Em,” whispered Silas. 
The two of them stepped outside and quietly shut the door be-

hind them. Silas carried his bow. A quiver full of arrows hung on 
his left side and his long hunting knife on his right. A game bag was 
slung over his shoulder. “You get the lantern?” he asked. His breath 
fogged in the chill air.

Emma held it up and lit it. Silas nodded and led the way across 
the snow-covered field, over the stone wall, and into the wood.

The Brenwaite was a dark place even in daylight; at night it was 
a pitch-black tangle of briars and thick undergrowth that wove 
around the twisted and towering trees. In the lantern light, the 
black trunks looked like gnarled fingers clawing their way out of the 
ground. Emma felt for her fox with her free hand and moved a little 
closer to Silas.

It was late enough in the winter that snow had managed to fil-
ter down through the branches, covering the forest floor in a pale, 
thin blanket. Tracks crisscrossed the ground in front of them. Silas 
pointed to a set of small prints that led deeper into the wood, and 
they began to follow them. 

The night hens were flightless birds, and their dark plumage 
stood out against the snow, even in the shadows. The first bird they 
found was nestled against a boulder, and Silas’s arrow took it before 
it could move. It wasn’t long before Silas had four of them in his 
game bag.

“One more,” he said when Emma suggested going back. He had 
found another set of tracks. “Really, it won’t take any time at all.”

“Silas, let’s just go home,” she said. “These are—”
Silas held up a hand and pointed. Then, in one smooth motion 

he slid an arrow out of his quiver, nocked it, drew it to his ear, and 
released. The arrow disappeared into the shadows with a whisper. 
Silas ran after it.

“Wait!” called Emma. She snatched up the lantern and followed. 
A moment later she stopped. “Silas!” she hissed. She held the lan-
tern as high as she could, but its light only revealed more tangled 
trees and snow. “Silas! This isn’t funny!”

Emma lowered the light and began following his footprints. 
“You’re trying to scare me and it’s not going to work,” she muttered. 
The trees thinned and Emma came to a large clearing. The tracks 
led into it and then came to an end. They were there, and then they 
weren’t. And Silas was nowhere to be seen.

Suddenly Emma was gripped with fear. He couldn’t have just 
disappeared. “Silas?” Emma called. Nothing. It was as though her 
brother had simply ceased to exist. “Silas!” She could feel panic ris-
ing within her. Where had he gone? To calm herself, Emma pulled 
out her fox and hugged it against her chest. She retraced her steps 
and then followed them again, desperately hoping she had some-
how been confused, but the footprints in the snow did not change 

Emma and the Fox
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A giant fox stood before and above her ...

their course. Once again they ended abruptly, inexplicably, in the 
clearing. 

Emma took a deep breath. She couldn’t leave Silas, even if he 
wasn’t here. She couldn’t just go home. Something in the wood 
had taken him, or some magic had been done, or he had gotten lost 
somehow. She had to try to find him, even if it meant that some-
thing might happen to her as well.

Emma walked back to the trees and began to circle the clearing. 
“Silas!” At first she kept her voice low, fearful of drawing the atten-
tion of whatever might be prowling in the wood, but as desperation 
rose up within her, she shouted louder. “Silas!” Her voice echoed in 
the stillness. “SILAS!” 

She circled the clearing, once, twice, three times, calling for her 
brother until her voice was hoarse. Why had Silas insisted on going 
after that last night hen? They could have been home by now, or 
almost home, but instead … “Silas!” Emma stumbled to a stop, her 
breaths rapid and uneven. Through the bare branches high above, 
the curved sliver of the moon shone down white and merciless and 
cold.

There was a soft padding of footsteps on snow and Emma 
whipped around. She held up the light and took a step forward. 
“Silas?” she whispered. Another step. A shadow amongst the trees 
moved and it was much larger than Silas. It paused for a moment 
and then moved again and stepped into the light of the lantern. 

Terror coursed through Emma. If she could have breathed she 
would have screamed. A giant fox stood before and above her, larg-
er than any fox she had ever seen. It was larger than any fox had a 
right to be, and it was looking down at her. The creature opened its 
mouth and spoke.

“What are you doing in the Brenwaite, child of the earth?”
It was a moment before Emma could find her voice. “We, I mean 

I, was here with Silas,” she stammered. “We were … we were hunt-
ing. Night hens. And now Silas is gone. Have you … have you done 
something with him?”

“Your brother was taken by the Crows,” said the fox. “Or he 
would have been. Even the Crows are no match for us.”

Crows! Despite the cold, Emma suddenly broke out in a sweat 
and looked up into the night sky. Off to her left the stars flickered 
for a moment and then reappeared. Something was up there and it 
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wasn’t small. “If you saved him, where is he?” she whispered.
“The mountain cat is guiding him home. As I will now guide 

you.”
“And the Crows?” asked Emma.
“They will not touch you,” said the fox. “Now walk beneath me.” 
It was unnerving, but Emma did as she was told. The fox’s paws 

padded quietly over the snow before and behind her, and they slow-
ly made their way through the dark forest.

“Why are you helping me?” she asked after a time. She looked 
down at her stuffed toy and added, “Is it because of my fox?”

The creature barked a laugh. “No, child of the earth. I would 
have helped even if you didn’t have the fox. I helped because you are 
in great need.” The fox paused and then said, “Brace yourself.”

A scream echoed through the air, followed by the flapping of 
many wings. Above her the fox twisted, snapped its jaws, and snarled. 
Two, three, four Crows dove and attacked, their ebony beaks stab-
bing toward Emma, but each time the fox turned their attacks aside. 
The skeletal faces of the Crows were twisted in hatred, their black 
liquid eyes gleaming with malice, but they could not reach Emma. 
Suddenly, the creatures broke off their attack and wheeled away. 
Only their stench remained. It was the smell of decay and death.

“Are they gone?” she asked. “Did you beat them?”
“They will return,” said the fox. “Now come. Quickly.”
Twice more the massive birds swooped from the darkness to at-

tack, and twice more the fox beat them back. By the time they came 
to the edge of the Brenwaite, the enormous creature was walking 
with a limp and blood matted its fur in several places. 

They came to the stone wall that marked the edge of the farm and 
the fox said, “I will leave you here, small one. These Crows will not 
go beyond the borders of the wood. I have seen to it. You are safe, 
for now.” 

“Before you go,” said Emma. “How … how are there Crows here? 
I thought they were only in far away places.”

The fox bent its head and looked at her. “Augrind stirs, child,” 
it said gently. “Though he still sleeps, his creatures have begun to 
awake. This is only the beginning, I fear.” 

Emma swallowed. “Thank you. For telling me.” Then, looking at 
his torn fur she added, “Are you going to be all right?”

“Those birds did injury to me, certainly, but my wounds are slight 

and will soon be forgotten. It would take more than Crows to steal 
my life, child of the earth.”

Emma nodded. “Good. Still, be safe in there,” she said, gesturing 
toward the wood.

“I don’t live in the Brenwaite, child.”
“Where do you live then?”
But the fox simply smiled and turned away. And then, in an in-

stant, it was gone.
Emma shivered, unsure of what had just happened. Hugging her 

fox to her chest, she clambered over the wall and without a back-
ward glance walked toward the house under the star-studded sky.

Emma and the Fox
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The island city of Sidyn was surrounded. Warships flying 
an unfamiliar flag looked ghostly in the moonlight, arrayed 
across the water in a tight blockade. They were just beyond 

the reach of the city’s catapults and crossbows. The causeway that 
linked Sidyn with the mainland had been overrun, and it was now 
fortified against the city. High above in the night sky scores of Crows 
circled, their chilling cries drifting down whenever the wind died.

“Why haven’t they attacked?” asked Rye. He stood on a tower 
top with his friend Roth, bows clutched tightly in their fists.

“They’ll come,” said Roth, staring down at the stone causeway. 
He shifted his bow to his other hand. “And they’ll break through, 
easy. The governor is a fool to fight. Because even if we do manage 
to keep that army out, we’ll starve.” The boy was big for his age, and 
he spoke with a calm certainty, like one of the city guard. Normally 
Rye admired Roth’s easy confidence, his sureness of a situation, but 
tonight he found it annoying.

“The governor is no fool,” said Rye, not trying to hide his irrita-
tion. “He was right to fight. There has to be a way to beat them. I’m 
not giving up.”

Roth laughed. “Oh, I’m not giving up either. But I know what’s 
what.”

Why the invaders had come to Sidyn of all places Rye didn’t 
know. And who they were was equally a mystery. That Crows flew 
with them was disturbing enough, but it was the army’s leader that 
gave Rye the chills.

The man had come down the causeway alone earlier that day, 
soon after the ships had arrived, his white cloak billowing in the 
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wind. He had stopped and spoken and his words had been loud, 
unnaturally so, though he had not shouted. “I will have your city. 
Surrender and save yourselves.” The man had held up his hand, his 
fingers long and slender, and with a sudden gesture a ball of blue 
fire had appeared. “Resist, and you will be destroyed. You have until 
sundown to decide.”

The city had been divided. Some had urged the governor to fight, 
but others had demanded that he surrender. This enemy was clearly 
a magician, after all, and an evil one. Who else could summon fire 
and command Crows, and how could they stand against him?

But the governor had not been cowed, and as the sun went down 
he had deployed the reserves to assist the city guard at the gate and 
the walls, and had armed those of the citizenry willing to fight. Then 
he had raised the battle flag of the Eastern Isles in defiance of the 
magician. The flag was a coiled sea serpent on a field of blue.

“It’s a pity this is happening now,” muttered Roth, glancing at 
the flag that snapped in the wind above their heads. “The snakes 
would make quick work of those ships if they were here.”

It was true. The serpent on the flag represented the sea snakes 
that swam in the waters surrounding Sidyn and the Eastern Isles, 
and they were formidable creatures, and fiercely protective of the 
people of the Isles. But they had not yet returned from their annual 
migration to warmer waters.

Rye shuddered but said nothing. The snakes would doubtless do 
as Roth said, but Rye feared them intensely, had for as long as he 
could remember, and couldn’t even bring himself to wish that they 
were here. 

Roth glanced over and laughed. “Still scared of the snakes? I 
thought you would have grown out of that by now.”

Rye opened his mouth to reply, but Roth cut him off. 
“Look!” He pointed and Rye saw a column of men advancing 

up the causeway, pushing a battering ram. Behind them came more 
men behind a wall of shields. 

“They’re covering their archers,” said Roth. He was right. A 
moment later there was a shouted order and from behind the up-
raised shields a hundred arrows lofted into the sky, their steel heads 
catching the moonlight as they arced through the air. Rye and Roth 
ducked down. Some of the projectiles sailed over the battlements, 
some clattered against the stone. Volley after volley followed.

When the arrows stopped the 
Crows came. Their screams filled 
the air and they dove at the defenders 
on the towers and the walls, stabbing 
at them with cruel beaks and curved 
talons. They were monstrously large and their 
stench filled Rye’s nostrils. Both boys desperately fought 
them off using their bows as clubs. The Crows came so thick 
and fast that neither had opportunity to get off a shot.

“We can’t last!” shouted Roth above the din. A trickle of blood 
ran down his face from a raking gash across his forehead. “There are 
too many!” He scrambled for the trapdoor that led to the interior of 
the tower.  “Come on!” Just then there was a blinding flash of white 
light followed by a roar. “It’s the magician! Come on, Rye!”

“I don’t think it is.” Rye didn’t move. He could see surprise and 
fear in the eyes of the Crows. “I think it’s a storm.”

A gust of wind slammed into the tower and lightning crackled 
and then the sky opened up. Rye was soaked to the skin in moments. 
The Crows were suddenly gone. Rye ran to the parapet to look 
down at the causeway, but the downpour was so heavy he could see 
nothing. He turned in time to see the trapdoor close. He was alone 
on the tower top.

Stubbornness kept him from following Roth. If the rain let 
up, the attack would resume and Rye wanted to be in position to 
defend. Maybe his small efforts wouldn’t do much good, but he had 
vowed to fight for the city. And so he squatted down and huddled 
against the battlements to wait.

The rain did not stop and determination soon gave way to despair. 
How could they fight off a magician? How could they fight off an 
army of men, not to mention Crows? This storm was nothing but a 
reprieve from the inevitable defeat that awaited them.

Movement caught Rye’s eye and a huge form swooped in and 
settled on the battlement across from him. It was an owl, and it was 
larger than Rye.

“Would you save your city, small one?” said the creature in a deep 
voice. 

Rye was speechless. What was this? The only animals that spoke 
were from Erdyn, but the creatures of that land had not been 
heard of or seen for centuries. Was this a trick, a conjuration of the 
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they climbed through the rain and dark clouds. They emerged from 
the storm and the owl turned south and west.

Rye shivered in silence and buried his hands in the owl’s warm 
feathers. Clouds obscured most of the sky high above, but to his 
right, to the north, was a clear patch studded with the faint stars of 
one of the constellations. Rye drew in a sharp breath. It was the Owl 
and its stars were dim. 

Was it true? Could it be true? Could the constellations actually 
manifest? Was he, at this moment, riding on the back of one of the 
Sky Lords? He knew what Roth would say: something about stories 
being fine for children, but they were men. Rye could hear his laugh, 
dismissive and tinged with scorn. But the constellation to the north 
had been bright the night before and now it was dim, and here he 
was on the back of an enormous owl. It was hardly believable that it 
was only a coincidence.

The owl hurtled through the air, flying faster than Rye thought 
possible. Soon the storm was left behind, along with the island of 
Sidyn. Alwen and Mai slipped past as well, and Adryn, off to his left. 
And then they were over the open sea. 

“Where are we going?” he shouted, but his voice was lost in the 
wind. He hunched down and held on tight.

   *  *  * 

Rye was not certain how long they had been flying when he saw 
land ahead. The owl began its descent, a gentle curve that brought 
them closer to the coastline. Below, a narrow inlet came into view. 
There was a flash in the water, and a ripple, and with sudden horror 
Rye understood.

The snakes.
“You can handle a boat, can you not?” asked the owl.
“Of course,” said Rye, “But—”
“Speak to the sea serpents. They will guide you home and they 

will drive the magician from your city.”
Rye felt sick to his stomach. Why he of all people had been 

brought to do this thing he could not guess. There had to be an-
other way, and he tried to protest, but his words stuck in his throat.

The owl landed on the rocky beach and Rye slid from its back. A 
small sailboat bobbed in the water nearby.

magician? Rye slowly rose to his feet and gripped his bow tighter. 
Finally he asked, “Do you serve him?”

The owl made a noise that might have been a snort, perhaps a 
laugh. “Imago? Never. He can bend creatures to his will, but not 
one such as myself. Now I ask again, would you save your city?”

“Yes,” said Rye. “But who are you? How do I know this isn’t a trick?”

The owl regarded him with unblinking eyes. “You will have to 
trust me, child. Will you?”

Rye wiped the rain from his face. The city was on the brink of 
defeat. All would be lost. What choice did he have? “All right.”

“Then climb onto my back.”
Rye hesitated and then crossed the tower top. Rain pounded 

down as he scrambled onto the owl’s back. He gripped the creature 
with his knees and was trying to decide where to hold on when the 
owl leapt into the sky. 

It rose in a wide circle, its powerful wings beating steadily, and 
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The Guardians

“Will you come?” Rye finally managed to say, unable to take his 
eyes from the waters of the inlet.

“I will not,” said the owl. Then, in a gentler voice it said, “Every 
moment counts, child. Now take courage and forget yourself.” And 
with a rush of wind from its flapping wings the creature was gone.

Rye stood on the stones of the beach. His breaths were quick and 
shallow. Before him, hidden below the water’s surface, swam the 
snakes, the key to saving Sidyn. He found that he could not move.

Forget yourself. The city needed him. His parents needed him. The 
governor, Roth, his other friends, they needed him. Forget yourself.

Rye looked up, hoping the owl had changed its mind and 
returned. It had not, but the night sky took his breath away. He 
could see all twelve of the constellations now, massive creatures 
spread across the blackness. The three to the south were dim of 
course, as they always were this time of year, but the others shone 
brightly like fires in the sky. All of them. 
Even the Owl.

Rye took a step toward the 
boat. And then another and an-
other. Something glimmered 
like starlight in a hollow on 
the rocky ground. He stooped 
and picked it up. It was an owl 
feather. Gripping it tightly, he 
stepped into the water and waded 
to the boat. 

With trembling hands he raised the 
sail. The canvas caught the breeze and soon Rye was far from shore.

Just ahead, one of the snakes rose from the depths of the inlet, its 
emerald scales glistening as water streamed down its body. It stared 
at Rye and did not look away.

He stood slowly and faced the sea serpent. “We’re being attacked,” 
he said. “Will you come?”
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S ilvi rolled over and stared at the square of moonlight 
that stretched across the peeling boards of the opposite wall. It 
wasn’t morning yet, not even close, but with a suppressed sigh 

she sat up and swung her feet over the side of the bed, fumbling for 
her shoes. The sleeping forms of other children, huddled in narrow 
cots beneath thin blankets surrounded her, their breathing regular. 
One bed was empty, though, its blanket thrown back. It was Tristan’s. 

She made her way silently through the maze of beds to the stair 
that led down to the main floor of the orphanage. It was a path Silvi 
knew well, having walked it repeatedly on countless sleepless nights.

As she approached the top of the steps she paused. A scratchy 
voice she didn’t recognize drifted up from below.

“You must not do this, child. The Hourglass is a thing of evil and 
to enter puts you in mortal danger. To enter and fail only strength-
ens the enemy.”

There was silence. Silvi could see Tristan below her. He held a 
strip of parchment in one hand and a lit candle in the other. Who-
ever had been speaking was hidden from view. After a moment the 
voice continued.

“Make no mistake, you are not the first to think you can succeed. 
That parchment that has come to you has awakened hope in many. 
But the risk is enormous and far outweighs any reward that you 
might receive, small one. I have come here, I have shown myself to 
you, to tell you to turn back.”

Again there was silence and Silvi suddenly realized she was hear-
ing a conversation, though only in part. How was it possible? Tristan 
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could not speak, had never been able to, and yet this stranger could 
converse with him.

“I see,” the voice finally said. It was resigned, touched with regret. 
“If you will not be dissuaded, I will help as I can. I can give you the 
way, and some words of advice, but even so, your chances of success 
remain small. The power in that place is great.” At that moment the 
speaker moved into view and Silvi felt shock wash over her. It was a 
rabbit and it was large enough to look Tristan in the eye.

   *  *  * 

Silvi sat on the tiled roof, wrapped in a blanket. She stared out 
at the sleeping city. Yellow light from the highlamps pooled in the 
dirty streets and illuminated piles of refuse heaped against crum-
bling buildings. Below her a dog emerged from an alley, sniffed the 
air, then limped along the cobbled stones until it was lost from view. 
She hated this place. But despite everything, Tristan had always 
made it bearable.

 She drew her knees up under her chin and tried not to cry. 
She had not waited to hear the rest of what the rabbit had said to 
Tristan. Her shock at seeing the enormous creature speaking to her 
friend had driven her here, to the roof, but it had soon dissipated, 
giving way to despondency. Despite everything he knew, everything 
the rabbit had said, Tristan had resolved to go to the Hourglass. She 
just knew it.

The clouds slowly slid aside, revealing the cold crescent moon. Its 
white light outlined a massive stone structure that stood on the edge 
of the city. The tower known as the Hourglass had been a part of 
Arosil since before memory. Silvi stared at it, the source of so much 
hope and so much sorrow. 

In the last month alone the orphanage had lost four children to 
the Hourglass. Each child had awakened with a scrap of parchment 
in their hand, and the same words were written on each: Up and 
down again before the sun sets, and whatever you desire shall be yours. These 
parchments were invitations to the Hourglass, and they had been 
appearing in the hands of the children of Arosil for longer than 
anyone could remember. And while those who went were almost 
never seen again, the possibility of what could be was enough to draw 
countless others after them. 

And now Tristan was going.
There was a rattle as the window behind Silvi opened. Tristan 

climbed out onto the roof and came and sat beside her. She had 
hoped he would find her here before he left.

The parchment was still in his hand. Silvi reached over and gently 
pulled it from his fingers. She looked down at the scrap and said, 
“You can’t do this, Tristan. You can’t.” He looked at her, his unread-
able eyes unblinking, and then held out his hand.

Silvi wished he could speak, oh how she wished he could speak. 
She wished she knew what he was thinking. But he was as silent as 
he had always been, as inaccessible as a locked box. And then the 
realization hit her: “It’s your voice, isn’t it, Tris? You’re going for 
your voice.” 

His hand was still extended toward her, expectant, unwavering. 
He was resolved, and how could she blame him? It was for his voice.

But she could not bear to lose him. 
Silvi drew a deep breath and said, “If I can’t stop you, then I’m 

coming with you.”

   *  *  * 

The golden sun, low in the east, gilded the roofs of Arosil and 
cast long blue shadows across the square at the eastern edge of the 
city. The square was largely deserted, though some of the fishmon-
gers were beginning to set up their stalls for the day. Silvi and Tristan 
made their way across the emptiness, toward the Hourglass. The 
tower rose like a monolith before them, dwarfing the surrounding 
buildings, making them look fragile and inconsequential. Antler-
like prongs ringed its top, encircling the central spire that rose like a 
spear into the sky.

How many had walked this path that they now walked? Silvi 
shook her head, unable to comprehend the number of lives the 
Hourglass had swallowed. Certainly there were stories of those 
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who had emerged again, their desires fulfilled, but these were few, 
precious few, and all were from before her time. The odds, Silvi 
thought, were not with them. 

She glanced at Tristan. Silvi did not blame him for taking this 
risk, for desiring his voice. To be unable to speak and then to have a 
chance to change that … no, Silvi did not blame him even if success 
was unlikely. She would probably do the same. 

Tristan adjusted the bag that was slung across his shoulder. That 
morning, after they had come down from the roof, he had carefully 
packed it with food and water, a sand timer, and, oddly, lamp oil 
and a coal box. Then he had slung an old round wooden shield over 
his back and had hung a lantern from its handle. No doubt all this 
perparation was at the direction of the rabbit. 

Silvi did not know what to make of the giant rabbit, nor did she 
mention it. She wouldn’t know what to say, and Tristan wouldn’t 
have been able to answer her anyway. So she walked with him across 
the square, hopeful that whatever the rabbit had told him was 
enough. Maybe, just maybe, they could succeed where others had 
failed.

They came to the stair at the base of the Hourglass and began to 
ascend. The steps were wide and uneven, blocks of hewn granite, 
and they circled around the tower, spiraling up like a jagged snake 
wrapped around a tree. And then, about a third of the way up, the 
steps ended in front of a massive door without a handle.

Tristan unfastened the lantern and handed it to Silvi. Then he 
took out the coal box and with some tongs removed a glowing em-
ber and used it to light the lantern’s wick. He squeezed her hand and 
Silvi thought, for a moment, that a ghost of a smile had touched his 
eyes. And then he slid his slip of paper into the narrow slot in the 
front of the door of the Hourglass. A moment later there was a re-
verberating groan and it opened outward.

Darkness spilled out, but Tristan led her forward. When they had 
crossed the threshold, the door shut behind them with a boom.

It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, and when they did she 
bit back a scream. In the weak light of the lantern, Silvi could see 
that children’s bodies lay everywhere. But Tristan squatted down, 
and lifted the wrist of a girl at their feet. He looked up at Silvi. She 
hesitated and then knelt. The girl, Silvi could now see, was not dead, 
but asleep. Glancing at the other children, she saw that they slept 

The tower rose like a monolith before them,
dwarfing the surrounding buildings ...

60



Tales of Hibaria: The Awakening

too. She shook the girl’s shoulder, but to no effect. The next child 
could not be roused either.

So this was the price of failure: to sleep forever in the Hourglass.
Tristan tugged at her arm and pointed across the room to a stair 

that spiraled up into the gloom.
Up and down again before the sun sets, and whatever you desire shall be 

yours. It felt wrong to leave the children, but what could she do? 
If they didn’t move and move quickly, she and Tristan would join 
them.

With effort, Silvi pulled herself away. “All right,” she said. “We 
have twelve hours of daylight. That should be more than enough 
time. Have you started the timer?” Tristan held up the small hour-
glass. “Good.” 

They went up the stair and came to a landing. Silvi moved toward 
the arched opening where the stair continued, but Tristan stopped 
her. He pointed to their right. There in the shadows was another set 
of steps. She hesitated but then remembered that the rabbit had said 
it would give Tristan the way. “All right,” she said. “Lead on.”

The next stair was longer and steeper and straight as an arrow. 
Several times they had to step over sleeping children. Finally, out of 
breath, they came to the top.

It was another landing. Five different archways faced them, three 
with steps going up, two with steps going down. Silvi’s heart sank. If 
this continued, how would Tristan remember the way back? 

Without hesitation, he led them to a door and they continued 
their ascent. Silvi stumbled along after him, doubts growing in her 
as they came to landing after landing, each with multiple stairs to 
choose from. But each time, without even a pause, Tristan chose. 

He had turned the hourglass three times before they finally 
stopped for a rest. They ate and drank in silence. Tristan took the 
lantern from her and refilled it with oil. 

The next stair he chose went down. Silvi accepted it without a 
word, hope for success dwindling within her. She would follow 
him, and she would keep following him for no other reason than to 
be with him when their time ran out and they, too, fell into slumber.

Up, up, down. Up, down, rest. Eat, drink, onward.
They had just turned the small hourglass for the fifth time when, 

to Silvi’s astonishment, they came to the top. Hope surged within 
her. 

The room was circular and wide, as wide as the tower. Light fil-
tered in through small windows set in the ceiling high above. What 
looked like a ship’s wheel stood in the center of the space. Tristan 
walked over and with all his strength he turned the wheel.

The Hourglass trembled beneath them. The floor shook and be-
gan to slowly rotate. When it stopped, dust from the rafters fell like 
snow. 

“We can do it!” shouted Silvi. “We have time! Come on!”
They ran from the room and began their descent. But when they 

came to the first landing, everything had changed. 
There were, somehow, more doors, more stairs, almost too many 

to count.
Without pause, Tristan led them forward. They spiraled down, 

stepping over children, passing through landing after landing, down 
stair after endless stair.

They turned the hourglass four more times and refilled the lamp 
twice, barely pausing at all.

Finally they stopped, both breathing hard and unable to speak. 
As Silvi gulped down some water, Tristan yawned. 

“Tristan, the timer. Turn the timer.” He looked down at it and 
started in surprise. The hourglass had emptied. He quickly turned 
it over.

“How long—?” she began, but then stopped. Of course he 
couldn’t answer. He yawned again.

Down once more, this time down broad, shallow steps. Tristan 
staggered and stopped to lean against the wall. His eyelids fluttered.

“Tristan!” Silvi shook his shoulder. “What’s wrong?” Glancing 
up she noticed two sleeping children, slumped against the wall. “Oh 
no,” she breathed. 

To sleep forever in the Hourglass wasn’t the price of failure. It 
was the cause of it. 

Silvi dragged him to his feet. “You have to stay 
awake! You can’t let the Hourglass win!” 
Tristan blinked and opened his eyes wide. 
They went on.

As they went down a tight spiral 
stair, the sand timer slipped from his 
hands and shattered on the stone steps. 
“Leave it!” Silvi said. Panic was growing 
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within her. She couldn’t see how Tristan was going to last much 
longer. 

At the next landing she took the bag from him and then the shield 
as well. She grunted as she lifted it. After a moment’s consideration 
she tossed it aside, but Tristan staggered over and picked it up again.

“It’ll slow us down!” she shouted, but he stubbornly put it onto 
his back once more. Then he led them to a stair that went up.

“Are you sure?” Silvi looked at the steep stair. It might as well 
have been a ladder. “I think we went up this before.” But even as 
she said it, she knew it was the way; Tristan hadn’t led them astray 
yet. He began to climb, slowly but steadily, using his hands to pull 
himself up.

Even after they reached the top of the stair and began to descend 
another, their progress continued to slow. Tristan would stop, his 
eyes drooping closed, and Silvi would have to shake him awake. Fi-
nally, desperately, she threw their remaining water in his face.

He fell to his knees, almost tumbling down the stairs, but Silvi 
caught him. She pulled him to his feet and draped his arm over her 
shoulder. “When we come to the next landing, all you have to do is 
point,” she said. “But you have to stay awake!”

It was torturous. She lost count of the times she almost collapsed. 
The weight of Tristan and the shield and the sheer exhaustion that 
came from a full day of going up and down stairs had taken their 
toll. “Just a little farther,” she said between breaths. “Just a little far-
ther.”

They came to a circular landing with seventeen doors. Tristan, 
struggling to keep his eyes open, pointed to one of them. 

As they went through, Silvi’s knees almost buckled. They slowed 
to a crawl. They descended two more sets of stairs, the last of which 
opened onto the room they had first encountered. On the far side 
of it, past the sleeping children, the door stood open. A beam of 
light from the setting sun shone through and cut the shadows of the 
room like a burning sword. 

“Come on,” Silvi gasped. She took a step forward, but Tristan 
stopped. He shook his head, trying to clear it, and then pulled the 
shield from his back. “What are you—?”

The attack came with a suddenness and ferocity that would have 
ended them if Tristan hadn’t been ready. But he raised the shield and 
pulled Silvi beneath it as the creature—whatever it was—crashed 

into them, falling on them like a mountain collapsing. Its enormous 
wings, visible to Silvi on both sides of the upraised shield, buffeted 
them, and the monster hammered at them with its beak, but the 
shield turned the blows aside. With a screech the creature launched 
itself into the air, regrouping for another attack. The children ran.

They were almost to the door when Tristan stumbled. The shield 
fell to the ground and Silvi looked over her shoulder to see a mon-
strous bird diving, a blur of ragged feathers and gleaming talons with 
a black serrated beak. Silvi spun and reaching back, she grabbed hold 
of Tristan and pulled him past her, sending him through the door. 
She closed her eyes and braced herself.

The impact never came. Only silence. Finally, she opened her 
eyes. The bird was gone. She turned. Through the door, Tristan was 
slowly getting to his feet. Past him, on the horizon, the sun had just 
set.

“Did … did we make it in time?” Silvi asked.
But Tristan did not speak. He simply stared at her as he always 

had, his look neither conveying nor betraying anything. He was un-
changed.

“Oh, Tris.”
There was a sound behind her, movements in the shadows, foot-

steps. Silvi turned, fearing some new terror. Instead, she found her-
self staring into a sea of children’s faces. They had awakened. She 
backed out the door, stunned. 

When she turned to Tristan he was looking into the Hourglass, 
at the children that were beginning to appear, with an intensity she 
had never seen before. And then she understood.

They had been on time. Tristan had not come here for his voice. 
He had come here to set the children of the Hourglass free.
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Sophie inhaled deeply. The scent of pine sap was strong, 
mingling with the smell of leaf mold and the damp earth of 
early summer. Birdsong echoed around her, and the trees 

creaked and groaned in the wind. In the distance was the faint sound 
of a stream, gurgling among the rocks. She allowed herself a small 
smile as she took the last few steps forward.

She leaned her stick against the tree and sat carefully among the 
smooth and sinuous roots, and she waited, trailing her fingers over 
moss and ivy and what was left of last year’s leaves. This was her elev-
enth time to enter the wood, the eleventh time she had sat beneath 
this tree. The first time, Sophie remembered, had been frightening. 
She had only been four and had not known what to expect. Go, her 
mother had said. Follow the path to the beech tree. When the ground rises 
and becomes stony and you hear the stream, you’ll know that you are close. 
Trust your ears, trust your touch. When Sophie had asked if she would 
come with her, her mother had stroked her face. I cannot. All will be 
well, Sophie dear. You will return to us. You are not the first to walk this 
path.

With trembling hands and tears in her eyes she had stepped foot 
into the Thicket for the first time. And somehow she had found her 
way to the tree and had waited for she knew not what.

A croak pulled her from her memories. “You look well, child,” 
said a harsh voice.

“And you sound well, old friend,” said Sophie as she got to her 
feet. She brushed leaves and twigs from her dress and turned to face 
the voice. “I am ready.”

There was a flutter and Sophie felt a ponderous weight alight 
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on her shoulder. And then, like the first time, like every time since 
then, Sophie set out. The world around her was still dark, as always, 
but when she walked through the Thicket, with the creature on her 
shoulder, her steps did not waver, her feet were confident of the 
ground and the direction they needed to go. It was exhilarating to 
move with such certainty, to not fear the roots or stones that nor-
mally conspired to trip her up. 

They moved without speaking, over the rough, wooded hills of 
the Thicket, along its ridges, and down into the valleys. They con-
tinued to make their way through the forest after the sun’s warm 
light that shone through the leaves and branches had faded, and 
night sounds began to murmur around them.

They walked through the cool of night and into the next day. 
Once, in the distance, Sophie heard the roar of a bear, or perhaps a 
lion, but she knew it would not trouble them. 

They walked and anticipation grew within her. The tower wait-
ed, and at the top … it was hard not to run, hard to maintain her 
composure.

On the evening of the second day the wind picked up and tasted 
unmistakably of salt. Sophie sensed that the trees were thinning and 
that soon they would leave them behind altogether. The ground 
beneath her feet gradually grew softer and gave way beneath her 
weight. Sand worked its way into her shoes and she could hear the 
hiss of the wind as it gently blew through dune grass. Then firmer 
ground, then her hand rested on cold, damp stone. 

Her fingers tingled as she reached out and gripped the smooth 
iron handle. She pulled and the door creaked as it opened. And then 
up and up she went in a slow spiral, up high, uneven steps, her foot-
falls echoing, her heart pounding faster and faster, until her face felt 
the chill and steady wind on the tower top.

She swallowed. 
“Look, child,” said the voice on her shoulder.
Sophie moved forward and felt the cold brass ring of the tele-

scope’s eyepiece against her cheek and eyebrow. An image sprang 
up before her, blurred but blindingly bright. Even though she had 
known what to expect, had been anticipating it, the experience of 
sight was always a shock. Then the picture came into focus. 

She stared, at first unable to comprehend the immensity and 
ferocity of what she saw. Then, “I have to get back.” She tore herself 

She stared, at first unable to comprehend the immensity 
and ferocity of what she saw.

Sophie’s Tower
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“They’re beautiful,” said Sophie. “What are they?”
“Stars,” said the creature. “My stars. When I am not here, in this 

shape, I am there, looking down with my companions on the world 
below.”

“I didn’t know,” said Sophie, as the vision faded.
“Let it give you hope. Now then, seer, you have much to do, as do 

I. I sense that what you have seen will change the Islands in ways we 
cannot comprehend. The magician’s power is greater than we had 
thought.” 

With a flapping of wings, the weight lifted from her shoulder. 
“Until next time, child,” croaked the bird, and then it, too, was gone.

Sophie, her stick once more in hand, turned and started for home. 

from the telescope, her giddy excitement replaced with sudden 
dread.

The weight on her shoulder shifted. “You have seen something 
that troubles you,” the voice croaked. Sophie nodded. She fumbled 
for the door and began her descent.

She was into the trees before the creature spoke again. “Ten years 
of good tidings, and finally one of bad. It is always difficult when a 
seer first sees the bad that is to come.”

“I look forward to the tower because I get to see,” said Sophie. 
“Once a year I get to see, and that’s good, and what makes it even bet-
ter is that what I see makes the village happy, prosperous, successful. 
Or at least, that’s how I thought it worked,” Sophie muttered. She 
felt her face flush. How foolish she had been. “I thought it would 
always be good.”

“I am afraid not, child of the earth. But you are a seer, and what 
you have seen is a gift. You can speak, you can act, you can rouse 
your people. You cannot stop this thing, but you can help shape 
what is to come.”

Sophie shrugged uncomfortably. She was a seer, but she was still 
only a sightless child.

“This,” said the voice, “is not an easy burden to bear, but it is 
yours. What you are grappling with is woven into the heart of what 
and who you are.”

She did not understand, not fully, but somehow the creature and 
its words were a comfort.

The forest grew cool once more as the sunlight faded, and though 
she had not rested, Sophie’s footsteps did not falter. She walked 
through the trees, over roots and stones, and around brambles and 
nettles and thorns. They traveled through the night, through the 
chirping of crickets and the cry of owls, through the birdsong and 
warmth of day, and into the night again. As dawn was breaking be-
hind them, Sophie came once again to the beech tree. She hesitated 
a long moment and then asked, “Will you … will you stay with me? 
Beyond the forest, I mean?”

Instead of answering, the voice said, “Tilt your head back, child. 
A little more. Turn. Now see.” 

For only the twelfth time in her life Sophie saw. Glimmering 
points of light, dim, but sharp against a dark, dark sky. Together, 
the twinkling lights seemed to make a shape.
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Hart pulled on his mittens and hat and was four steps 
out the door when he stopped. This could not be how 
he left. He could not just walk away, without a backward 

glance, from the only home he had ever known. He forced himself 
to turn around. He walked back into the house and swallowed the 
lump that was suddenly in his throat.

This was … home. The log walls, smoothed over time and the col-
or of honey, the small windows, the redstone fireplace and chimney, 
the table and chairs, the beds, his stool, all of this was home. And 
home was comfort and safety and warmth. It was good food. It was 
laughter and celebration and sorrow and beauty, all woven togeth-
er. These things, this place, had been the backdrop of his life, but 
now… as he wiped furiously at his eyes, he caught sight of a bundle 
of papers on the mantle and picked it up. 

Hart almost threw it onto the embers of the dying fire, but found 
that he could not. Without knowing why, he wrapped the bundle in 
an oilskin and tucked it inside his coat. And then, on the eve of his 
thirteenth birthday, he stepped through his front door for the last 
time.

   *  *  * 

The sun, small and cold and silver, was just appearing in the east. 
It cast long purple shadows on the snow that had covered the vil-
lage during the night. It was autumn, but the snows always came 
early to the mountains, blanketing the world in white. Hart walked 
down the street that ran through the middle of Carnock Hill. No 

72



Tales of Hibaria: The Awakening The River Road

lights burned in the windows of the steep-roofed houses, no smoke 
drifted from the tall chimneys. The only sounds were the crunching 
of the snow beneath his boots and his own breathing. 

He came to the edge of the village, to the river. The snow-encrust-
ed dock thrust out into the fast-moving water and Hart walked to 
the end of it where a small boat was moored. He pulled off the leath-
er cover that kept the snow out, and untying the rope he stepped 
inside and cast off.

The week had started like any other, the only difference being 
that a merchant had arrived to trade for the villagers’ furs. As mer-
chants often did he also brought news of the wider world. There 
were rumors that a magician had arisen, that he commanded Crows 
and served Augrind, that he was raising an army. As if that weren’t 
news enough, he told them also of a monstrous storm that had 
churned through the entirety of the Eastern Deep, leaving a path of 
unimaginable destruction in its wake. Nothing like it had ever been 
seen before. Entire towns and villages had been destroyed along the 
coast and untold numbers of people had died. 

But the merchant had also brought something else: a plague. And 
it had worked swiftly, ruthlessly, and without discrimination. The 
merchant was the first to fall ill and he died two days after arriving, 
and others had followed, coughing and wheezing and shivering in 
their beds. Hart had watched with numbness as one by one everyone 
in the village had grown sick, even his father, the strongest person he 
knew, even his mother, who, in Hart’s recollection, had never been 
ill. 

One week. In the span of a week all of Carnock Hill, his parents 
included, had succumbed, and Hart’s world had unraveled.

The river was swift and wound through the canyon like a slither-
ing serpent. Hart navigated it without thinking, using his paddle 
to avoid rocks and submerged branches. As he descended into the 
foothills the trees grew closer together on the banks and the air grew 
warmer. The snow retreated into shadowed hollows and the boy re-
moved his gloves and hat. 

Just past midday the river forked. To the right, curving away 
through the hills, the Carnock South led to the town of Mor. Ahead, 
flowing steadily east, the Carnock Black entered into the darkness of 
the Hornwood. Hart allowed the boat to ride the current east into 
shadow. 

He had never been in the Hornwood. Only men came to this 
place, in large hunting parties, and only if food was especially scarce. 
It wasn’t just the myriad creatures that lived here that were to be 
feared; it was said that the ground swallowed those foolish enough 
to enter the wood, that the shadows themselves were alive and hun-
gry. So many ways to die. And that was why Hart had come. 

The boat drifted along in the dim light until it came to rest on a 
sandbar. The boy looked around. 

Towering trees choked both banks. They were shaggy old things 
with peeling bark and twisted branches, covered in brown and black 
and yellow moss. Their roots were hidden beneath layers of fallen 
leaves. Hart could hear a distant wind, moaning high above where 
the branches met the sky, but here the trees barely moved at all. The 
air smelled like rotting wood.

When Hart unbuttoned his coat, the bundle he had taken from 
the mantle fell to the bottom of the boat. He stared at it a moment 
and then picked it up and slowly unwrapped the oilskin.

It was a sheaf of papers and parchments: his collection of sketches 
and drawings. There was one of the innkeeper, Lila, sweeping the 
steps of The Twisted Vine. Beneath it was a smudged picture of Hart’s 
cousins, Hur and Phel, done quickly to capture their movements as 
they played. The next was an unfinished drawing of Finnia reading. 
Hart went through paper after paper until he came to the last one, a 
portrait of his mother that didn’t quite look like his mother, except 
for the mouth and one ear.

He began to cry. He had kept everything inside until now, afraid 
to let it out. But the sorrow was too much, the disorientation too 
overwhelming. His world had been shattered, unmade, and those he 
treasured had been lost. Hart buried his face in his hands and wailed.

“You are not alone, child of the earth,” said a voice.
The boy raised his eyes and there on the riverbank was a badger. 

Blinking away his tears, Hart said, “I am more alone than I’ve ever 
been in my entire life.”

The badger’s gaze was steady but it said nothing.
“What do you want with me?” Hart said at last.
“I am here to share in your grief, if you will allow it.”
“What do you know of grief?”
“Enough.” 
The badger, larger than any badger Hart had ever seen, pushed 
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the boat back into the current and climbed in. It sat beside him. 
The boat floated slowly on, down the meandering river. Present-

ly Hart said, this time without bitterness, “What do you know of 
grief?”

For a long time the badger did not reply. Then it said, “That it is 
a deep wound. That it feels as though it will never go away. That it 
feels as though it will never heal.”

“That’s not very comforting,” said the boy.
“Perhaps. But that is what you are feeling, is it not?”
Hart nodded. 
“You feel that all hope is gone? All beauty is gone?”
He nodded again.
“I too have felt these things.”
“Do you still?” asked Hart.
The badger’s eyes were far away. “No. But I did for a long time.”
“I don’t think I can live without hope.”
The badger reached down and picked up a pair of broken lanterns 

that lay in a tangle of rope in the bottom of the boat. The creature 
hung one from the sternpost behind them and then made its way 
to the bow and hung the other from the stempost. As the badger 
returned to sit beside Hart the lanterns suddenly flared bright.

“You feel that hope and beauty are dead, but they are not. They 
are only hidden from you for a time, made invisible by your grief.” 

“But what do I do?” Hart had begun to cry again, the tears stream-
ing down his cheeks. 

“We sit,” said the badger gently. “And you mourn, which is no 
easy thing, while I help you to remember that there is light when all 
you see is darkness. We sit, and travel this slow river road together 
until we come out on the other side.”

The boy rubbed his nose with the back of his hand. “It won’t be 
short, will it? The journey?”

“No, child of the earth. This is a long road, perhaps one of the 
longest.”

Hart nodded. “Then let’s begin.”

The boat floated slowly on, down the meandering river.
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Have you ever remembered something, but you don’t 
think it’s your memory?” Ash pulled another carrot from 
the garden and added it to the split-reed basket.

“Like what?” asked his mother.
“Last night I was lying in bed and suddenly I was thinking about 

this tall building. Kind of like a tower, but with a dome at the top. 
It was in this city overlooking the sea. There were all these people in 
the city, doing what people do, but they were wearing odd clothes, 
and … they looked like me.” He held up his hand, the skin pale like 
bleached bone. 

“It was kind of like I was remembering it, but I’ve never seen any-
thing like it before. Not people like that, not a city or a building like 
that. Has that ever happened to you?” His mother didn’t respond 
and after a moment Ash looked up. She was staring at him, her ex-
pression one of worry or maybe sadness, the spade in her hand for-
gotten.

“Are you all right?” asked Ash.
She nodded. “Your father should be home soon. Let’s wait until 

he’s back to talk about it.”
Ash shrugged and kept pulling carrots. The garden was a good 

place to lose himself. The rhythm of planting seeds or harvesting 
vegetables allowed Ash to think, and he liked that. And this memory 
that wasn’t his memory was something to think about. He would 
have dismissed it as coming from something he had read, or some-
thing that had been told to him down on the docks, but it really 
did have the quality of a memory. He couldn’t describe it any better 
than that. Maybe it was nothing, but he didn’t think so.
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Suddenly another memory was there, another image. It was a 
mountain, or a high hill, and at the top, another tower with a dome. 
Seagulls wheeled around the tower. It was for watching the skies, 
Ash knew, and he wasn’t sure how he knew, but he was certain he 
was right. He glanced up and opened his mouth to tell his mother, 
but then decided against it.

The sun was dipping into the clouds that rose from the western 
horizon when his father returned. He opened the gate and came 
down the gravel path. 

“How was your afternoon?” he asked as he ruffled Ash’s hair. 
Before Ash had a chance to respond, his mother said, “We need 

to talk. Ash needs to tell you something.” His father looked at him 
and raised an eyebrow. A hint of a smile played at the corner of his 
mouth.

“In trouble again?” he said with a wink. 
Ash told him what he had told his mother. Then he shared the 

new memory as well. As he spoke, the smile left his father’s face.
“Let’s go inside,” he said. Ash watched as his parents’ eyes met 

and he was suddenly uneasy.
They sat around the rough wood table, its edges worn smooth 

over years of use. His father traced a line around a knot in the wood 
with a dark brown finger and cleared his throat.

“There’s something we need to tell you, son,” he began. He 
paused, then went on.  “As you know, we’re a family of explorers. We 
always have been. My father, my father’s father, and your mother’s 
side too, have always been drawn to the unknown. We go, we ex-
plore, we discover, we bring back what we’ve found.

“Those beads,” he said, pointing to a shelf, “are from the Sisters. 
That chest—” 

“I know that!” said Ash. “Why are you telling me this?”
“That chest,” his father continued, as though he hadn’t been in-

terrupted, “is from the Sparrows.” He produced a key from around 
his neck, a key that Ash had never seen before, and went over and 
unlocked the large ironbound box. “We gather these things to learn 
about the places they’re from. To learn about the people who lived 
there. To learn about the past.” He reached into the box and pulled 
out a stack of parchments and brought them back to the table.

“Eleven years ago your mother and I sailed east, farther east than 
we ever had before, and farther north. We came to some islands 

and we made a discovery: a city in ruins, a city that was slowly be-
ing swallowed by the forest around it. Most of its walls and towers 
had fallen, and grasses and vines and moss had reclaimed the stone 
buildings.

“We made sketches, of course, your mother and I,” he said, slid-
ing over some parchments. Ash looked down 
at the curled papers. The topmost was a 
drawing of a tower, a ruin that was crum-
bling but still standing. It had a broken 
top, but Ash could see that it had 
been a rounded dome, exactly like 
the one in his memory. The hair on 
his arms stood on end. He opened 
his mouth to speak, but his father 
held up a hand.

“There’s more. Now you have to 
understand, Ash, that we had seen 
ruins before. Ruins are everywhere, 
but these were different. Amongst 
the toppled buildings and in the city 
square, in all the streets, were stone 
statues of people. The city was filled 
with these statues, and while the buildings 
were decayed and falling apart, while the 
stone of the city itself was crumbling, the statues 
were whole. Untouched by the weather, untouched by time.” His 
father glanced at his mother and she reached over and clasped his 
hand.

“We finished our sketches and notes and we gathered some 
artifacts, and we were on the point of leaving when we came upon a 
statue of a small boy, perhaps two or three years old. The expression 
on the statue’s face was one of wonder, of hope. It was like nothing 
we had ever seen before. We … we decided to bring the statue home 
with us.”

“Where is it?” asked Ash.
“On the voyage home something curious happened. The statue… 

came to life. It … awoke.”
Ash swallowed. There was magic in the world, but it was always 

somewhere else, far away. How had his parents never told him this 
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before? And what had become of the statue that had awakened? 
And what did any of this have to do with his memories?

“Ash,” said his mother gently, “you are our son. That doesn’t 
change, you know. Just because …”

His breath caught. They were saying he had been the statue. Ash 
looked into their dark eyes. His mother looked away, but his father 
returned his gaze. For once, there was no twinkle in his eye, no half 
smile on his lips that preceded a joke.

“We’ve loved you since we first saw you,” his father said. “We 
always intended to tell you, but we didn’t know how. I’m sorry we 
didn’t tell you sooner.”

Ash’s mind reeled. It was as though he had been struck by a wave. 
“You aren’t my real parents? I was made of … of stone?”

They nodded. Ash looked down at his hands, and laughed un-
steadily. He had always known he was different: his pale skin, his 
blue eyes, his light hair. But from another place all together? And 
a statue? “Did you ever learn more about the statues? Where they 
came from? Who made them? Who made … me?”

“We didn’t. But from what you just told us,” said his father, “I 
suspect they weren’t always statues. You weren’t al-

ways a statue. You remember a city full of people 
that looked like you. The fact that you remem-

ber at all tells me that you weren’t always made 
of stone.”

“Have you been back? To the islands?”
His father shook his head. “It was strange. 

We tried to return, three times, but were 
unable to find the way, despite our logs, 
despite our charts. The stars … would not 
guide us.”

Ash sat there, his thoughts all a jumble, 
forming a confused tangled mass in his 

head. They weren’t his parents. He wasn’t 
their child. He loved them more than 

anything in the world and he knew they 
loved him, but he wasn’t theirs. He had been a 

statue, and before that … who could say? It was 
all too much. “I think I need to walk,” said Ash. 

He rose to his feet and kissed them both before going 

toward the door. “Thank you … for telling me.” His father nodded. 
His mother rubbed at the corner of her eye with her sleeve.

Outside, night had fallen. Fog blanketed the ground, obscuring 
the garden. Stones from the low wall poked through the swirling 
mist like a line of small islands in a vast, gray ocean. Ash grabbed the 
lantern from beside the door and waded in.

He was beyond the last houses of the village before he realized it. 
He walked beneath the cloud-racked sky, beneath the sickle moon, 
clambering over the enormous rocks that were scattered along the 
beach. He jumped from one to another, clinging to moss with one 
hand, the lantern swinging from the other. Water lapped below, 
unseen. The night was eerily silent, wrapped and swallowed up in 
the fog that glowed in the moonlight. Finally, Ash came to a boul-
der that was taller than a house. He slowly climbed it and when he 
reached the top he was out of breath. He sat.

Who had he been? Ash wondered who his other parents were, 
and if they, too, were statues. How long had he been stone? How 
had he come to be a statue? What had become of the other statues?

His memories from the night before and that afternoon, the 
memories that had triggered all of this, did not match the drawings 
his parents had made, not exactly. His memories recalled a thriving 
city full of people, not one that had been neglected and was in dis-
repair. Which probably meant that long, long ago he and the city’s 
inhabitants had somehow been turned to stone, and over time the 
city had fallen into ruin around them. For some reason this filled 
him with enormous sadness.

There was a muffled creak and Ash heard the slapping of water 
on a ship’s hull. He scrambled to his feet and strained his eyes, look-
ing out over the mist into the darkness. And then the form of a ship 
slowly emerged from the fog. The ship’s prow, Ash saw, was a carved 
dragon. But wait … the sail of the ship was being formed from the 
billowing smoke that streamed from the creature’s nostrils. And 
then the dragon blinked, a slow, heavy-lidded blink. The ship was 
alive. Ash held his breath and stood very still.

“You are awake, child, though the others still sleep,” said the drag-
on, and its voice was deep and seemed to shake the air.

“Maybe,” Ash said with some uncertainty. “But they were awake 
when I left the house, and I think they’ll wait up for me.”

“I am not speaking of your parents. I’m speaking of those still 
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asleep, still frozen in stone on the islands of the Bones. The people 
of your blood.”

“Where my parents found me, you mean?”
“You are to return. You are to waken them.”
Ash didn’t know what to say. At last he managed,“I don’t know 

where that is. I don’t think anyone does. The stars keep the way hid-
den.”

The sail’s smoke swirled and a map appeared, undulating slowly 
in the night breeze. “The stars will no longer do so,” said the dragon.

“Is that it? Is that were I’m from?” asked Ash as he stared at the 
map.

“Yes. You are to return. You are to waken them.”
“Me? Now?”
“Yes. It is time. I will take you there. The voyage will be long, and 

there is much you must learn before you arrive. Will you board?” 
The ship had drifted closer, but was still a good distance from shore, 
still a long way from Ash.

“What about my parents?” They were his parents, even if they 
weren’t.

“They have known this day would come. Even now, in their 
hearts, they know of the decision before you.”

“How can they know? Will they be all right? If I go?”
“You must make a decision, child.” 
Ash stared at the dragon, at its glistening scales and its gleaming 

eyes. “Who are you?” he finally asked.
The clouds split behind the ship, silently but swiftly, revealing 

the wide eastern sky. A swath of stars near the horizon, normally 
sharp and bright, was barely discernable. It was as if a veil hung be-
fore them. 

Ash nodded slowly as his heart beat faster. “Forgive me,” he said. 
“I will go if you’ll take me. I will awaken them.” 

And then the form of a ship slowly emerged from the fog.

The Summoning
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H ildi?” The voice was a low whisper. “Can I talk to 
you?”

Hildi looked up from where she sat beside the dying 
fire. Moonlight shone through the branches of the surrounding 
trees and lit the face of a small girl, perhaps seven years old. Hildi’s 
breath caught. For the briefest of moments the girl looked exactly 
like Hildi’s sister, but then the shadows shifted. It wasn’t Cora, nor 
could it be. Hildi cleared her throat. “What’s wrong, Shel?”

Shel looked down at her feet. “I had a dream,” she said. “It was … 
it wasn’t good. It was so real and now I can’t sleep.”

Hildi, glad to finally be helpful, got to her feet and brushed dead 
leaves from her dress. The fire had burned low, but the light from 
the moon was enough to make out the dim forms of children sleep-
ing among the trees. They were draped with animal skins and ragged 
blankets, and were burrowed into the drifts of leaves that covered 
the forest floor. She beckoned to the girl and they went a little far-
ther into the trees, away from the sleeping children. Hildi sat on a 
moss-covered boulder. “Tell me about it, Shel, if you think it will 
help.”

The girl hesitated and then somewhat unexpectedly came and sat 
on Hildi’s lap. In halting words Shel described her nightmare. Hildi 
did her best to soothe her and it seemed she was comforted. After a 
few minutes Shel went back to the fire and curled up under a deer-
skin. Soon she was once again asleep.

Hildi, though, could not go back to sleep. Shel’s dream, while not 
exactly like the one that had awakened her, was remarkably similar. 
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She shifted uneasily, and then stood. Stepping as carefully as she 
could in the darkness, Hildi walked the perimeter of the camp, 
trying to clear her head, mulling over the nightmare that refused to 
leave the corners of her mind.

“Can’t sleep?” came a voice. Hildi almost jumped. The dim form 
of a girl seemed to drift out from the shadow of a bent oak, a fox fur 
hat slightly askew on her head. “Scare you? It looked like I scared 
you.”

Hildi ignored her question and instead asked, “All quiet tonight, 
Til?”

The girl shook her head. “It’s never quiet at night, Hildi. The 
crickets. And owls. And frogs. The wind in the trees.” Til cocked 
her head and listened. “And a fox on the other side of the stream. 
And maybe a boar over that way …” she gestured vaguely behind her. 
“Anything but quiet.”

“Well, I wasn’t being literal. I just wanted to make sure every-
thing was fine.”

“Oh. Yes, all clear.” Til seemed on the point of melting back into 
the darkness, but instead said, “I did have a dream last night, though. 
It was kind of like Shel’s. That’s why I volunteered for watch to-
night. So I wouldn’t have to sleep.”

Hildi froze. “How did you hear—?” she began, but then stopped. 
It was hard to get used to how sharp Til’s ears were. “Never mind. 
Tell me about your dream.”

As she listened, Hildi tried to hold down the panic that rose with-
in her. The dream was almost the same as Shel’s, almost the same as 
her own. By the time Til was finished, Hildi’s mind was racing. “Are 
the others having these dreams?” she asked. “Do you know?”

Til looked at her sideways a moment before nodding. “Bel. Mor-
gan. Ana, I think. Maybe some of the others. What about you? Have 
you had the dream?”

The question caught Hildi off guard. 
“Yes,” she said after a moment.
“What does it mean?” asked Til, and her eyes were wide. Hildi 

could tell that the girl was afraid. This was the first time Hildi had 
seen fear since coming to the Thicket and it filled her with a pan-
icked dread.

“I don’t know,” Hildi said. Her heart hammered in her chest 
as she left the girl without another word. Without thinking, she 

stumbled into the trees and started running. Fear bubbled within 
her, fear of whatever it was that was invading their dreams, fear that 
there was no way to stop it. 

Why had she come here? These children, these Storm Orphans, 
didn’t need her as much as she had imagined, as much as she had 
hoped. They were doing just fine on their own. They were young, 
yes, but against all odds, they were thriving in the harsh conditions 
of the Thicket. They were unafraid of the wild animals, of the mys-
terious powers of the wood, of their own inexperience. 

She had told herself she had come to help, but she had really been 
running away, running from her own problems, her own inadequa-
cies, her own failures. The proof? When one of the children was 
deeply afraid, and justifiably so, and in need of answers, Hildi had 
none. Instead, her answer was to run.

Out of breath, she sank down against the bole of a massive tree 
and buried her face in her hands. She began to cry. 

Her tears intensified and became body-wracking sobs that shook 
her to her core. She drew her knees up under her body and wrapped 
her arms around her head, her face and hair pressed into the cold 
leaves. 

After a long time her sobs subsided and Hildi was left feeling 
empty and weak and alone.

“Why do you weep, child?” said a deep voice, and Hildi jerked to 
her feet. A wolf stood half in moonlight, half in darkness, regarding 
her with large yellow eyes. 

“I’m afraid,” she said, though she felt no fear of the wolf. Hildi 
wiped her nose on her sleeve and hiccupped. “I had a dream and it 
was terrible. Something, someone, was battering at my mind, attack-
ing my thoughts. I couldn’t see the thing, only its eyes, and they saw 
me, really saw me, and they hated me. And whatever the creature 
was, I could smell it. And then the children had the same dream—”

“As terrible as your dream was, that is not why you weep, small 
one,” said the wolf.

Hildi opened her mouth in anger and then closed it again. She 
blinked away some tears and finally said, “I am ashamed.” 

“Of what?”
“Of wanting these children to need me. And for leaving them 

when they finally do.”
The wolf stared at her, motionless. “You see yourself clearly in 
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this, child, though you omit the source of your greatest shame: 
losing your sister in the Storm.” 

Hildi shifted, anger again flaring within her, mingled with shock 
that this creature was able to see inside her mind.

“Peace, child. You wear shame like a mantle, because of your 
sister. Your desire to be needed is deeply rooted and your fears are 
strong and unchecked within you. These will take much to over-
come. But they can be overcome, though perhaps not in the way you 
thought. And you are needed here, though, once again, not in the 
way you expected.”

“What do you mean?” asked Hildi. “What does any of that mean? 
And how do you know about Cora?”

“You will know the answers to these questions, in time. For now, 
know that Augrind is gaining strength. He was dealt a crippling 
blow at the Hourglass, and we thought him contained, but against 
all odds he grows strong once more. It is he who is attempting to 
break into your dreams and the dreams of the children here. This 
cannot be allowed to happen. If it does we will be in danger of losing 
the war before it has even begun.”

“Augrind? He’s imprisoned in the Rift. What war?”
“He is imprisoned, yes, but despite that he is growing stronger, 

child, and his influence grows as well. There will be war. We have 
seen it. Now will you help me guard against him?” 

“Who are you?” she asked.
“A guardian. One who would have peace, but not at the cost of 

justice. One who would help you if you will let me.”
Once again Hildi was at a loss, but she had nowhere else to turn. 

Finally, she said, “What do I need to do?”
“Will you walk this road with me?” asked the wolf. “It is not 

short.” 
Hildi nodded. 
“Then come, and let your healing begin. Walk with me through 

shadow and starlight and dream. Tonight we begin to weave the bul-
wark that will protect the Thicket and that will begin to make you 
whole.”

“Walk with me through shadow and starlight and dream.”
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I ’ll go,” said Ivy. “It’s my fault that they got out. I left the gate 
open. It shouldn’t take more than a few hours to find them.”

“The forest is no place—” began her father, but she cut him 
off.

“You know I can handle it. You know it. I go in with you all the 
time. I know the trails, I know the trees, I know the dangers.”

Her father looked toward the forest and shook his head slightly. 
“I don’t know why, but I’m uneasy, Ivy. It … feels different. I don’t 
know how else to say it, but something is different about the wood. 
I’d rather you not go.”

“What if Grey goes too?” she asked. Then hastily she added, “Be-
fore you say he’s too young, wait, please just listen, Father. You can’t 
go. You have to stay here to meet the trader from Aber Waite. And 
we have to get the sheep, and as soon as possible. If you don’t want 
me going into the forest alone, you certainly don’t want Grey going 
in alone either, right? We’ll go in together. We’ll find the sheep and 
we’ll come back. And we’ll be careful.”

Ivy could tell her father was still reluctant, but he finally nodded. 
“You’re right, girl.” Then he reached out and touched her cheek and 
in a softer tone said, “I can hardly believe it, but I won’t be able to 
call you ‘girl’ for much longer. My, how you’ve grown.” He smiled 
and pulled her close. “Tell your brother. He’s in the barn. And take 
care of him, Ivy.”

   *  *  * 
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They started not long after noon. Ivy took her bow and Grey 
brought along a boar spear and his hunting knife. The tracks were 
easy enough to follow, but the sheep had not meandered as Ivy had 
expected. Instead, they had followed a trail deep into the forest, and 
they had moved quickly, without pausing. Several hours passed and 
Ivy’s hopes for finding them before day’s end began to fade. 

“We’re coming to a valley,” said Grey. The sun was low and long 
dark shadows stretched across the path.

“That’s good news. A valley means water. Hopefully the sheep 
have enough sense to look for it.” Ivy glanced at the setting sun 
through the tangled branches of the trees. “Let’s get down there be-
fore it’s too dark.”

The descent was steep and rocks skittered down the slope before 
them. Before they had reached the bottom they heard the sheep. 
Sounds of bleating drew them through the dense undergrowth 
that was now completely in shadow. Moments later Ivy and Grey 
stepped into a small clearing. A stream wound through the grassy 
space and in the fading light they could see that the sheep were clus-
tered around its banks.

“Well, they’re all here,” said Grey after walking among them. 
“And this is as good a place as any to camp for the night.” Ivy agreed 
and they set about collecting wood for a fire. 

They piled the dry branches high. Neither of them mentioned 
wolves or bears, but they both knew they would need to keep the 
fire burning bright through the night to keep the predators at bay. 
When she was finally satisfied they had enough wood, Ivy lit the 
fire.

“Look.” Grey knelt down near the edge of the firelight and 
brushed away some dirt and leaves, exposing two worn stones. 
He traced the outlines of the stones and found another. “These 
were worked,” he said, “and laid. This is the end of a path to the 
stream.” 

“Part of an old settlement,” said Ivy with a yawn. “Let’s see if we 
can find it tomorrow before we leave.”

“Or maybe part of Augrind’s last fortress. He retreated here, you 
know, at the end.” Grey looked around uneasily, as though he ex-
pected to see stone walls and towers or perhaps even Augrind him-
self instead of trees.

Ivy snorted. “Augrind? Come on, Grey.” When her brother 

didn’t respond she added, “Seriously, don’t you think we’re a little 
old for those stories?”

“You’re probably right,” he said. 
Ivy decided to take first watch and soon Grey was asleep, huddled 

under his cloak. The sheep slept too, bunched together between the 
stream and the fire. Ivy sat with her back to the blaze, adding branch-
es whenever the flames began to burn low. After a while she went 
over and examined the stones. She ran a finger over them, lightly 
brushing aside the dirt. They did look old. What if—what if—Au-
grind had been real? Could he have put these stones here? Was she, 
all these centuries later, standing where the Emperor of the Night 
once stood? “Absurd,” Ivy whispered, but she shivered as she spoke.

She returned to the fire and stifled a yawn. She should wake 
Grey. The moon had moved across the visible patch of sky, and it 
was probably past midnight. No, she would give him a few minutes 
more. She settled down again, allowing the warmth of the blaze to 
wash over her …

   *  *  * 

Ivy opened her eyes. Grey stood over her in a dim half-light that 
was neither day nor night. The stream burbled beside them but the 
sheep were nowhere to be seen.

She scrambled to her feet. “What is this?”
“I’m not sure. A spell? A dream? I don’t know.”
Ivy gave her brother a withering look.
“No, really,” said Grey. “The sheep are gone, the stars and moon 

are gone. And this,” he pointed to the ground, “is here. It’s uncov-
ered now.”

The path of gray flagstones wound off into the trees.
Ivy reached over and pinched her brother.
“OUCH!” Grey spun around, rubbing his arm. “What was that 

for?”
“I guess it’s not a dream,” she said with a small smile. She drew an 

arrow and fitted it to her bow. “You still have your spear?”
“Yes. What do we do?”
Ivy felt uncertain and more than a little uneasy, but didn’t want 

to let it show. “Follow the path I suppose. You coming?”
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They crept along the path in the gloom, Ivy with her bow at the 
ready and Grey with his spear held tightly in both hands. The trees 
around them were crooked shadows, with thin, spidery branches 
reaching toward the sky. 

The forest thinned and before them was the ruin of a towering 
stone garrison.

“One of Augrind’s fortresses,” Grey whispered. His breathing 
quickened.

“Come on.” Ivy led them forward, through the gates and into a 
square courtyard. Towers or remnants of towers rose from each cor-
ner, disappearing into murky shadow above. One of the walls had 
collapsed, sending a fan of stone across the mossy ground.

“I don’t like this place,” said Grey. “Look!” He pointed. A deer 
skull with antlers hung above one of the doors. “That’s his symbol, 
his sigil. That’s—”

 “I know what it is,” said Ivy harshly. She was beginning to feel 
the panic that was so plain on her brother’s face. 

There was a sudden rustling, a crackling of leaves. Grey whipped 
around, his attention riveted on the gate. 

“Quick!” Ivy hissed. She dragged him to the door and yanked it 
open. A stair led down into darkness. They crowded inside and Ivy 
closed the door behind them as silently as she could. Their breath-
ing came in ragged gasps.

“How long—”
“Shhh! Just until it’s gone.”
After a minute or so Grey whispered, “I think there’s a light down 

these stairs. It’s dim, but…”
“I see it.” Ivy placed her ear against the door and then said, “I 

think whatever it is out there is coming closer.” She hesitated a mo-
ment. “Let’s go down.”

“Are you crazy?” said Grey. “We need to get out of here!”
“It’s coming closer! We have to hide. We don’t really have a choice.” 

She stood and felt her way toward the stairs and she heard Grey be-
gin to follow.

They crept silently down the spiraling stone steps, their hands 
against the cold walls. As they descended, the light grew gradually 
brighter. When they came to the bottom they found themselves in 
a cramped room cut out of the bedrock. The soft light was coming 
from an object hanging from a nail on the opposite wall. Ivy and 
Grey walked over. It was a key.

A gem was set between the handle and the shaft. Along the shaft 
was an inscription in a language that Ivy did not know. Grey reached 
up and lifted it off the nail.

“You have no idea the danger you’re in,” said a rumbling voice 
behind them. Ivy spun, an arrow already drawn to her ear. 

A huge mountain cat emerged from the darkness of the stairs 
they had just come down. “This place,” it said, “is not safe.”

“Shoot it,” said Grey through clenched teeth. His spear was shak-
ing in his hands.

The cat stopped. “Peace, children of the earth. I am not here to 
do you harm. I am here to help you.”

Ivy did not lower her bow. “Why?”
“You are caught in a dream of Augrind’s weaving and you will 

remain so until he finds you.”
“Augrind is in the Rift,” said Grey.
“In the waking world, yes. But this is a dream, his dream, and he 

can walk in dreams.” The mountain cat sat. “Lower your weapons, 
children. If I had wanted to harm you I could easily have done so.”
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The soft light was coming from an object hanging 
from a  nail on the opposite wall.

Ivy’s arm ached, but she kept the arrow drawn. “You say we’re 
caught in a dream. How is that possible? That doesn’t even make 
sense.”

“Clearly you know little of Augrind.” The creature considered 
her in silence for several moments. Then it said, “I will explain what 
I can.

“Augrind’s designs are hidden from us, but this much we can 
guess: he plots to make war against Hibaria again, though he is still 
in chains. 

“Long ago, in secret, Augrind fashioned a multitude of keys that 
worked with certain doors he had scattered across the Islands. If one 
opened a door in the Wild with a certain key, one would step through 
onto the Eastern Plains. A different key might take one to the Bren-
waite, or even Rorus, or Erdyn. He used them during the Great War 
to move his armies to great effect, though he was not triumphant, as 
you know. Toward the end of the war, when it was clear he was go-
ing to be defeated, he hid those keys. And now, through his dreams, 
he has once again sought them out. We believe he intends to use 
them for the same purpose again.

“But because he is still imprisoned, he cannot gather them. He 
can only hide them from the waking world by weaving a dream 
around them. No doubt he plans to retrieve the keys at some future 
time, but in the meantime he considers them safe.”

Ivy started to speak but the cat cut her off. “What Augrind does 
not seem to have considered in his planning is what happened to 
both of you. By chance you fell asleep near a key and were ensnared 
by the dream he used to conceal it. And now you are here, in his 
dream, and despite his enormous efforts, you have found one of his 
keys.”

“How do you know so much about Augrind?” asked Ivy.
“I am one that guards him.”
Grey choked. “You’re one of the Constellations?” 
“Yes,” said the mountain cat. 
Ivy slowly lowered her bow. “And you’re here to help?”
“If you’ll allow it.”
“What do we do?”
The creature stood and stretched and started up the stair. “We 

leave as quickly as possible.”
“I thought you said we were caught here,” said Ivy.
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“If what the Cat said is true, there will be war soon. And,” she 
shuddered as she said it, “if he is gaining strength, Augrind could 
break free. And he’ll collect his keys and all the armies in the world 
will be hard pressed to stop him if that happens.”

“So what are you saying?” asked Grey.
“We find them first.”

“Without my help you would be. Follow me.”
Through the earth, through the stone, Ivy heard and felt a low 

rumble, like thunder.
“He comes,” said the mountain cat. “We haven’t much time. 

Hurry!” They bounded up the stairs and burst out into the court-
yard. The cat loped across the rubble-strewn ground and stopped 
before a door.

“This ... what?” said Ivy. The door, framed in a simple stone arch, 
stood free of any wall. It clearly led to nowhere.

“Use the key, child!” said the cat. “It will take you from the dream 
to the waking world.”

There was a roar in the distance and the fortress groaned. The 
gloom above them flickered red.

Grey stumbled forward and with a shaking hand fit the key into 
the lock of the door. 

“This is absurd!” said Ivy, “We should—”
“Silence, child.”
The key turned and Grey pushed open the door. Through the 

opening Ivy could still see the ruin. Her brother stepped across the 
threshold and disappeared.

“You must decide, small one,” said the mountain cat beside her.
One of the towers shook and a stone fell with a thud, burying 

itself in the soft ground. The wind grew to a gale, howling through 
the trees just outside the garrison.

Ivy stepped through the door and there was silence. 

   *  *  * 

“What do we do with it?” asked Grey, staring down at the key. It 
had been several days since they had returned from the forest with 
the sheep. They had not told their father what they had encoun-
tered. 

“We have to hide it somewhere he won’t find it.” Ivy gazed into 
the distance. She had been unable to stop thinking about what had 
happened in the forest. “And I think we can do that, Grey. But it’s 
the other keys I’m worried about.”

“What do you mean?”
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Epilogue

A steady rain was all that remained of the storm by 
the time the traveler finished his tales. The fire was now a 
heap of glowing embers. The silence stretched out and then 

Nol stirred in his chair. “So you are Almegorin?”
The traveler nodded.
“Well, Almegorin, you were right to say that the methods and 

motives of the Constellations are difficult to understand.”
“Yes. How they work and with whom they choose to work de-

fies explanation. And I say that,” the man laughed, “as one of those 
chosen.” 

“Did the Sky Lords continue to interact with these children after 
the war began?”

The traveler nodded. “With some of them. Though I have yet to 
write a full accounting of the war, I know there were at least a hand-
ful of occasions when they spoke with some of these children again, 
as well as others not mentioned here. But even with Augrind free 
and the fate of Hibaria and the Islands hanging in the balance …” 
The man shook his head. “Even then the Constellations did not act 
in a way that we would expect.”

“I am surprised,” said Nol, “that Cora’s story is not among those 
you’ve gathered here. She was so central to the conflict. Was she not 
also visited by the Sky Lords?”

“Ah, Cora,” said Almegorin. “She was, but her interactions with 
the Constellations went beyond anything we other children expe-
rienced, her sister Hildi included. Cora’s tale is a long one and re-
quires careful telling because of what happened at the bottom of 
the Rift.” The traveler stifled a yawn. “Perhaps when I pass through 
here again the story will be complete and I can tell it to you.”

“I would like that.” Nol rose from his chair. “You have given me 
much to think about, friend, and I thank you for that. But I must 
also apologize, for it has cost you sleep.”

“Perhaps, but I would say that an attentive listener, along with 
good food and drink and a warm fire more than make up for the loss 
of a little rest. Besides,” Almegorin added with a smile, “these need-
ed to dry.” He tucked the stack of parchments into his bag. “Even 
so, if you’ll show me to my room, I’d be grateful.”

“Of course,” said Nol. “Follow me.”
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The Sky Lords Star Chart 
(713 AS)

The Northern Skies

The Owl
The Sea Serpent

The Wolf

The Eastern Skies

The Badger
The Bear

The Dragon

The Southern Skies

The Firefly
The Mountain Cat

The Rabbit

The Western Skies

The Fish
The Fox

The Raven

Tales of Hibaria: The Awakening Appendices

105



Regional Notes

Atharian Islands

The Atharian Islands lie to the west of Erdyn and to the south of the 
main island of Hibaria. There are eight islands—Atharia, which is the largest, 
Compass Hal, Katallia, Bardyn Rock, Acorn Island, Candlerock, Kilgar, and 
Door.

A thirst for understanding the past permeates the Atharian society. Many 
Atharians have given themselves to exploration and the study of lost civilizations, 
and over the centuries these explorers have amassed numerous collections of 
ancient writings and artifacts. It was the Atharians who first discovered the 
Sparrows, a small chain of islands far to the west, and to identify the Black 
Horizon.

The Bones

The Realm of the Bones, or the Bones, is an archipelago of eight islands 
to the east of the island of Marddir and south and east of Rorus. The Bones 
was once the seat of a now forgotten civilization. The remains of this empire 
are many, and include curiously massive stone towers containing rusted and 
decaying implements and tools. These broken things, made of brass and iron 
and glass, were likely used to observe the skies, though any written records have 
long since rotted or turned to dust. These observatories are on each of the eight 
islands and seem to have been built in locations that facilitate the observation 
of the same narrow section of the southern skies.

The cause of the fall of this civilization is a mystery. The cities, largely 
reclaimed by ivy and moss, tangled vine and creeping lichen, do not show 
evidence of siege or violence. Metal artifacts, though rusted by the rain and the 
salt air, are abundant, and weapons are not among them.

Perhaps the strangest aspects of this lost civilization are the statues. Men, 
women, and animals of stone fill the streets and buildings of the empty cities. 
And while the buildings around them have decayed and weathered, the statues 
have not.
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The Brenwaite

The western edge of the Brenwaite region is the rocky and largely treacherous 
coastline that extends from the River Waite in the south, to the Dragon, a river 
to the north. The eastern border runs through the foothills of the Southern 
Pillars. The Rift, a deep canyon that cuts through the heart of Hibaria, has its 
western terminus here.

The frontier along the mountains is rich in iron ore, gold, and lead, and 
several mining communities are scattered throughout the area. The largest 
of these is Droe. Dragons that live in the Southern Pillars occasionally target 
the mines and villages, which makes this a dangerous area in which to live. 
Nevertheless, the allure of wealth continues to draw prospectors and miners to 
the region.

To the south and on the banks of the River Waite lies the town of Wal Waite. 
Most of the traffic to Droe passes up the River Waite and through this town.

Aber Waite, a town on the northern border of the region, was originally 
founded as a military outpost by the armies of Arosil, a city to the south. 
Over time, however, traders and farmers migrated to the area and the soldiers 
returned to Arosil, abandoning their garrison. Travelers seeking the ruins of 
the Rentwatchers—a small and reclusive group of individuals that was once 
dedicated to watching and guarding the skies—also use the town as a staging 
point for their journeys.

The region as a whole is almost entirely made up of the Brenwaite—an 
immense forest of old growth oak and beech. Recently, the inhabitants of Droe 
witnessed a black cloud settle over the forest, and since then it has become a 
dark and dangerous place that even outlaws avoid. Some say that Crows now 
inhabit the wood, but this is unlikely since the skeletal creatures that once 
served Augrind have not been seen for hundreds of years.

The Eastern Isles

The island of Sidyn lies two hundred and fifty miles due east from the city of 
Tarian. It is the largest of the Eastern Isles. The other three are Adryn, Alwen, 
and Mai.

Like many of the peoples that live along Hibaria’s coastline, most of the 
inhabitants of the Eastern Isles are fisherfolk. They hunt the deep, tracking 
bull whales and razorfish. It is notable, however, that they do not hunt the sea 
serpents.

These creatures—also known as snakes—live primarily in the waters around 
the Eastern Isles. The rulers of the Isles have for centuries claimed a unique 
connection with the snakes, though the nature of this connection is shrouded 
in secrecy. The result, however, is that the snakes live freely and without fear of 
harm among the Isles. And in turn, though they are powerful creatures, they do 
not attack the fisherfolk or the coastal villages of the islands.
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The Eastern Plains

The Eastern Plains extend westward from the stormy waters of the Eastern 
Deep to the foothills of the mountains known as the Pillars, and southward 
from the borders of the Hornwood to the edges of the tangled Thicket and the 
vast inlet known as Little Deep.

The Plains contain two large city-states, Tarian and Aurian, as well as a 
smaller coastal city called Aber. Tarian is the seat of the Master of Tides and 
Aurian is ruled by the Lord of the Mists. Both rulers were given their powers by 
the Sky Lords seven hundred years ago during the Great War. Both have ruled 
well, though they are growing weaker as they age.

Between Tarian and Aber is the Fenwood, which is bounded by the Northern 
and Southern branches of the Blackthorn River. The Fenwood is much smaller 
than the other forests that dominate Hibaria, but it is no less mysterious. The 
wood is woven with a thick forgetting magic that affects all who enter and 
because of this, very little is known about it.

Erdyn

Erdyn is comprised of seven islands: Owl Rock, Windar, Havardyn, Atraya, 
The Hold, Augrind’s Eye, and Erdyn. These islands are separated from the rest 
of Hibaria by the Gulf.

Legend says that Augrind first appeared here on the island of Augrind’s Eye, 
but was soon driven out by the Erdynians, beasts and birds that could speak. 
Hundreds of years later, after Augrind’s rise and rule, and after Skyfall led to 
the Great War, it was the Erdynians who were pivotal in turning the tide of the 
war, joining the humans at a critical time in the conflict. When it became clear 
to Augrind that his defeat was imminent, he cursed the Erdynians, stealing their 
speech and reason. Since then, over seven hundred years ago, the Erdynians have 
lived like other animals, and their lands have become increasingly inhospitable 
to outsiders. 

The Hornwood

The Hornwood region is a sparsely populated area that includes the sprawl-
ing Hornwood forest, a broad plain called Coving Head, and the islands of 
Kelig Rock, Angor, Marddir, and Agendor.
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The Hornwood is an ancient forest that has never been fully explored or 
mapped. It is a dark and frightening place, and it is said that its shadows swal-
low the unwary traveler. The Hornwood gives way to the Northern Pillars to 
the west and borders on the Eastern Plains and the Rift to the south. The Rift 
is an impossibly deep canyon that cuts through the heart of Hibaria. Augrind 
is imprisoned in its depths.

Coving Head is to the north and its windswept grasslands, like much of the 
Hornwood region, are a desolate place.

There are a few small villages scattered along the coast. The largest of these 
is Little Haile. Several of its merchants have managed to find a way through the 
Northern Floes to Rorus, but the location of the route has been kept a closely 
guarded secret.

These merchants have also recently brought word that they can no longer 
approach the islands of Agendor, Marddir, Angor, or Kelig Rock without rous-
ing a fearsome red snake from the depths.

The Pillars

Down the center of the main island of Hibaria run the Pillars. This range of 
massive granite mountains is cut in two by the Rift, a deep chasm that stretches 
from the Brenwaite in the west to the Hornwood in the east.

Paledar, the legendary Hall of Seasons, is located in the northern foothills 
of the Northern Pillars. The embodiments of Spring, Summer, Autumn, and 
Winter reside in the hall, sending forth the warmth and cold and the rain and 
snow according to the calendar. The Seasons generally live at peace with one 
another, though conflicts among them have been known to occur.

Dragons inhabit the Southern Pillars and will occasionally attack the mining 
communities on the eastern frontier of the Brenwaite. Their numbers and the 
locations of their lairs remain a mystery, however, as most inhabitants of the 
region do not wish to provoke the monsters by hunting them.

The Augur Tree is said to be in a valley deep in these mountains. The Tree 
is as old as the Islands and is almost as tall as the mountains that surround it. It 
is thought that the Rentwatchers once tended and protected the Tree, though 
how this would be possible is unclear. Most believe that the fate of Hibaria is 
tied to the fate of the Augur Tree.

Rorus

The northern islands of Rorus—Hilder, Werth, Kel, and Rorus—are largely 
cut off from the rest of Hibaria. The icebergs and treacherously unpredictable 
winds of the Northern Floes isolate these lands even though they are not terribly 
distant from the mainland.
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However, in recent years the merchants of Little Haile have gained the 
knowledge required to travel to Rorus and have brought back furs, whale oil, 
and hardened whale bone, along with scraps of information that have begun to 
reveal details about the people of these hitherto unknown lands.

The people of Rorus, due in part to the inhospitable climate that has 
shaped their lands, are primarily nomadic hunters. There are small permanent 
coastal villages, but these are few and exist to serve as staging points for hunting 
expeditions. The hunters regularly seek out bears and winterox, prized for their 
hides and fur, and bull whales, for their oil and bone.

With the opening up of trade with the mainland, demand for these goods 
has risen, and as a result, the people of Rorus are experiencing a rapid influx of 
wealth.

Skilewood

The Skilewood region makes up the southwestern corner of Hibaria. Like 
most of the mainland, the region is heavily wooded, the dense Skilewood 
spreading over much of it. The Brenwaite is to the north and the Southern 
Pillars are to the east. The region extends below the Pillars and includes the 
Southern Plains.

The Deep, a mighty river that flows out of the Southern Pillars, empties into 
the Westwater near Labryn Waite. Labryn Waite is a powerful city-state that 
has established the military outpost of Labryn Dun on Curyn Hal, an island 
positioned strategically to the south and west. Labryn Waite has also built two 
forts, Feldyn Dun and Feldor Dun that control all traffic into and out of the 
Little Deep. The city is currently allied with Aurian, which is fortunate for 
Aurian, given its geography.

Sentinel Rock lies just to the west of Curyn Hal and is the site of an old 
abandoned watchtower. Further to the north and west is Crow’s Head Island, 
home to numerous crows and ravens, but otherwise unoccupied.

Arosil is the Skilewood region’s westernmost city and overlooks the 
Westwater. In the midst of the city is the Hourglass, an ancient tower woven 
with dangerous magic and power. It is rarely approached, and even more rarely 
is it entered. Those who enter do not always come out again.

It is said that due west of Arosil—it is not certain how far—is the Black 
Horizon. This is the edge of the world and only one person has ever gone over 
the edge and returned to tell about it.
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The Thicket

The Thicket is a dense and tangled wood that covers the entirety of the 
peninsula that extends below the cities of Aber and Aurian of the Eastern 
Plains region. The Thicket region includes the peninsula and the small island 
of Aber Rock off its southeast coast.

The Thicket has always been strangely resistant to the encroachment of the 
peoples of Hibaria. Crumbling and abandoned ruins are scattered throughout 
the hilly forest, the scant remnants of failed and forgotten kingdoms laid low 
by the power that permeates the bramble and branch of the Thicket. One such 
ruin is Sophie’s Tower that stands on the eastern heel of the peninsula.

A new kingdom is being established in the shadowy wood, however. The 
Storm left many of the children on the eastern coast of Hibaria without 
parents, and a number of these orphans have found a new home in the Thicket. 
What was once a ragged band of children is now a growing tribe that roams and 
hunts, and, in its own way, rules the wood. The forest has not swallowed them. 
It has not pushed them from its borders. But the children of this tribe are not 
unchanged by their new home.

The Wild

The Wild is an area that is largely uninhabited, with the exception of some 
small coastal villages. The largest of these is Coving Swallow. The region borders 
the Hornwood region to the east, the Northern Pillars to the southeast, and the 
river known as the Dragon to the south. It also includes the islands of Val and 
Palla to the west.

For most of the year powerful winds laced with ice and snow blow from the 
Westwater and the Northern Floes, and these biting winds are the main reason 
the Wild is so desolate. A set of low hills called the Dark Fells stretches across 
the region and further isolates the northern forests.

Toward the end of the Great War Augrind retreated to the southern forests 
of the Wild. He had established a series of fortresses throughout the region and 
it was here that he made his last stand. It was from this place that he cursed the 
creatures of Erdyn for their role in the war, a curse that took their speech and 
reason.
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Sketches from
the islands of the statues
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