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2 S drah A. Parker

\Vith more blunt and droning words, Bulder sctilpted the terrain,
creating dips, dollops, and cracks in the world. Forging a wall that
cut through The Fade - where sunlight and shadow refused to
meet - the sky a forever splash of pink, purple, and gold.

The Goddess of Water came next.
Ra-vne fell upon the ground in a billion yeaming teardrops of

r.LnrequiteJ 1ove, puddling in Bulder's dips, fllling his gorges with her
gushing aI{ections. Upon the shaded side, she descended in a patter
of hear,ry flakes, dusting the sharp rnountain ranges in a frosty hug.

Her love was a screaming torrent. The deep, gut-wrenching
wail of an avalanche. The near-silent cry of sprinkling rain.

Her mournful song was so unlike thar of her sister Clode -
Goddess of Air - who hinged on the precipice of immeasurabie
rradness. Her voice was a ribbon of silk, soft to touch, unless it
turned to the side and slit you with its edge.

Her whispered words swept past branches laden with leaves,
tilling them into a flirty dance. Her violent shrieks ripped around
sharp corners a[ a voracions speed simply because she liked the
sound. Unable to stand Rayne's somber still, Clode's gusty howls
often churned the Loff into a heaving mass that dumped upon
the shore like a drum.

lgnos was a glutton for Clode. The God of Fire feasted on her.
Consumed her.

Loved her so much he could r.ot breathe without her.
His searing song was one of ferocious hunger and impassioned

Ereed, but Clode could not be amed by his rabid affections, even
a-s he blazed jungles ancl gave her smoke to dance lvithin. Even as

he melted bits of Bulder's stone until they were rnolten rivers of recl,

desperate to woo Clode with volcanic blasts that shook the sky.

Bound to his mournful solitude, Caelis watched this all, jealous

of the other Creators for their ability to be seen, touched, or heard,
but thankful to be part of something.

Anything.
And he watched in quiet wonder as, upon this lush and fertile

canvas he'd gifted his emptiness, life bloomed. A various cacophony
of folk who littered the land and snow and sand - some with
hearing sharper than the tips of their ears, making them privy to
the four other elemental sonqs. A number of whom learned their
languages. Spoke them.

Found power in them.
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4 Sarah A, Parker

Some succeeded - a celebrated few who used the dragons to
wage wars for sprouting kingdoms.

But as castles grew taller than mountains, and as kings and
clueens decorated their crowns with bigger, sparkiier jewels, so too
did folk learn hor.v to shed dragon blood.

For many Moonplumes, Moltenmaws, and Sabersvthes . , . tl-reir

eternal lives were slashed.
The Creators did not expect their beloved betrsts to sail skyward

Lrpon their end. For manl, of them to plant themselves just beyond
gravity's grip, curl into balls and calcify, littering the sky with
tombstones.

With moons.

Tl-rey certainly did not expect those rnoorm to fall not long afrer
thev iound their lofty perch. For them to collide with the worid
in a clash of splintering doom tl-rat threatened to devastate
everything that had come to be.

It took seven moonfalls before Clode, Rayne, Ignos, and Bulder
realized Caelis was to blame. That his empty space which ),earned
to be Iilled was strong enough to clisplace a dragon from its resting
place and rip it from the sky.

It took them yet another moonfall to devise a plan to save the
world they loved so much.

'VTieldine empty promises and faithless vows, they lured Caelis
into their trap and captured him.

Subdued him.
They sang their whipping, burning, breaking songs, mincing

Caelis's essence into pieces small enough to trap in a cage of ebony
crystal no larger than a pip, henceforth known a-s the Aether
Stone. Threads of his silver cloak tore free as he thrashed and
fought, but the other Creators did not bother to round up the
scraps, leaving them to tether to both poles of the world. A lumin-
ous aurora that spun around the globe, giving folk something to
track their daes and slumbertime.

Caelis himself was ser within a sterling diadem embellished
r.vith a collection of runes that bore malicions strength. Enough
to keep him trapped within the stone for eternity, so long as the
runes had something to feed on.

A gutlrdidn.
A mighty fae warrior known for his strength and wisdom rvas

bestowed a gtft from the Creators themselves: power immense
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Sarah A. Parker

down as he flips the token, his blue armor clanking with the
motion.

I'm curious to know 'lvhy he lets the larks flock the door rather
than allow them straight in, but Raeue is the outspoken one, and
I'rn not Raeve right now.

'l'm Kemori Daphidone,' I say, tone soft and submissive.
'Travehng bard.'

'Frou-L u'herel'
'OrLg'

-\ ri a1l settlement I'r,e never been to, not that it'll stop rne

Irom rattiirlg on abour it if he asks for specilics.
Preparation is my armor. Don it or die.
He inspects the token, handing it back with a gruff 'No

veils.'
I glance up at him from beneath a blaze of feather-tipped lashes.

'Part of my act. I'm part of the scheduled entertainment.'I retriel'e
a ro11 of parchment from my pocket and nudge it tolr,,ard him. 'l
r,vas warned about the no veil rule, which is why I've only covered
the bottom half of my fhce.'

Scowling, he unravels the scroll, his beady leer raking over my
letter of hire so painfully slow I start to get a crick in my neck,
impatience gnawing at me.

Final1y, his eyes widen with recognition. 'C)h, you're the
stand-inl'

I ofTer a shy, demure nod when all I really want to do is bang
his head against the wall.

Hard.
He rerolls my scroll and hands it back, stepping aside to open

the door. 'Third level. Mind the waif. lt's ah.vays extra hungry this
late in the aurora cycle.'

My shiver is far from fake.
I move into the Hungry Hollow's warm, smoky embrace,

attacked by a rush of dense musk and the undertow of sulfur, the
door banging shut behind me and the flock ol dispersing parch-
ment larks. Through a dark tunnel, I emerge at the pinched
moudr of a vast, lofty cavem the shape of a stony lung.

A swoop of steps leads rne onto one of the many paths that
web through a cluster of luminous springs, steam rising from their
turquoise depths. Folk are dtaped against their steps, heads tipped
while they languish in the lapping warrnth. A pretty paradise for
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ro Sarah A, Parker

Folk are gathered about, puffing smoke sticks, drinking sparkly
spirits, game shards fanned close to their chests. Dice scatter, piles
of dragon bloodstone shoved frorn hand to hancl.

I cast my furtive gaze over their attrre, some garbed in colorful,
gem-encrusted gowns. Others wear finely tailc',red coats, feathered
sl-rapes barbereil into shorn hairstyles, elemental beads hanging
from their lobes. A boastful token of their abilitv to hear the
different elemental songs:

Red for lgnos.
Biue for Rayne.
Br.,u'n f,.,r BulJeL.

Clear frrr L.llode.

Beads aside, you can usualtry pick a high-ranking Fade elemer-rtal
from the other side of a room: those who boast more than ten
colors on a single ontlit, as if it'll make tl-rem mightv like the
vibrant dragons that lord this kingdom's skies.

The great Moltenmaws.
Funny, since they'd be the frrst to bleed the beasts if the blood-

stone mine errer ran dry.
I'm halfuay up a thin staircase chipped into the back wallwhen

somebody tall, broad, ancl cloaked charges dow'n from abol,e.
I pause, unable to see much of his face bar his strong jaw brushecl

in a dark, well-shaped beard, his cloak's hood casting e\rerything
else in shadou,.

He doesn't slow-. Just keeps stalking dorvn the stairs despite the
fact that I'm dressed in a bold, bright-red gown impossrble to miss.

I almost grit my teeth, remembering the metal cap coating my
back molar just in time to avoid an impromptu activation of my
secret weapon.

He barely frts on the staircase himself, meaning moving past
each other is going to be a tight shuffle.

Lovell'.
Typical elemental bullshit, only thinking about themselves.

Sighlng, I curl my shoulders further forward and step to the
side, reminding myself that I'rn Kemori Daphidone, traveling bard
from Orig. I'm trodden. Scared. And I'm absolutely not here to
accidentalll trip this male and watch him tumble down the stairs.

Absolutely not.
Back pressed to the wall, I keep my eyes down and wait for

him to squeeze past, his heavy steps growing closer. So close I'm
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12 Sarah A. Parker

Easing free of his reach, I spin, hurrying up the staircase.
I don't look back, flashing rny scroll and token at the second wave

of stone-faced guards, one of whom breaks away to escort me toward
the stage. I'm led into the shadowy den, engulfed in the scent of
peat smoke and mead, stnrck by the dramatic shift in atmosphere.

Stone fangs jut down from the ceiling, cutting the space into
arched segments brushed in rusty firehght spilling from blazing
sconces. Dimly lit booths line the outer walls, bracketed with
heavy curtains offering privacy for those who seek it. Null servers
glide through the space, carrying trays topped with mugs of mead
and other foggy beverages, dishing them out to jovial elementals
gathered around stone tables pocked about the place.

Tucked in the guardt shadow, I cut a shrewd glance over the
eclectic patrons, frustration chewing at my nerves when I don't
see the face I'm looking for.

Pbase be in one of the booths.
The guard leads me toward a central dais crowned by numerous

stalagmites that resemble the bars of a cage, and I almost laugh

- only because I couldn't imagine anything more morbidly appro-
priate.

A thin, fine-boned female sits on a stool within, holding a

white fiddle etched in luminous runes that probably encourage its
sound to caffy. She wears a simple full-bustled gown similar to
mine, but blue, and much looser around the discreet swell of her
babe-laden abdomen.

Eyes closed, she'carves a melancholy tune while flakes of white
light fall from the arched ceiling like a spill of snow. They settle
on her gush of pale hair, extinguishing.

Thanking the guard, I step up and perch on the stool beside
the musician, her song reaching a lilting crescendo while I search
for an amplifiring stick.

'Their Runi's working on it,' she whispers, lowering her fiddle,
looking at me through piercing green eyes framed with blue
feather-tipped lashes. 'It was cutting in and out last cycle.'

,\h.
'Shouldn't be long. I'm Lewi, by the way.'
'Kemori Daphidone, traveling bard from Orig.'
She flashes me a friendly smile that melts a little when her

stare snags on something behind me.
My heart leaps into my throat as a red-haired male strides past,
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