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Language & Setting Notes
 
 
Note from the Author:
When I decided to un-gender my Living Saga series I realized there was an opportunity to depict a society that had never developed the notion of gendering. Clothing, behavior, romantic involvement - none of the gendered concepts we, as real world humans, utilize in our personal interactions with people are at play in this fictional setting.
 
So, obviously, the language used to tell these stories has to reflect that.
 
I have chosen to utilize THEY • THEIR • THEM • YOU as the exclusive singular pronouns:
With what had been given to them, they needed three things from the store before meeting up with their friends at the theater.
 
I have chosen to utilize THEYZ • THEIRZ • THEMZ • YOUZ as the exclusive plural pronouns:
Theyz all had more than theirz fill of the berry juice. Whoever had given it to themz was cruel.
 
For those with a classical sense of English grammar, some of the subject-verb agreements are going to ring weirdly in your ear, but I have faith that you’ll be able to acclimate just fine.
 
 
Other Linguistic Practices
 
Additional Capital Letters
The use of “camel case” capitalization is something utilized in all Living Saga books. Coders already use this in computer programming and it has even leaked into common language usage - iPhone, eCommerce, PowerPoint.
 
For the most part, I use it to highlight a newly-constructed word made from either two entire words or two or more word segments. Oftentimes these represent words that are related to signMarks.
 
For example: Bone signMark becomes boneMark and is italicized if referring to the magical property of a person, place or thing bearing boneMark properties. If the word bone is not italicized, it is referring to any sort of general person or animal bone regardless of its signMark.
 
 
Apostrophe Usage
In general, my use of apostrophes, especially in proper names of people and places denotes accent/stress for the following syllable as in M’Hatz Kee (pronounce muh • HATZ • key with the accented syllable being HATZ).
 
 
Pronunciation Guide for Proper Names
a	{short vowel as in cat or black}
aa	{long vowel as in stray}
b	{as in boy}
ch	{as in cheddar}
d	{as in dog}
e	{short vowel as in bet}
ee	{long vowel as in geek}
f	{as in funk}
g	{as in gap}
h	{as in hope}
i	{short a vowel as in spit}
ii	{long vowel as in hide}
j	{as in jacket}
k	{as in keep}
l	{as in lamp}
m	{as in market}
n	{as in never}
o	{short vowel as in hot}
oo	{long vowel as in hello}
oi	{as in toy or hoist}
p	{as in pepper}
r	{as in riddle}
s	{as in sacred}
sh	{as in sheep}
t	{as in tumble}
th	{as in thick}
ü	{as in book or wolf}
u	{short vowel as in but}
uu	{long vowel as in ooze}
v	{as in victory}
w	{as in wet}
y	{as in yes, sounds like “yuh”}
z	{as in zipper}
Setting Details
The world of Evorstrom has six species of hominid people populating it. Evolved from primates are humans, elves and dwarves. Theyz have four fingers and a thumb on each hand, forward-articulated knees and feet with five toes. Evolved from ungulates (specifically a gazelle-like animal native to the planet) are goblins, trolls and ogres. Theyz have three fingers and a thumb on each hand, reverse-articulated legs ending in hooves and goblins and ogres have retained head horns of various styles.
Every living thing from person to plant to animal is marked with one of eight signMarks, commonly believed to be bequeathed by a diety. The symbols each have a related color and a position on a circle that dictates a measurable genetic relationship with the other signMarks.
These signMarks direct most everything about life on Evorstrom from magic to government to religion to interpersonal relationships and child rearing. Eating food derived from like-signed sources is the most nutritious while severe allergic or poisonous reactions can occur from ingesting food that is opposite a signMark on the circle.
The world is filled with wilderness and untamed monsters of extreme power if bearing two signMarks. There are also small, fey creatures — one for each color of the circle — that dwell in places rich in a given signMark. 
 
￼[image: Circle of Signs (believed).jpg]
 
WAVE is blue; water and liquid magic
TREE is green; plant and medicinal magic
FLAME is orange; fire, heat and cold magic
STAR is yellow; light and electrical magic
TONE is grey; sound and vibration magic
BONE is ivory; physical body and healing magic
WIND is purple; air and gas magic
STONE is brown; mineral and rock magic
 
SAANTS (Pronounced like SAINT)
Every generation or so one person is born in the world bearing two signMarks. These people possess extreme amounts of magical power and are thought to be the living avatars of two dieties who want to deliver something to the world
A saant may engender great beneficence to the world or may go insane, especially if their signMarks are opposed, and usher cataclysmic destruction upon entire continents. Churches and governments vie to guide and control these individuals in order to achieve their own mundane goals no matter what theyz believe the deities truly wish for the them. 
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Sail Saant
Historically, the combination of Wind and Wave in a person has proven to be a beneficent one. The deities of these two orders play well together, so it stands to reason theirz chosen avatar in the world would at least be a benign force. The same cannot be said for Sail Dragons. As with most beasts, the dual nature of combined signMarks inevitably leads to destruction, usually in watery locales.
Persona Dramatis 
Bosmon Bostwik 
Ring Master of the Pink Triangle Menagerie 
Tree Sign, dwarf 
Moolg
Menagerie strongman and Bosmon’s guard
Tree Sign, ogre
(inspired by a Larry Wells character) 
Trentun Fiikus 
Menagerie actor and stagehand 
Wind & Wave Sign (saant), troll
Feris Broostru “the Mostly Magnificent”
Menagerie accountant and stage “magician” unSigned, elf (triplet to Kwentin and Patrik)
(inspired by a Stephen Van Doren character) 
Kwentin Broostru “the Quite Sufficient” 
Menagerie actor & hair/makeup artist
unSigned, elf (triplet to Feris and Patrik)
(inspired by a Jeff Gold character) 
Patrik Broostru “the Rather Stupendous”
Menagerie dancer, tumbler & hat-tricker
unSigned, elf (triplet to Kwentin and Feris) 
WHEREIN WE MEET a SECRET SAANT 
“As both Flame and Wave may freeze a pond, so may innocence and understanding beget acceptance. ”

Wendra - ancient Tone Sign philosopher 
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I’m afraid I have bad news for you. We’re letting you and your siblings go.” 
Feris leveled a bland gaze upon Bosmon Bostwik. “Go? You mean to top billing.” Feris gave their black-painted nails a casual once over. “I dare say it’s about time we are recognized as this menagerie’s main attraction.” 
“Can I throw him out now?” growled Moolg in their gravel-deep voice. Standing imposingly behind Bosmon Bostwik’s shoulder, the ogre crossed massive green arms over an equally massive green chest. 
Bosmon Bostwik glanced with rolled eyes from the black- enshrouded elf seated in front of the desk up to the gargantuan ogre towering behind them. “No Moolg, I sincerely hope it doesn’t come to that.”  
“Who’s cumming?” Moolg grunted, looking momentarily aroused. 
“You’re doing great, Moolg. Just stand there and look monumental.” 
Moolg let out a low rumble, recrossed their arms in the opposite configuration and took a slightly wider stance. 
Bosmon Bostwik managed a slow, deep breath before turning back to the elf. “I think you misunderstood me, Feris. The other directors and I are relieving youz triplets of employment with the Pink Triangle Menagerie.” 
Feris’s magenta eyes widened slightly with what Bosmon Bostwik assumed passed for excitement on the gloomy visage of the elf. “You mean you’re giving us a solo tour?” Feris immediately began to ramble laconically as if people sat to either side of them. “We’ll need entirely new choreography,” they said to the left. “And, of course, new costumes, shoes and a special new hat for Patrik,” they crowed quite jarringly to the right followed by a snap of their head and a flourish of jet-black hair. 
Feris started speaking leftward again, this time in a restrained whisper. “I’m thinking the two songs I wrote last night are pure rubbish but I might be able to salvage a stanza or two. Surely a trumpestous fanfare can be written for our introduction. Accompanied, of course, by flashing displays of light in every color of the holy rainbow....” 
Bosmon Bostwik dipped a writing quill in the inkpot and started signing paperwork from the sizable stack on their desk. They had long ago learned it was fruitless to try getting a word in when one of the off-kilter elf triplets got worked up in verbal detonations. It could be worse, at least it was only one of themz. Bosmon suspected the pale pink elves’ mental instability was caused by theirz lack of signMarks. Some branded theirz kind as heretics, but Bosmon just pitied themz. 
Nearly five minutes of endless diatribe passed before Bosmon Bostwik began to wonder if Feris would actually suffocate from lack of inhalation. Moolg appeared completely unaware that anything strange transpired. The hulking ogre stood there like a stone monolith. 
“Who will be taking care of the menagerie’s books and accounting?” Feris suddenly asked in a placid tone, jolting Bosmon Bostwik out of reverie. 
Bosmon calmly put the quill down on top of the large stack of now-signed work orders. “I’m glad you asked, Feris. Ever since you took over the bookkeeping, the menagerie has had greater and greater financial difficulties.” 
The elf placed the fingertips of one hand daintily upon their chest with a small gasp. 
“Oh, don’t worry, we’re not accusing you of embezzlement,” Bosmon was quick to add. “It’s just we think it best if we hire an outside professional to take care of that end of business. It was not a good idea for us, and by us I mean my predecessor, to entrust such burdensome work to one of our own… um, entertainers.” 
“I am inclined to agree,” Feris agreed, sounding perfectly agreeable. “Despite my sharp mind for numbers and my keen organizational skills, not to mention my impeccable attention to detail, I do think my talents are best dedicated to the stage.” 
“Quite right.” Bosmon Bostwik agreed. Placating the triplets’ baffling ego-centrism usually proved the quickest method to ending interactions with themz. “However, I still think you’ve not understood me entirely. To be clear, the Pink Triangle Menagerie will no longer be yourz employer. We are down-sizing our entertainment offerings. You and your siblings are simply sad casualties of a drooping economy in these rural tree townships, if you can even call themz that.” 
“Riiiight,” Feris whispered slowly. They glanced sharply to the back corner of the tent pavilion. “So…. we will be managing our own solo act. Fair enough. I can see you’ve been planning to unfetter us for quite some time Bosmon Bastidge, and rightly so. Our talents shouldn’t be impeded by the weight of an ensemble as large as this menagerie. The spotlight should truly be placed upon us. We have clearly outgrown what this institution has to offer and we shall flourish as free agents!” 
Feris stood up so suddenly their stool tipped over with a soft thump as it hit the thick rug covering the tent floor. The dark-haired elf turned side-on to the desk, sort of humped one shoulder higher than the other and delivered a bizarre stare with one raised eyebrow at Bosmon Bostwik. 
Moolg shifted their stance in preparation to lunge. 
“Bosmon Batwing, I thank you for all that you and the Pink Triangle Menagerie have done for me and my family. We were raised from infancy in these tents, fed a fine diet of song and dance, and have been provided a fabulous life entertaining masses of adoring fans!” Feris’ voice crescendoed. He stretched his arms high and wide as if to the vaulted peaks of a pavilion. “We embrace the new road you now show us. It is assuredly a path to greatness and un-calculated fame!” 
With a flourish of dark robe Feris spun on their heels and headed to the tent entrance never ceasing to deliver proclamations. “There shall be no limits set for me and my Broostrus as we plum the world for the Lost Chords of Harmony, search for the Forgotten Steps to the Shadow Dances and seek the unuttered words of mind-bending melodramas!” 
Bosmon let out a sigh of relief before glancing back to the paperwork not realizing their next utterance was aloud. “I will never again have to proffer refunds to patrons after theyz have been forced to sit and watch those idiot elves. Gone are the days when I have to claim the crazy elves’ act from earlier was some intentional farce of high-brow aspiration only to be lost upon the plebeian minds of the commonFolkz.” 
Bosmon Bostwik barely glanced up as Feris stepped out the management tents’ entrance flaps onto the grassy lane as if curtains of a great stage rose before them. Feris announced to everyone nearby, “The Crazy Elves from Earlier are going solo!” 
The entryway fabric dropped back into place cutting off the bright sunshine from outside occluding the elf from sight and, blessedly, from sound due to the fabric’s thickness. Bosmon Bostwik sighed. Never has firing someone felt so satisfying, they thought. 
Without looking up from the desk they said to the ogre, “Moolg, please follow Feris and other two Broostrus to make sure theyz leave the menagerie for good.” 
“Yes, Bosmon,” Moolg grunted through large protruding underTusks. Rolling their thick shoulders to shift the massive battle axe and harness on their back, Moolg stomped out of the tent on reverse-articulated legs, their wide hooves leaving deep impressions in the turf, even through the rugs. 
Maybe that’ll take care of the other firing of the day, Bosmon Bostwik realized. Moolg will likely take my instructions quite literally and if we’re lucky, we’ll never see them again either.
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Trentun lay on the worn cot memorizing lines for a play when Feris’ approach became audible. Without getting up from bed, Trentun glanced out the open front of the tent they shared with the triplets and caught sight of Feris’ swirling black robes and shining onyx hair all a-flutter in the sunny afternoon breeze. 
“The day has arrived, my fellow performers,” the elf announced grandly to everyone in the thoroughfare accompanied by spastic gesticulations. No one on the grassy avenue separating residency tents paid Feris any attention, a detail of which Trentun knew the elf to be entirely unaware. “The Broostrus embark on theirz debut solo tour! We shall make all the world our fans as we provide entertainment never before seen, heard, felt or smelled. Tears shall overflow the dried river bed of Tunaska. Tumultuous cheers shall cause Milnor's volcano to erupt most violently. Every new child birthed shall be named after us! Such will be our fame and influence!” 
Sometimes Trentun wondered if the triplets were truly ignorant of everything around themz or if theirz bizarre behavior was all part of some elaborate life-long performance. Maybe it was a mental side effect caused by not having a signMark? 
As Feris drew near, Trentun noticed the menagerie’s resident ogre strong-arm was stumping along a short distance behind the elf. “Hey, Feris,” Trentun called out to their friend. “What’s up with Moolg? Is the big booger following you?” 
Feris spun about to grandly gesture at the hulking ogre. “Why, dear Moolg is simply falling into orbit around my stupendousness. I suspect they wants to apply to be the first of our new shrieking fans.” 
Trentun chuckled. The thought of big old, taciturn, monosyllabic Moolg shrieking at anything was comical. 
“Summon mine siblings, my good friend,” Feris ordered as they swirled to face Trentun with such verve they nearly fell off their high-heeled boots. “I must tell themz the news.” 
“Theyz should be back any moment,” Trentun said as they glanced back to the paper script. “Theyz went to find Gram Gram Matrika, but that was about an hour ago. I think Patrik was feeling frisky so Kwentin decided to help them pick flowers as a gift to the old seer before bedding them.” 
As if on cue, the rear flaps of the tent brushed open admitting two more lithe elf folkz. “Romantic success, yet again!” the bare-chested Patrik proclaimed joyously as they grandiosely rolled a ridiculously large-brimmed hat down one arm into their five-fingered hand. Patrik pirouetted gracefully before taking a flourishing bow that swept their long, pink top-knot of hair across the floor. 
Trentun smiled. They admired Patrik's tight, svelte musculature the elf so often kept on display. The pale pink skin, the well-defined pectorals, the rippling muscles along the spine. Trentun quickly pulled the blanket higher about their hips to hide the swelling in the crotch of their pants. “So Matrika liked the flowers? Did they finally agree to court you?” Trentun hoped to distract the elf with the question.
“Quite so,” confirmed Patrik as they tossed the hat back on top of their head with the casual flip of the wrist. 
“But…” interjected the other elf, Kwentin, “only after I provided them my famous Side Eye of Love glance.”
“That is quite right,” agreed Patrik who heartily patted their sibling on the back. One of Kwentin’s drooping, green, false eyebrows came partially unglued at the impact to dangle like a treeCaterpillar in a noose. Kwentin absently patted it back into place. 
Feris took an exaggerated step further into the tent, flapping both arms to free themz from the heavy folds of their sleeves. “Broostrus, I have fabulous news.” 
“Tell us, Broostru” Kwentin and Patrik said in unison. 
“Please, illuminate us as to our impending good fortune,” clarified Trentun, thankful their erection was subsiding. They silently vowed not to look at Patrick until the elf was fully dressed. 
Feris cleared their throat. “We are taking our act solo and shall commence to venture forth post haste.” 
Kwentin squealed while clapping hands together like a kid receiving their first plush toy. Patrik danced a jig while tossing their hat as if it could fly high into the air. The large floppy headpiece hit the ceiling of the tent a mere hands-width above and dropped to the floor with a soft whisper. Patrik continued to gaze upward as if the hat had sailed majestically across the sky. 
Trentun was taken aback, dismayed. “So youz’re leaving the menagerie?” 
“Quite right,” crowed Feris. “Bosmon Blaspheme...” 
“Bostwik…” Trentun corrected.
“…. yes, the very same… has asked us to embark upon a well-deserved performance endeavor featuring us Broostrus as the headlining act entitled ‘The Crazy Elves From Earlier’!” 
Trentun’s heart began to pound. Their forehead became warm to the point of perspiration. The triplets were their only friends in the menagerie and, like Tentun, the only other members not treeSigned. The thought of being left to fend on their own in the troupe was unexpectedly devastating. 
“Would I be able to come with youz?” Trentun asked hesitantly. “I’ve been part of yourz act for a long time now, ever since I was ten years old. I wouldn’t know what to do if I were left here. Alone.” 
As one, all three siblings turned to face Trentun saying in unison, “But of course!” 
“You are an honorary Broostru,” Feris stated as if it were universally understood to be true. 
“Despite your violet complexion,” said Feris. 
“And your overly-large ears,” added Patrik. 
“Though at least they’re finely pointed,” noted Kwentin, academically. 
“But I must say, if we elves had your digitigrade troll legs, I would be the finest leaper ever to have leaped upon the stage,” Patrik sighed longingly. 
Trentun felt like crying. “So I can come with youz?” 
“Assuredly,” Feris confirmed. “We would have it no other way.” 
The delight and excitement sparking off the triplets was palpable in the tent’s close quarters. The triplets put theirz foreheads together, draped arms about each others’ shoulders and began to rotate in a circle with synchronized crab steps. Theyz raised theirz voices — in ragged three-part harmony — in a familiar drinking tune though the lyrics came out as gibberish. Trentun never ceased to be amazed at how the three elves worked in concert, even making up words on the fly. If telepathy were a real power granted by the deities, the Broostru siblings would have it. 
Trentun wanted to join themz but knew from long experience when theyz got like this, there was no interrupting theirz antics. At least not with anything short of violence. 
“Elves. Get going. Now!” came a rumbling bark from the tent entrance. 
Trentun startled to see Moolg in a low crouch at the front of the tent. The ogre's gargantuan double-bladed axe was resting, head down, upon the green grass at their hooves. 
The ogre’s command was apparently disruptive enough for the triplets to break off theirz song and turn to look about theirz home. 
“Right, right!” said Feris officiously, patting down the front of their black robes. “We must start packing right away. Our fans await!” At that, the elves bustled about pulling out travel bags, trunks and packs to start organizing theirz belongings. 
Trentun let out a contented sigh. Despite the sudden decision to leave the only home they’d ever known, they was excited at the prospect of doing something adventurous. Theyz would be visiting new places and meeting new people. Theyz would probably even travel to places outside the treeLands. Hopefully Trentun could finally experience life in a place where their own signMarks would be amplified and respected.
Perhaps I could talk themz into making our way toward the capitol city, Milnor. If we do, maybe I could meet Saant Chinz’Aree! Wouldn’t that be something? Being outed as Saant-Signed, like Chinz’Aree, was Trentun’s greatest fear. They had spent their entire life keeping their waveMark hidden to avoid that outcome at all costs. Chinz’Aree might be the only other person in the world able to understand me, or at least answer my questions about being dual-signed. 
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Trentun’s hooves were coated in dirt. They was afraid theyz would start to get dry and cracked if the group had to travel too much further today. Trentun and the elf triplets had been on the road for a day and a half having left the menagerie encampment in the outskirts of Renclaw barony. Theyz had purchased a small cart and a draft horse to portage all theirz belongings. RoadWardens from the local treeChurch had been few and far between, but the highway, if one would deign to call it that, seemed well enough maintained. 
The sun was bright, spring freshness was in the air and green treeFlowers bloomed everywhere thanks to the daily rains. Renclaw barony Trentun’s favorite portion of the TreeLands. All the lush variety of leafy foliage made the troll feel rejuvenated. Trentun imagined their skin and clothes absorbed all the wondrous scents and partook of the moisture shared by the plants. There were many days they wished to be treeSigned like everyone else. Everyone except the triplets.
They knew knew the group was reaching the edge of the barony as patches and groves of bright orange flameFoliage became more frequently interspersed in the landscape. FlameSigned plants felt drastically less natural to Trentun’s senses, including the rancid smell some gave off. FlameFood tasted bitter, but so much of their upbringing had been inside treeLands they sometimes forgot how uncomfortable flameLands could be.
Trentun glanced back down the road. Yep, still there. Moolg easily kept pace with themz about four hundred paces behind the cart. The treeOgre's green head was down. I wonder how long they’ll follow us? The goob didn’t even pack any gear or water or food. All they've got is that giant axe. I guess they’ll get hungry sooner or later and either turn back or ask us for a meal.
“Broostrus, behold! An audience of thousands await,” Feris pronounced pointing ahead and to the left of the road. Theyz had not seen any other travelers for hours, but there appeared to be a large group encamped on the roadside in a space cleared for travelers to settle for a night. 
Patrik lifted the front brim of their hat to get a clearer look. “Theyz certainly have a large bonfire going. I wonder why theyz need that in the middle of such a fine day?” 
“Clearly theyz want to make sure we have the proper backdrop for our new dance number — Raging Foot Inferno,” Feris explained. 
Something felt off to Trentun, other than Feris’ inability to count. There were maybe a dozen and a half people at the campsite. Trentun's windSense tingled with aggravation, an impression that only flameMagic could engender, the sensation increased the more they focused on that bonfire and the dozen or so folkz around it. There must be a flameAdept in that group. 
The triplets had come to a stop to avidly discuss the order in which to present various song-and-dance routines. Trentun slowly brought the horse and cart to a halt. They were still far enough away from the encampment to make out many details, but most of the people milling about the bonfire looked to be goblins, judging by theirz short stature and large, pointed ears. Theyz moved with the typical strut of reverse-legged folk.
As the triplets continued theirz discussion, Moolg thumped to a stop on the other side of the cart from Trentun. The hefty ogre peered intently at the campsite down the road while absently rubbing one of the large curled horns atop their head.
“Theyz be bad people,” the ogre grunted. Moolg’s gaze shifted from the goblins down the road to the three elves a few paces ahead. 
“How can you tell?” Trentun asked. 
“Elves should leave road.” Moolg turned to Trentun, “And you, too.” 
“Good luck convincing the Broostrus to do that,” Trentun chuckled. “Once theyz get in a performance mind set, theyz don’t get distracted easily.” 
As if on cue, the triplets linked arms and began monkey- walking theirz way down the road toward the encampment. Moolg grunted before unslinging the war axe from their back. The ogre’s posture became dangerous as they rolled their shoulders to loosen stiff muscles. 
Moolg burst into motion with reverse-articulated legs propelling them forward in long, powerful strides to pursue the elves. 
For some reason Trentun appreciated the goblinoid legs on mighty ogres and speedy little goblins more than on themself and other trolls. Perhaps I emulate elves too much, they mused. I do wish I had smaller ears and front-bending legs, though. 
Trentun was jerked from their reverie at the sound of hoots and hollers coming from the goblin encampment. The triplets looked to have attempted a grand entrance only to be met with jeers. Moolg was nearly there, though it was unclear whether the ogre actually planned to attack or not. 
The wind shifted wafting hints of smoke from the bonfire up the road. The smell of charring meat became distinct, not dissimilar to rancid bacon. What is on that fire? 
Trentun pulled on the reigns of the draft horse and started the cart moving forward. It appeared the elves were, perhaps, getting an audience after all. Most of the goblins started to gather near the tall elves. Theyz looked rather like children circling up for story time around lanky, willowy parents. 
Wait! Why is Moolg starting to swing their axe? It was then that Trentun noticed the glint of sunlight off blades and spears in the hands of the goblins. 
“By D’Raan’s leafy grace!” Trentun looked around desperately. What am I doing? There’s no one here to help! The dense foliage of this arboreal region had been cut back twenty paces on either side of the hard-packed dirt road. Theyz were probably a good ten hours away from the flameBarony of Mekwurth and any help the constables there could provide. 
Trentun dropped the reigns of the horse letting the green tree beast and cart placidly come to a stop. They started to jog toward their friends as dread tightened their chest. Trentun had no weapons and certainly was no fighter. They had no desire to hurt anyone. Please don’t make me use magic. Please don’t make me use magic, they chanted inwardly over and over as they got closer. 
Huge Moolg, towering nearly thrice the height of the goblins, stood with legs spread wide taking wide swings with their double-bladed axe among the diminutive, orange-toned goblins. At least four already lay prone at Moolg’s hooves while four more pranced adroitly to keep out of the ogre’s long reach. However, theyz did look about ready to swarm. 
As Trentun got close they could see Kwentin appeared to be having a staring contest with a goblin dressed in once-fine rags. The goblin stood frozen and slack-jawed, with a short-bladed sword laying in the dirt at their tiny hooves. 
Black-robed Feris and bare-chested Patrik stood back to back trying desperately to look threatening as three spear-wielding goblins surrounded themz shouting markist insults at the elves. 
More goblins were arriving from down the road where the curvature of the path had obscured theirz presence. All of the new ones were armed, wore dirty clothing and many had painted theirz faces and exposed flesh with jagged, white tribal markings. Trentun could feel an increase in flameMagic pulsing from the roaring bonfire. What they had originally assumed to be large logs now looked more like bodies. That would explain the charnel odor. 
Trentun was unable to distinguish which of the goblins might be the flameAdept, but the bonfire started to whip out tendrils as if it were a burning octopus. Trentun, twenty or thirty paces from the fight, had yet to attract the attention of any of the bandits. It’s totally up to me to deal with the Fire. No one else has any magic skills. I don’t dare tap into my windMagic. I’d likely scatter that fire all over and set the treeForest ablaze to boot. But I can’t have the triplets see me use any waveMagic. 
A screech pierced the air. Trentun saw Patrik grasping their pale side as red blood flowed from between their four fingers. One of the goblins must have stabbed them. 
Two flaming tendrils from the bonfire licked out at Moolg like crackling whips to strike the ogre across their broad back. Trentun was too far away and there was too much noise from the chattering goblins and the roaring bonfire, but they imagined the ogre barely grunted. Moolg continued to methodically fell opponents like cord wood. 
We’re all going to die if I don’t do something, there’s more bandits coming down the road! Trentun eyed the crowd of new goblins arriving on the scene screeching with vicious abandon. 
Trentun took a deep breath and closed their eyes. They was plenty strong enough to douse that bonfire if they could summon enough water from the environment. Trentun felt a tingle from the waveMark stigma hidden under a decorative metallic band on their inner left ankle as dormant power awoke. 
Steeping the waveEssence in a cocktail of physical stamina, mobility and strength drawn from their body, it grew into what felt like a warm blue glow, building like a magical thirst until they felt like they could drink all the waters of a lake. 
Trentun sharpened their attention on the bonfire so as not to be washed away in a reverie of arcane pleasure. They sucked in a breath and felt tiny droplets of water coalesce in the air as they brought forth all the soaked-in rain from the ground and from among the roots of the plants. 
Trentun marveled at their efforts. They added the barest hint of windPower, steeped in a bit more strength and mobility, to push the suspended water droplets toward the bonfire and continued to feed moisture into it from all around. The droplets turned into globules, then grew into fist-sized blobs before finally coalescing into a steady stream while closing in on the fire.
With a startling jolt, Trentun felt as if a furnace had slapped them in the face. The bonfire roared with such intensity all Trentun's magicked water instantly evaporated before vanquishing the blaze. A goblin flameAdept had clearly become aware of Trentun’s efforts and worked to prevent interference.
Trentun gasped as sweat beaded on their forehead. Their waveMagic fizzled. They looked around but still could not decipher who the other magicUser was. 
I guess my power has never been opposed before. I was totally unprepared for that. Even though they suspected they was stronger than any wayward flame practitioner, Trentun was too scared to try again in case this flamer had actual training. 
Trentun noticed Feris had been captured by four of the new goblins. The elf’s arms were being tied behind their back while the captors took turns beating the dark-cloaked elf with the butts of theirz spears. 
Kwentin had three bodies standing rigid like statues around them which seemed to give pause to the other bandits. There was, however, one bandit who backed away to reach for a bow laying on the ground near Patrik who was on their knees holding their wound, their bare neck encircled by a lassoStick held by two more goblins. 
Moolg roared like a rabid tree bear and every bandit nearby backed away, probably hoping to let the fire deal with the hulking brute. 
It had been months since they last measurably accessed waveMagic, but Trentun was quite used to using minimal amounts of windMagic during menagerie shows. They took a calming breath and closed their eyes. The windMark stigma on their inner right thigh tingled before issuing a cooling sensation throughout their body. They extended windEssence steeped in a small dose of their stage charisma, out toward the fire to feel the inferno’s breath as it used the very air to burn the wood and the bodies stacked inside its writhing flames. 
Trentun took command of all the air surrounding the bonfire and pushed it away from the flames, letting it starve. They could feel the efforts of the flameAdept struggling to make the wood burn hotter, to what end Trentun could not guess. The conflagration rapidly consumed all its fuel and turned to ash. The heat dissipated in moments as the breeze wafted it away.
All the fighting stopped. Goblins, elves and Moolg all stared at Trentun who stood perfectly still on the road focusing on nothing more than breathing. Hoping they had not withdrawn a noticeable amount of their body’s physical reserves, Trentun felt they should say something before taking a step anywhere. 
Still no one moved. “Ummm....stop?” Trentun mewled, fearing they sounded like a timid stoneMouse. 
A few of the goblins shuffled about awkwardly while some of the others glanced into the fire pit where the once-burning bodies were now completely gone, even the bones. The FlameAdept was now easily identifiable as a slightly taller goblin with bright orange hair and dark ochre skin that still emitted traces of orange essenceSmoke. The adept held an elaborately carved torch in each hand. 
“Kill the ogre and the troll! Forget the elves!” The adept shrieked at their cohorts. The goblin bandits howled back into action brandishing blades and spears. 
Moolg roared and met the teeming horde with axe raised high. One arcing sweep chopped three goblins clean in half. Patrik chose that moment to pass out with an elegant face-planting into the mud. Feris was unconscious and bound while Kwentin was left standing alone with no one paying them any attention as they attempted to re-adhere a false, blue mustache to their upper lip. 
Six goblins charged Trentun. They noted another bandit, standing beside the flameAdept, was drawing a bow with its arrow pointed at them. The magiUser ignited the tip of the arrow with a snap of their fingers. 
Without thinking, Trentun focused an intense blast of windPower toward themz steeping it in agility and strength. The burst sheared the bow out of the archer’s hands and sent the adept stumbling. The sudden rush of air grew fierce and continued past the fighting into the forest shaking the trees like a storm. Clouds of healthy leaves were torn from everything, orange flameTrees and green treeFoliage alike. 
We’re all going to die! We’re all going to die! was the only thought running in Trentun’s head. The next thought popping into mind was something they had read in an adventure story about Saant Ha’Rak Na’Ruth. Gram Gram Matrika, who had been a parent to them after Trenton’s birther died, had kept the troll occupied with an unending supply of fiction. How the old treeSeer got their hands upon so many of the periodicals in these remote baronies, Trentun had never learned. 
Tone- and WaveSigned Ha’Rak Na’Ruth was one of the ignominious saants of history. Whether the fiction held any amount of truth, Trentun did not know, but in this story Ha’Rak Na’Ruth had faced an army of a thousand soldiers sent to subdue the saant's magic-fueled rampage across the continent. It told of how Ha’Rak Na’Ruth confronted the oncoming soldiers with calm aplomb as they casually placed their own fingers around their neck. Within moments, every person in the attacking army had dropped to theirz knees gasping and choking for breath as theyz drowned in spit arising from inside theirz own bodies. 
It was that scene that popped into Trentun’s mind as the dozen or so remaining bandits worked to kill them and the triplets. Trentun had never tried it before, but they released the cool tingle of wavePower to steep it with awareness before letting the flow of the liquid inside each of the goblins’ bodies become apparent to their mind. Trentun could feel the liquid, like thread-thin rivulets coursing through tunnels and avenues in the goblins’ anatomy. 
Trentun grasped the newly-found liquid with waveEssence guiding the fluid up into the lungs of each bandit steeping the power in even more of their body's agility. Trentun was afraid to move for real now, fearing they had been made clumsy.
Almost immediately the hooting and caterwauling ceased. Trentun opened their eyes, not realizing theyz had been closed, to see each of the small orange-colored people spluttering and gasping for breath. Trentun was horrified. After a moment, a couple bandits even had eyes bulging from theirz heads. The ground had become damp and soggy as even more moisture seeped up from deep below.
Save my friends. Save my friends. Save my friends. Trentun retained awareness and focus despite the growing abhorrence felt and the pity they had for the magic’s victims. 
Moolg glanced about, blinking with incomprehension. Kwentin had rushed to Patrik’s side to simultaneously pull the lasso from their wounded sibling’s neck while trying to help staunch the wound in Patrik’s abdomen. Neither effort proved at all beneficial. 
The clearing by the road had become eerily quiet. The pile embers hissed softly as theyz cooled in the former bonfire pit. The ground was littered with nearly two score dead bandits, theirz small bodies looking childlike in the bright sunshine. Not one of the goblin people remained alive. 
Trentun breathed heavily feeling on the verge of retching, not from only from exertion — the magic unleashed had felt remarkably easy — but more from revulsion. They bent over and vomited, glad not to fall over despite the amount of dexterity consumed by their magical effects. 
Moolg started cleaning blood from their axe with fabric torn from a dead goblin. Patrik appeared to be alright for the moment and sat cross-legged with Kwentin’s short cape wrapped around their wound. Kwentin had turned their efforts to gently reviving Feris who still lay in the mud like a puddle of loose, black cloth. 
Trentun did not want to face their friends and be forced to answer awkward questions about what theyz just witnessed. In shock at the deaths they had wrought, Trentun decided to shuffle back down the road to fetch the horse and wagon. They would be able to scrounge better wound-care supplies from the belongings on the cart anyway. 
By the time they made it back to the scene, the triplets sat together on a log while Moolg tossed goblin carcasses into the extinguished fire pit. Trentun led the horse and wagon up to the elves. 
“Let me find some clean cloth to make a better bandage for you, Patrik,” Trentun said, not daring to make eye contact with any of themz. 
“Banner idea,” Patrik said in a raspy voice. “I feel as if I’ve been run through.” 
“You have been run through, Broostru,” Kwentin confirmed. “The bleeding nearly proves it.” 
“I should also like one of my spare hats, perhaps the maroon one,” Patrik said. “The one I was wearing before we were so rudely booed...” 
“Ungrateful ruffians,” interjected Feris, whose pale face was already swelling with red and purple lumps. 
“The hat I had on has been trampled into the mud,” finished Patrik. The elf glanced forlornly at the crumpled headwear laying in the blood-damp dirt. 
Trentun rummaged around for a clean towel and handed it to the bare-chested, blood-smeared dancer. “We’ll want to find a phsyiker when we get to the next town.” 
“Most assuredly,” Feris agreed. “There is already a deep throbbing all over my body. I’m not sure how much walking I have left in me today.” 
“Nor do I have the energy for a long travail,” Patrik said. They unbound the blood-soaked cape with Kwentin’s help. Winding the clean towel over the wound, Patrick let out a sigh. “I should like to put on fresh pants as well, but I fear I have not the mobility to do so.” 
“I don’t think we should linger here much longer,” Trentun suggested. “Maybe we can ask Moolg to carry some of our gear in order to make a bit of room for the two of you to sit in the back of the wagon.” 
“I suspect we can purchase the ogre’s help if we offer them some food,” Kwentin said. 
“What should we do about all this?” Trentun asked gesturing about the clearing. The ground was trampled and muddy and littered with weapons. The bonfire pit now overflowed with small orange bodies. 
“The Roadwardens can deal with the mess,” Feris said. “It is of no concern to us. We are the victims here.” 
“The nearest authorities are ahead in Merwurth, a day or so away,” Trentun stated. 
Kwentin stood to dust off their frilly outfit. “No matter, Broostrus. It looks as if Mork is done tossing bodies on the fire. Let us be on our way.” Trentun was not the least tempted to correct Kwentin’s mis-naming of the ogre nor point out there no longer were any actual flames.
Feris and Patrik both groaned in unison as theyz stood up. Feris looked to their troll friend. “Perhaps we should be so good as to relight the fire? That way the we might get some credit with the constables for cleaning up should we ever be questioned as to what happened here.” 
Trentun shook their head. “I think it’s all too damp, Feris. Too much water seeped into the pit to light it back up.” They called for Moolg to join themz and the group of former menagerie performers set off once again.
Before theyz rounded the bend in the road, Trentun took one last look back at the pile of bodies in the soupy fire pit. I don’t even know how I should feel right now. Should I be sick? Angry? Quivering? Will I get arrested? 
Moolg turned out to be perfectly willing to heft a large trunk of belongings from the cart onto each shoulder after Kwentin said they would hand-feed the ogre strips of dried meat as they walked. 
Feris and Patrik sat gingerly on the back of the wagon, long legs dangling close to the dirt, while Trentun kept the horse moving by gently pulling on the reins. No one else looked back at the carnage. 
Feris’ voice carried over the sound of wagon wheels on the dirt road after theyz had passed out of view of the clearing. “Trentun, you never told us you’re a Saant.” 
Trentun gulped, expecting fear, rejection, accusations or worse. 
“Forsooth,” Kwentin agreed. “To think we could have been using waveTricks in our show all this time.” 
Patrik added their thoughts. “I already have an idea for a water dance set beneath cascading rivulets of colored mist that swirls gently into the audience on a delicate breeze, bathing themz in coolness to assuage the summer heat.” 
Trentun let go of held breath. The elf triplets were taking this development with the same childlike acceptance with which theyz viewed everything. Trentun afforded themself a smile.
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Veer Saant
There have only been two other Tree - Bone saants in all of Evorstrom history, so there is not a lot of documentation about this particular amalgamation. The first one died as an infant in a wartime attack on their village and the second, ironically, succumbed to disease before reaching the age of fifteen. They led a tragic existence never being able to physically settle into a body shape.
	Wild dragons, abberations of these two signMarks among flora and fauna, tend to be natural chameleons, able to blend into any environment, even disguising themzelves as other types of creatures and plants.
 
Persona Dramatis 
Ernon Thol’Win I
Veer Saant; scion of the Uthingo valley 
Tree & Bone Sign, elf 
Frergor Spikelin XXIII
Thol’Lak Tribe BoneScraper
dual-spear warrior
Bone Sign, dwarf
Ilora VII
Drin’Win Tribe ThornBranch
archer, warrior
Tree Sign, elf

Haldavni 
Drin’Win Tribe Shaman
religious leader & alchemist 
Tree Sign, human
WHEREIN WE MEET the BEAST 
Evorstrom is replete with colorful societies and flavorful cultures nestled in protected, remote locales.  Theyz survive in this fragmented world, these lands that once teemed with vast civilization judging by the buried remnants found all about, by isolating themzelves from overwhelming threats to safety and prosperity.
Is it any wonder the two dominating PoleCities struggle to influence these outlying communities? The wild lands are prolific with monsters. The wild lands are mightily inhospitable even to things of theirz own Sign.
This new ingenuity, niinyTech, proffered by the mysterious aanjlons provides us some hope of gaining a stronger foothold in both traversing the wilderness and in finally connecting disparate peoples. 
- Roigan Longholm
excerpt from “Musings and Motifs” 
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You are not my child. You’re the tadpole that slithered and tore its way out my ragged cunt all those years ago.”
Kneeling in the grass while perusing the reed weaver’s fine baskets, Ernon barely noticed the Maker’s wide-eyed reaction to their parent’s vitriol. Without looking, Ernon gently reached one hand out to take hold of their birther’s dirty, chip-nailed fingers and pulled them down to sit beside in the grass.
“Don’t mind them, good Maker,” Ernon said in a quiet voice, afraid to make eye contact with the weaver while speaking. “My birther is not well. Their words aren’t the same as their thoughts.”
BOOM! 
A loud explosion from above the dense jungle canopy reverberated across the valley tearing Ernon from the murky soup of memory. They and the two other warriors in their company had stopped to rest in a small depression in the damp loam of the jungle floor.
The thick foliage overhead prevented bright midday sunlight from reaching the warriors. Around the three people were plants in various shades of purple from the lightest lavender to tones so deep as to be nearly black. Thick, ropy vines dangled from high branches and the air felt clotted with moisture.
The explosion had silenced the surrounding wildlife’s teeming hoots, chirps and squawks. It was as if the entire Uthingo Valley held its breath.
“What could possibly make that sort of noise?” Frergor whispered. Their ivory-colored eyes darted about as if looking for an attacker to leap from the undergrowth.
Seeing the boneDwarf’s unease, Ernon subtly started thickening their own musculature adding density to their skeleton, especially at the flex points of knees, elbows and shoulders, in imitation of the dwarf’s own tribal body modifications. Ernon had witnessed the dwarf’s ability to withstand hefty impacts from charging boars and falls from high tree branches without any indication of strain or injury.
“It sounded like it came from the direction of the Cursed Spire. We should get moving,” Ilora suggested, dropping their green eyes in deference to Scion Ernon. “That is if you think we should.” The elf held their longbow at the ready but had not pulled an arrow from the quiver slung over one slim shoulder.
Ernon nodded at the suggestion admiring Ilora’s calm. In contrast, the BoneScraper - Frergor - appeared anxious about the situation. And the truth of it was Ernon had great trepidation as well. The three of themz had been tasked with taking out the bizarre flying contraption from foreign lands. It held violent invaders who were in the process of stealing the valley’s ancestor crystals.
The invaders had appeared over the jungle valley three days ago in two airships held aloft by purple magic. Wind blew into broad fabric sails by a windHandler propelling the barge through the skies. The invaders first landed atop the Green Ancestral Spire and started mining crystals from its surface. When the Drin'Win, the tribe of Ernon’s birther, had sent theirz warriors, the ThornBranches, to repel the intruders, the foreigners proved to be wanton in theirz use of various magics easily rebuffing the ThornBranch’s attack.
Ernon shuddered in disgust thinking of the hundreds of foreign spirits that must have been consumed in that first hour-long confrontation. The ThornBranches had used no magic, not yet willing to sacrifice any of theirz own ancestors in defense of the valley. The invaders clearly had no such reservations as wind, thunder and lightning blasts had been wantonly hurled at the Drin'Win warriors in great volume.
“Maybe if youz ThornBranches hadn’t been so timid in yourz attack, we wouldn’t be in this situation needing the BoneScrapers to step in and solve it,” Frergor grumbled. They smoothed out their long, dark mustache before tightening the harness straps across hefty breasts. Everything physical about the dwarf spear-fighter was hefty. Frergor pulled two spears out of the loam where theyz had been stabbed while the dwarf lounged in the purple grass. They spun the two spears simultaneously with great ease before affixing themz across their back into the carrying harness. One spear, made from magically-fused bones taken from a slain piperDragon, was highly decorated with carvings and etchings while the other was made of plain white Strongwood.
Before the situation between the two tribal rivals could deteriorate, Ernon said, “These invaders have taken ancestral crystals from this valley, from all the spires. That affects everyone living here and we need to work together to get themz back.”
“Our tribeMates must have downed the other airship already,” Ilora pointed out. “Hopefully theyz have retrieved the crystals from that wreckage by now.”
Frergor snorted while gnashing sharp teeth. “That’s about all you plantFolk are good for…. gathering.” They gasped sharply when Ernon’s bi-colored eyes fell on them eliciting a stammered apology. “I mean, just the regular folk, not  you… of course, not you.” Frergor put their head down and marched off in the direction of the explosion. The dwarf’s casual reference including Ernon as a greenTribe Drin’Win spoke subtly to the regard with which the Scion was viewed by the whiteTribe. Ernon’s status as the Scion was supposed to make them an equal and revered member of both the valley’s contentious but interdependent tribes.
“You know the Thol’Lak don’t hold you in proper reverence like we do,” Ilora whispered when Frergor was far enough away into the dense purple foliage.
Ernon extended their stride to close the gap between the dwarf and themzelves. “I believe theyz do, Ilora. Theyz just show it differently. You don’t spend enough time among themz to see it.” The elf archer did not respond and Ernon kept their attention focused ahead thinking nothing more of the matter in an effort to convince themself the statement held truth.
The trio traipsed through the heavy jungle for another hour passing from the purple portion in which they had rested into a uniformly green zone. Theyz stopped to hunker down when the greenery became less dense providing themz a relatively clear glimpse of the towering cursed crystal spire glinting a deep blood red in the midday sunlight. Streaks of cursed, red-leafed vegetation striated the surrounding green foliage like an infection.
Ernon used a combination of greenSense and whiteSense to quest about the immediate vicinity. They detected nothing but scuttling insects, skittering lizards, a few birds and plenty of calm vegetation. Despite the chaos and turmoil the invaders were causing to the fauna denizens of the valley, the flora remained blissfully non-plussed. No enemies could be detected on the ground nearby as far as Ernon’s magic could detect. Glad the curse of the red spire did not spread any red plant growth too far beyond its immediate touch, Ernon trusted their greenPower would be perfectly effective in this wilderness should they need to sacrifice any ancestors to make use of theirz magic.
Frergor was glaring up at the top of the spire, squinting ivory eyes in the bright sunshine and swizzling one mustache end. The invading airship hovered, barely in sight, over the top of the cursed, red, crystal spire. Small forms of people could be seen climbing up and down rope ladders from the ship to the relatively flat but steeply slanted sides of the spire. “I don’t see any of theirz flying fighters,” the dwarf commented.
“Maybe we killed themz all in the previous fight,” Ilora said.
“Well, have your bow ready in case theyz make an appearance,” Frergor suggested bluntly.
The elf huffed quietly, not liking being ordered about by the BoneScraper, but kept any commentary to themself. Ernon did not like playing peacekeeper between the two tribal representatives, especially not in this treacherous situation. 
Ernon pulled a small, clay vial from their waist pouch and rolled it about in their hand. Their two warrior companions had been tasked by theirz respective tribal leaders with protecting the Scion, though Ernon felt perfectly capable of taking care of themself. Their real concern was reserved for imbibing the elixir in the vial, the medicine the Drin'Win shaman mixed. The elixir kept Ernon’s mindless rages from becoming permanent when shape-changed and protected them from ancestral wrath — spirits who might react unfavorably to Ernon’s unnatural, self-generated magic. Ernon had yet to be convinced their power was anything different from the magic other people used, except in scale.
“So…. are you going to get all monster-y and go wreck the rest of these invaders?” Frergor asked. Ernon suspected the whiteDwarf’s familiar tone was irksome to Ilora’s sense of propriety. Fortuitously the greenElf continued to remain quiet, thank the ancestors.
Preferring to keep silent and hold their own thoughts, Ernon recognized that, as the two tribes’ hallowed “unifier”, something needed to be said in this instance. “I will do something, but in a moment. I need to consider what form will be most effective to take.”
“Veer into something with wings and claws, so you can fly up there and take care of anything airborne,” Ilora suggested.
“Naw, you should be something heavy with muscle and climb up the side to surprise themz,” Frergor countered. “Theyz’re less likely to see you climbing than flying.” 
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Ernon recognized the wisdom in that. At this distance it was very hard to tell, but the invaders did not appear to have set much of a lookout system. Perhaps theyz felt secure in being so high above the treetops and trusted the sheer, relatively smooth sides of the monolithic red crystal spire to be security enough? Or, more likely, theyz have methods of protection we are not aware of, or perhaps, can even conceive of.
Fregor huffed. “Maybe we’ll be lucky and the demon spirits will swarm and kill themz off for us.”
Why haven’t the Kapuu’u come forth to defend theirz red crystal home? Ernon wondered.
Ilora spoke before Enron could finish forming an opinion on the matter. “I think we would have seen that by now, if the demons were going to do anything.”
Fregor picked at the leaves of a palm frond with sharply-clawed fingertips. Whoever had done the boneShaping for the dwarf’s hands had been masterful. The bones of Fregor’s fingertips had been sculpted to protrude into fine-tipped killing points with delicate filigree and artistic whorls on the surface. Most Thol’Lak shapers would never abuse the gift of ancestral energy to take the time making such body grafts decorative as well as functional. “Those little red shit-lickers sure seem to delight in sucking life from us, and we live here. Why wouldn’t theyz be even more vicious to foreigners? Especially ones who are so far from theirz own ancestral sources of power.”
Ernon nodded in silent agreement. 
Ilora twisted to loosen and stretch their long spine. The Drin’Win elf looked down at their two crouched companions, their green eyes narrowing as the dwarf continued to shred the wide green leaf with their claws. “Please refrain from damaging the foliage, Frergor. Plants actually scream when damaged, if you have the power to hear themz, that is.”
Frergor spat onto the damp loam before turning their own gaze to glare defiantly up at the elf. “And how in all the boneShards of my twenty-three namesakes would I have the power to hear that?” The dwarf, without looking, yanked the broad leaf entirely from the plant and dropped it at the elf’s feet, never once breaking eye contact. In fact, it looked as if they were daring Ilora to take umbrage.
Before the two opposing tribeFolk could come to blows, Ernon rapidly shaped their hands to be wider, added a second thumb opposing the natural ones on each hand, and added sharp, undecorated claws to each fingertip. “Will this be sufficient to aid my climbing up the spire’s side?” Ernon held one hand out for each companion to inspect.
Frergor tore their eyes away from the elf, took a good look at Ernon’s altered hands and nodded with approval. They clicked their own claws together with one set of fingers, making a rhythmic series of tic-tic-tic noises, not dissimilar to the mating sounds of a certain flavorful bug found in these parts.
“Not as pretty as mine,” Fregor said while using the non-clicking hand to comb their beard. “But theyz should do, especially if you improve your strength enough to be able to pierce the crystal surface.”
Ilora twitched with a full-body shiver. A look of revulsion passed across their delicate, green features, though they did try to cover it up. “The extra thumb makes me feel awkward, but I image it will be a major boon for climbing. More grippability, I should think. How you whiteFolk get so comfortable with twisting the nature of your bodies will forever be a mystery to me.”
Fregor grunted. “Maybe you wouldn’t be so judgmental if you weren’t stuck in that willow-thin frame with no hope of ever growing thick enough to be called a proper tree.”
Before relations could deteriorate any further another explosion from atop the cursed spire rocked the valley. Ernon could sense hundreds of distant birds quaking in fear as theyz flapped away to safer havens. Nothing else in the near vicinity dared move.
“Surely that will wake the demons,” Ilora whispered.
“What are theyz doing up there to make such noise?” Fregor wondered aloud.
Ernon had already been contemplating that very question. “I suspect theyz have screamers among themz who use thunder to break apart the crystal. We already know there are blowers to make the winds move their air boat and rainMakers to drown our warriors. Plus they have their own versions of BoneScrapers.”
Ilora nodded. “This air boat has already desecrated the purple spire. The other one we attacked earlier took crystals from the whiteSpire and the brown and blue spires.”
Maybe the invaders don’t realize theirz compatriots have been killed? I certainly would be wanting to exact revenge if my friends and family had been shot out of the sky and slaughtered. Hopefully our tribeFolkz have actually brought the other air boat down. Theirz plan sounded solid and I trust the two chiefs to follow through effectively.
The elf archer turned to face themz. “It’s all well and good for Ernon to be able to climb up there, but how are the two of us going to be of any use? We were singled out by our chiefs to guard the Scion, but how can we do that if we’re stuck down here?”
A vicious glean caught the dwarf’s ivory eyes. “Suppose you could muscle up and throw me to the top, oh monstrous Scion?”
Ernon hoped the use of “monstrous” had been made without awareness and was not an indictment of Ernon’s transformative and not-entirely-controllable powers. They squinted up at the air boat hanging motionless near the gleaming red peak. “Maybe? I’m not sure I can infuse my current body mass with enough strength to throw you that far up. I’d have to change shape, into something much bigger, and that has… risks.”
To theirz credit, neither of the warriors made comment. Everyone silently studied the situation for a bit longer. Three tiny, nearly indistinct, figures were seen clambering up ropes from the surface of the spire to the boat. Ernon wasn’t sure if they imagined it or not, but the figures might have been carrying large baskets or bags, presumably full of red crystal shards.
Ilora tugged at a few sturdy green vines dangling from the tree theyz hid beneath. “I don’t know, but I think I should be kept at a distance from the enemy to make best use of my bow. What if we cut some of these vines, tie ourzelves together and have Ernon climb up the backside of the spire with us in tow?”
Fregor grunted but said nothing.
Ernon thought about it for a moment. “I’m pretty sure I can do that without a full veering. Ilora, do you think you’ll be able to find a perch up there to shoot from?”
Ilora grinned, their light green lips parted to reveal perfect teeth. “I’m sure I’ll find something. What about our stout little spear-chucker?”
“Throw me onto the air boat from the top,” the BoneScraper crowed. 
Ernon nearly chuckled out loud at the thought of the screaming dwarf plummeting from on high with spears in each hand, tearing down through the fabric sails of the air boat and laying siege to everyone on board. “Ilora, your idea sounds solid to me. Cut down what you need and let’s get going. It’ll take a while to sneak to the spire’s base without being seen from above and we want to get up there before theyz leave.”
It took longer than Ernon had hoped to make their way to the cursed spire across the relatively exposed ground devoid of tall trees. The ancestors must have been watching over the trio as no Kapuu’u demons appeared to accost themz nor did the invaders rain arrows down onto theirz heads.
When theyz arrived at the base of the spire, the bright midday sun glinted so brightly off the smooth red crystal surfaces theyz were left squinting through barely open eyes. Weirdly, heat did not roll off the spire as Ernon might expect from natural rock. Hesitant at first to touch it, the smooth surface was cool to the back of their clawed hand.
Apologizing to the spirits of their dead forebears, Ernon saturated their body with as much whitePower as they dared without triggering a change into anything truly nightmarish. Their body bulked up significantly with muscle while they made sure to compensate their agility sufficiently to accommodate the increased width of arms, legs and shoulders and the resulting loss of flexibility. Ilora busied themself tying the long vines around their own waist and Frergor's before expertly knotting it around Ernon’s midsection.
Ernon tested their six finger claws against the spire, making tic-tic-tic sounds reminiscent of Fregor’s earlier mannerism. So full of magic-induced strength, Ernon felt so mighty they imagined they could break off a hut-sized chunk of red crystal and hurl it far out into the shrubs. Feeling ferocity bordering on wild anger building inside, they quickly took a small vial out of their belt pouch, holding it ever so daintily in their power-enhanced fingers fearing the clay receptacle might shatter if they pinched even a small amount.
Ernon swallowed the drink, not even noticing if it had a flavor. Usually Haldavni made sure it had a sweet berry aftertaste, but Ernon’s thoughts were elsewhere.
“What was that you just drank?” Frergor asked gruffly.
Ernon shook their head, tempted not to answer. “Just something the Drin’Win shaman gives me for clear thinking.”
The dwarf harrumphed and tested the security of their spear harness one last time. “Fine. Let’s get going. I’m ready to kill and would rather do it to invaders and not the archer.”
Ilora squinted even more as they looked down at the BoneScraper. “You know, my sibling died as an infant because I tied faulty knots in their crib swing.”
Fregor’s response was a shrill, monkey-like shriek as Ernon’s mighty legs launched themz upward into the air yanking the two warriors off theirz feet. Theyz were fifty branches high before Ernon’s momentum gave way and the elf Scion was forced to slam both clawed hands into the side of the spire. Crystal shards splintered and chipped at the impact raining down on Fregor and Ilora’s heads.
Ernon yanked one hand free, reached up as high as they could while unconsciously lengthening their arms, to pull the trio up higher and higher one heave at a time, over and over. Ernon made sure to allocate some whitePower to their body’s endurance to keep the pace of ascent from flagging.
Despite prodigious efforts at speed, with nominal assistance from the two dangling warriors who vainly tried to help propel themselves every time theyz swung into contact with the spire’s surface, the sun had moved position measurably by the time theyz reached the summit. Ernon barely felt winded but their emotions roiled threatening to let rage overtake their mindset. They forced themself to focus on the here and now, to maintain a grip on the smooth spire surface while Ilora found a suitably flat spot where they could see the hovering air boat and lay out arrows for rapid reloading.
Frergor blew their breath out, mustache wagging insolently. “I’m not one to fear heights, but something about being up here, wondering if demons are going to appear at my feet any moment to suck my life away from my toes has me feeling very… insecure.”
“I’m just glad the enemy didn’t fly away while we climbed,” Ilora said as they inspected their bow to make sure the few times they slipped, twirling and twisting on the vine from Ernon’s waist to bang up against the hard crystal, had not damaged their weapon. They seemed satisfied, strung it, and nocked an arrow taking careful aim at the air boat. “Let’s get this over with. The less time I’m on this cursed red slab the happier I’ll be when we get down.”
Ernon was huffing loud breaths, but not from taxation. They barely retained a grasp on awareness and sanity. Their beast shape — whatever form their imagination would guide it to take this time — was writhing inside, desperate to be free. “Come. Here. Frergor,” they growled. They could feel their flesh beginning to ripple, their muscles shifting, their bones bending.
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Haldavni had glued the finger-sized purple crystal and the tiny sliver of black crystal together with the sticky sap of a kulkus tree. It would wash off easily enough with warm water but at least they didn’t have to worry about dropping and losing the precious onyx bit.
Is it getting smaller? I’d swear it used to be as big as my thumb nail, but now it’s barely the size of any of my other fingernails. Maybe my memory is starting to succumb to the ravages of age. I’ve had the onyx sliver for years and should remember it changing, right?
Haldavni pressed the crystal combination back to their sweaty forehead and focused their eyes on the scene far above the green and red jungle floor. The invader’s flying barge hovered obliviously over the massive red spire. Haldavni had watched, as best they could from this angle, as Ernon and the two warriors had made theirz ascent up the opposite side from the interlopers. The three had climbed smoothly and efficiently, not unlike the agile whiteMonkeys living near the village, the irritating ones that liked to sneak into the tribe’s food stores. Whether the red spire had actual handholds or not, even Haldavni’s magically-enhanced vision could not tell, but the trio had clambered up to the top as if simply scaling a thousand-branched tree.
They watched, still in awe even after all this time spent training and molding the elf Scion, as Ernon’s body smoothly sprouted tufts of green and ivory fur, swole to pack on mass and musculature rivaling that of an elephant. The purple crystal’s sight-enhancing magic was strong enough to provide a clear look at the massive claws and spine-tipped tail Ernon sprouted. A view as clear as if Haldavni had been standing a few arm lengths away.
The dwarf BoneScraper, Haldavni could not recall the warrior’s name, was hefted aloft in one massive claw looking more like a toy in Ernon’s shape-shifted paw than an actual person. The scale of size difference between the two was enormous. The dwarf was hefted aloft to be hurled far away from the apex of the spire to plummet — spears brandished wide — onto the invader’s barge. They lost sight of what happened upon the dwarf’s landing as the barge’s sails and high wooden banisters blocked any further observation.
Ilora perched, hopefully securely, atop the slick-looking spire and began to rain arrows down onto the barge. I hope they have enough ammunition to last. What’s Ernon going to…
The young elf, now in full monster form, sprang from the top of the spire, gracefully soared across the intervening distance to land on the barge’s top deck, also out of view. Frustrated, Haldavni yanked the crystals away from their forehead severing the magic.
“Curses! I wish I knew more purple magic. Maybe I would be able to fly myself up there. I don’t care how many ancestors I’d use up. If the purple tribe hadn’t died off centuries ago, maybe I would have been able to learn something more useful than farsight.” They turned left, then right, then spun around twice. For some reason, their thoughts felt muddied. Anxiety threatened to clamp the breath in their throat.
A blaring shriek reverberated across the valley from above, a sound so fierce and loud it made leaves and dead branches drop from dozens of trees. It sounded as if a giant monkey and an elephant simultaneously wailed into a cave made of thin metal sheets.
Haldavni looked up with natural sight, the purple and black crystals still clutched in hand, to witness a faint, ethereal grey colored wave of magic emanate from the prow of the flying barge to engulf the Drin’Win archer on the spire. The wave of sound continued for ten breaths or more before the very top of the red crystal monument erupted. Shards of red crystal as big as a person’s head and as tiny as a speck of dust blew high into the air.
Ilora was gone, the elf’s body had been blown into blood mist mixing imperceptibly with the red crystal shrapnel now raining down on the jungle below. 
“No!” Haldavni screamed to the sky. Without Ilora’s body, they would not be able to entomb the warrior in the Drin’Win tribe’s ancestral green crystal spire, their spirit would never become one of the gentle, tiny driiads nor would Ilora ever be able to gift their magic to future greenTribe folkz.
Unable to find the wit to do anything beyond stare up at the event, Haldavni watched impassively as the apex of the cursed spire slowly roiled to life as if releasing an infestation of ants trapped inside. Hundreds of tiny Kapuu’u — the red demon spirits of life-sucking horror — roiled out into the air to swarm the surface of the invading air barge.
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Nothing specific could be seen from the shaman’s vantage point on the jungle floor. No new sounds issued forth, nor was there any sort of conflagration, not that the invaders had been seen to have any fireHandlers among theirz crew.
Slowly, the flying boat started to lose altitude. Perhaps the windHandlers keeping the vessel aloft were being killed off the by ragged fey swarm.
Can Ernon survive a crash? Probably. I should be there to help. 
Haldavni started to run, heedless of the hazards underfoot that could trip them and break a leg. The shaman ran pell mell through the foliage, gathering as much greenPower as they could contain from willing Drin’Win ancestor spirits. Haldavni, the most powerful greenHandler after Ernon, was skilled at speedily shaping and molding plant life, especially greenPlants, of which there were plenty all around. The areas infected with redPlants from the spire felt repellent to the shaman. They doubted even their own prodigious magic could transform any of the red foliage no matter how many ancestors sacrificed their power to the effort.
Haldavni’s age was proving to be an impediment to a timely arrival at the rapidly descending air boat. They had never been particularly adept at physical efforts, but luckily they had remembered to bring a juice for this very purpose.
Made from a concoction of kulkus berries, palm root and pineapple juice and infused with no small amount of greenPower, they took a clay vial from their shoulder bag as they ran, trusting to a long life at traversing this leafy terrain to keep them upright. They gulped the bitter-sweet tonic down between heaving breaths to immediately feel the infusion of raw energy and stamina in their body. It was probably just imagination, but they felt as if they ran even faster on top of gaining unflagging stamina, the potion’s real power.
By the time they came into the shadow of the falling boat, the rate of descent had significantly decreased, the barge’s sails had begun to refill with wind. Perhaps it wasn’t going to crash after all and the crew was regaining control.
They could hear yelling and screaming and the ruckus of weapons hitting wood and metal, presumably when failing to make contact with one of the tiny Kapuu’u. The little demon fey, much like the beneficent driiads of Drin’Win ancestry and the skeletal Joooga, the Thol’Lak tribes ancestor spirits, were notoriously difficult to harm physically. Magic was always the best method to deal with themz.
As for the jagged, little, red Kapuu’u, greenPower was extremely good at destroying themz. Haldavni was so full of siphoned magic from the driiads they felt like a tree ready to burst its bark with river-like torrents of sap.
The flying barge rocked angrily from side to side as a monstrous roar howled through the air. Ernon was obviously still alive and fighting, but whether they battled the demons or the invaders or both, Haldavni could still not tell.
Releasing a rapid flow of greenPower to cause a tangle of thick green vines to lengthen, strengthen and grow, Haldavni coerced the plants into motion, wrapping about their waist and hoisting them up toward the boat, now only twelve branches off the ground.
The magically infused vines writhed like snakes in coordination with the shaman’s will. Haldavni reached out with their greenSense to everything within view. The jungle beneath the glimmering red spire threshed into motion, growing, reaching, straining to engulf the boat now almost within eager reach of the jungle floor.
The thick heavy vines hoisted Haldavni to a height above the boat’s wooden sides. The flat deck was littered with dead and bleeding bodies, almost entirely reverse-legged hobs and gobs (luckily no giant ogs) with a smattering of humans and dwarves. A few hundred red Kapuu’u flitted about leaving streaks of blood and wails of pain in theirz wake.
Ernon’s hulking form brutally stood atop a pile of eight or ten bodies as they batted about ineffectually at a dozen red demons. Ernon’s shaggy, elephantine body was slashed all over with scores of small scratches and at least two blade wounds. Clearly the elf Scion was lost in blind rage, exactly why the shaman always provided that special potion for them to drink before shapeshifting.
The invaders appeared to have turned most of theirz attention to ousting the demons and protecting their windHandler who was obviously straining to keep the boat aloft. Perhaps that was usually a task for more than one windHandler, but the little gob shaman was admirably keeping everyone from dying in a crash.
There was no sign of the Thol’Lak BoneScraper. Perhaps the invaders had already killed them? Or tossed the dwarf overboard while Haldavni had been sprinting? No matter, it was now up to them to remedy this entire mess. 
Not expecting to get a response, there was a small chance Ernon was cognizant enough inside their monster form to listen to reason. A small chance. “Ernon, my child. My Scion!” Haldanvi yelled while mentally instructing the vines to carry them over the deck closer to Ernon. “Use greenPower to slay the demons! It’s our only hope! Use your greenPower!”
An arrow from above whistled past Haldavni’s ear. They glanced up the main mast of the boat to see a pale-skinned hob taking aim at them from a wooden bucket built around the mast itself. Shaping dead wood was something they had never been particularly skilled at, but they were so full of ancestral magic at this moment they tried anyway.
At first nothing happened as Haldavni focused on the wood. The hob’s second arrow flew wide as the boat continued to rock unsteadily in the air. The greenShaman narrowed their focus more intensely. The bucket burst into splinters as if hit by lightning. The hob archer screamed in pain to fall backwards tumbling out of sight down the other side of a billowing sail leaving splashes of blood on the white fabric visible in silhouette due to the sun’s position.
None of the other invaders seemed to be paying much mind to Haldavni or to Ernon. The shaman was startled to see the monstrous Scion had changed tactics. Rather that trying to slash the demons with their claws, they began to clap their massive paws together in an attempt to smash the little turds in between. When a clap succeeded in trapping one or more Kapuu’u it was accompanied by a bright flash of green light from Ernon’s palms. When their paws came apart for the next try, there was nothing left of the demon fey. They had been obliterated.
The splintering of the mast bucket had given Haldavni a new idea. They spent more greenPower to grow dozens more vines from the jungle below, bringing themz to reach up above the boat deck. They then changed the vines’ natural, leafy makeup to sprout sharp green spines along theirz entire length.
The vines spread across the exterior of the boat. Haldavni caused themz to release clouds of greenPower-infused thorns at everything and everyone on board. They trusted Ernon’s own magic to prevent them from being hurt by the barrage. The nasty little demons were snuffed out by the score, impaled by tiny spikes like spores on the wind.
The Kapuu’u died silently, though the snarls and cries from the hominid crew provided all the noise Haldavni expected as they were coated in tiny pricks as well.
Ernon roared and clapped the last three demons out of existence. The wind began to rush as the invader shaman was able to safely focus on getting the boat aloft once again. The rustle of leafy vines being torn and dislodged as the boat rose higher and higher was an audible cry of pain to Haldavni’s green senses.
The vines holding the shaman broke and they plummeted to the hard wood surface of the deck with enough force to knock the breath out of their lungs.
Haldavni glanced over at Ernon to see their body start to dwindle in mass, shed its green and ivory fur and rapidly return to their natural elf form. From a cabin door at the the back of the boat, a yellow-skinned, shirtless hob emerged with an enraged look on their face. They held a large net made of metallic thread in their  four-fingered hands. They ignored Haldavni and headed straight for Ernon who appeared barely aware of their surroundings.
The hob’s hooves rang loudly and confidently on the wooden deck. Their bright yellow skin started to spark, tiny bolts of lightning spat a minuscule distance from their ears, nostrils and from the nipples of their moderate breasts. The net sizzled with electricity as the yellowHandler released it with a toss letting it spin open as it sailed through the air to engulf Ernon.
The elf, now fully back to normal, screamed in pain as electricity burned and seared their naked flesh. Haldavni clambered to their feet still gasping for breath ready to attack the yellow hob from behind.
The last thing Haldavni saw before falling into darkness as someone clubbed the shaman from behind, was the cursed red spire falling out of view over the side of the ship and their precious Scion getting battered into unconsciousness from several more gob hoof kicks and handheld clubs.
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Salvo Saant
Historically, the combination of Flame and Tone in a saant's signMarks has been a neutral one. None has ever made much impression on the world aside from Nulaksee, a goblin from 750 years ago, who earned the name Eruption Saant as their powers tended to congeal into bombastic explosions, a trend that kept them isolated from society at large. There have been two others who proved to me gifted musicians and whose compositions are still played to this day.
Personas Dramatis 
 
Chinz'Aree Bohk
pronounced  chinz•AHREE  BAH•h(u)k 
The Salvo Saant, mercenary & wealthy socialite 
Flame & Tone Sign, human 

Count Leliinu 
Milnoran Count (noble), wealthy socialite, 
member of the Sitters of the Secret Flame
Flame Sign, troll

Lord Merith 
Milnoran socialite, jewel merchant
member of the Sitters of the Secret Flame
Flame Sign, elf


Lady Gralaat 
Milnoran socialite 
member of the Sitters of the Secret Flame
Flame Sign, dwarf
WHEREIN WE MEET the TRUE SAANT 
”I suspect anger derives more often from fear than from hate. I find my own abhorrence of warmth is not predicated upon a hatred of fire, but upon my fear of hurting the arctic southlands of my home.” 
- Octanis, Frost Saant II (circa year 245) 
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I should punch them in their fat neck. No wait… I should cut their cleavage off.
Chinz'Aree’s thoughts roiled. They hated these tea house gatherings. The Sitters of the Secret Flame had met at this location in the grand city of Milnor on every third GoldDay for centuries. Sometimes theyz partook in oracular readings from the Deck of Fey. Sometimes theyz had a guest speaker; rarely anyone special, just a person crafty enough to withhold vital tidbits of gossip until the snooty members invited them to attend out of desperation to suckle upon the news.
The worst of these tittering, simpering, pinky-raised, wine-sipping, narcissistic attention wretches is Count Leliinu. The Count’s three chins wobbled as they leaned into the circle of seated flamers with a delicate porcelain tea cup and saucer balanced precariously on the pudgy palm-meat of one four-fingered hand.  
“You know…” Leliinu said, pausing for dramatic effect while checking to make sure all eyes were on them. “I heard from Captain Romaan’s very own mouth that there is, in fact, a goblin saant holed up in the mountains outside of Alata Nogunda.”
Nearly every person in the public tea room glanced over –– some sidelong, some quite directly –– toward Chinz'Aree. If theyz all were hoping for a reaction from the Saant, Chinz’Aree wasn’t about to oblige. The only reason they could stomach these gatherings in the first place was it helped in keeping abreast of the rumor mill. It also served as a way to come upon leads for mercenary work. Chinz’Aree knew these debutante's only tolerated the saant’s attendance for the social clout it provided. It probably helped too that Chinz'Aree’s gestator had been one of the club’s primary patrons up until a decade ago.
This tea house in particular made Chinz’Aree itch on the inside. It felt like being trapped inside a feather pillow. The tea house, appropriately called The Flufee Ingot, was unnaturally muffled. Every wall and surface was covered in thick, heavy fabric. From wall hangings to over-stuffed chairs to voluptuous settees, not a single surface remained un-swaddled. Even the books, ever so artfully placed about the three floors, lending an air of refined intellect, were covered in hand-sewn, padded fabrics, no few of which evinced great antiquity. The establishment’s color scheme was all golds, pinks and beiges. Chinz'Aree felt as if their ears were packed full of cotton for sound seemed ponderously swallowed by the environment. A particularly distasteful sensation to their toneMark sensibilities.
Chinz'Aree composed what they hoped was a convincing smile of confidence. It probably looked like a snarl. They turned to face the Count’s overly-outlined eyes. Orange eyes with heavy ash-green makeup upon light taupe skin—an unhealthy choice of colors, even to Chinz’Aree’s callous fashion sense. Count Leliinu liked to accentuate the slanted angles of their troll eyes by drawing heavy lines with dark liner. Leliinu’s large, pointed ears were festooned with jewelry, gems and thread-like chains draped across their broad forehead attaching to eyebrow piercings and one in the left nostril. Just tacky. No…gaudy. Gaudy-tacky! They looks like a fisherFolk’s tackle box exploded in their face.
“Revered Chinz'Aree, my dear,” Count Leliinu simpered.  “What are your thoughts? Surely you, of all people, have the most to say on the matter?”
Chinz'Aree took a breath having already forgotten the subject of discussion. They followed the breath with a sip of tea and managed to recall the topic —a goblin saant out in the wilderness. The herbal liquid was as flavorless as puppy pee, or so they imagined. Even at this early time of day, Chinz’Aree preferred their drink to have more kick than leaf-soaked water provided. As to the goblin saant, they had no opinion on the growing rumors. Such a preposterous notion was not only blasphemous but religiously impossible. However, these bored nobles and wannabes desired to hear the Saant’s thoughts and were unlikely to leave them be, let alone end this meeting, until opinions were shared.
“I think we only perpetuate such outrageous claims by talking about themz. Whoever is trying to stir things up with this false notion of a second saant is most likely just crying for attention. Or worse, trying to cause strife where none need exist.” Chinz'Aree took another sip and another breath to make sure nothing came off sounding petulant or angry. They had enough of a reputation for being hot-headed and it served no purpose to reinforce it now among this elite company. Many prominent theologians and scholars believed Chinz’Aree’s temperament indicative of their destiny to become one of history’s insane saants; one that would ravage the world. “I, for one, have no desire to lower myself into cesspools of gossip-mongering. If there were any truth to the story, we’d have proof by now.”
“Well I heard that this goblin saant is shuttered up in a very dangerous region of the mountains where abominations run rampant,” the lovely Lord Merith, an elf merchantMaster of fine jewels, chimed in. “I think it unfortunate that rural goblinFolk continue to be so maligned in public opinion. Those poor people have plenty of other concerns on top of theirz struggle for ecclesiastic equity. Making up fantasies about a second saant, just to grant legitimacy to theirz lot in life, is more damaging than helpful.”
“I was told, by none other than flameDeacon Sem’li, that the goblin saant is flameMarked for sure because an entire town was scorched to ashes,“ Gralaat opined in their irritatingly high voice.
Chinz'Aree set the awful tea aside and settled back into the over-stuffed chair in an attempt to look relaxed. Something about the seat made their lower back ache. There was a noticeable measure or two of extra distance between Chinz’Aree’s chair and everyone else’s. No one ever sat too closely to them. Not one of these high society debutantes wanted to appear afraid, or even worse as far as social blunders went, come off as unfriendly, but none actually wanted to be a friend.
Nearly two dozen other folkz sat in small clusters in this third floor loft. Chinz'Aree had chosen to join this particular group because theyz usually had the most reliable information. I’m really no better than theyz are, using this gathering for fact finding. I suspect truth lives a longer life in here than a fart’s stink.
However, the idea of a second saant did make their teeth itch.  Chinz'Aree felt compelled to say more. “I find it laughable, that anyone, educated or otherwise, would adhere to notions contradicting that I am this generation's true Saant. If the populace is so starved for sensationalism and scandal, I suppose I could unleash a fire storm on the city. Maybe that’s what all the whining heretics deserve is a good old-fashioned apocalypse.” That last part was uttered under their breath.
Sadly, Chinz’Aree’s comment had been louder than intended. Conversations across the entire room ceased. Everyone stared. Chinz'Aree sniffed, picked up their tea cup, and took a small sip.
Lord Merith daintily picked at one finely-sculpted fingernail on one hand before inspecting the other four with a critical eye. They broke the awkward hush. “I, for one, think the notion of any saant of goblin-heritage to be exciting. The world hasn’t seen one in what, three hundred years?”
“To so casually ignore the religious heresy of even considering that I am not the one true Saant, is a fair measure of your bravery,” Chinz'Aree commented in a neutral tone. Lord Merith was probably the only person in the room for whom they held even a modicum of respect. Merith was well-educated, refined (despite that nail-picking gaff a moment ago) and could wield a mean spear. “Or do you insinuate that I am some sort of imposter, as I have heard some proclaim?”
Lord Merith’s orange eyes, eyes that almost perfectly matched their orange skin, widened in genuine shock as one hand fluttered to cheek. “I most certainly mean to imply no such thing. You have shown us here, all of society in fact, the efficacy of both your flame and tone marks.”
Gralaat growled throatily in typically dwarvish manner, though it sounded more like a stifled squeak. “Every one of us in this room can certainly feel the hum of your toneSign. It is only made bearable, I should think, by the counter-balancing effect of so many flameSigns around us.”
Chinz'Aree ignored the intended markist insult. Gralaat exemplified all the stereotypical traits of a crusty, bitter, old fishmonger. The dwarf’s astounding wealth, and their flameMark, granted them admittance to this coterie. Gralaat’s base birth remained tastefully unmentioned. “I just think that any such irreverent beliefs should be kept to oneself and hope the clergy never hears such remarks. “
Count Leliinu gently cleared their throat and changed the subject. “Well, something I know to be fact is that another farm village just south of the city has been massacred. By the time the flameGuard arrived, the monster had vanished leaving five buildings destroyed and thirteen people dead. Including two infants.”
Everyone in the circle gasped appropriately. Everyone except Chinz’Aree. None of the reactions seemed sincere. Not one of themz had likely ever set foot outside the city proper, let alone seen someone die. Even Lord Merith, for all their martial talents with a longSpear, had ever seen more action than rigorous sparring sessions with an instructor. Chinz'Aree kept a snort of contempt to themself.
If anyone here had to face off with a signAbomination, theyz’d pee themself and faint. I’ve killed dozens of such monsters with gun, blade and magic and not once even been wounded. I’d like to see Leliinu face one, just once. They’d scream so loud they’d burst every one of their chins.
“Maybe theyz will hire you to take care of it, Revered Chinz'Aree,” Merith said. “You are the greatest dragon hunter of all. Better even than an entire battalion of flameGuard.”
Trying to sound gracious while noting the lord’s common vernacular usage of the word dragon for abomination, Chinz'Aree replied, “Why thank you, Merith. Somebody would first have to meet my fee for me to get involved. One has to make a living, you know.” They suspected that came off sounding like a street merchant’s attempt at ingratiation with their social betters.
“Revered Chinz'Aree, surely you have no need for the money. We know you live relatively simply despite your family inheritance being nothing short of breathtaking,” Count Leliinu intoned. “I find it fascinating that you do not see it as your civic, nay holy, duty to serve the people with your talents for, how shall I say this? Your talents for havoc?”
That word, havoc, was quick to rile Chinz'Aree’s ire and the count knew it. Chinz'Aree’s holy honorific as a Salvo Saant — as most every Tone-Flame person throughout history had been called — was disparagingly changed to Havoc Saant by those who did not like them or had been taught to be afraid of them. “My dedication is to myself and to maintaining my sanity and control,” Chinz'Aree snapped. “Years ago, I made it quite public that I would be no one's puppet. Not the government’s, not the Churches', and not to the so-called ‘needs of the people’. I should think I would be praised for my efforts at maintaining equilibrium and keeping my powers from hurting anyone.” Chinz’Aree could almost hear themz all thinking ‘Too bad your family and an entire city block were unable to benefit from this equilibrium when you last lost control’.
Chinz'Aree took a deep breath and decided to change the subject back to money before they got truly angry. “Besides, I just purchased a new gun, one of those niinyCrystal pistols the aanjlons are selling. Believe me when I say that made a hemorrhaging wound in the state of my finances.”
Theyz all gasped and the eaves-dropping people sitting at a table directly behind Chinz'Aree fell suspiciously silent at this declaration. Personal guns were illegal for anyone to own. Even those employed as constables for a Church were not allowed to carry sign-powered armament when not on duty.
“Really? You bought one?” Merith breathed, almost in reverence. “Can we see it?”
“The merchant I ordered it from only had one of the green and yellow ones, a Tree-Star gun.  I have arranged to have it delivered to my home.”
“You should have gotten a flame combo gun,” Gralaat said with gruff indignity. “Don’t bring any of those sacrilegious instruments around me. Especially nothing windy. It might kill us all just being in the same room with a purple crystal.”
“Regardless of signMark, none of the crystals can hurt you,” Chinz'Aree assured themz with only a slightly condescending tone. “Theyz can only be activated through whatever secret mechanism or magic the aanjlons have discovered. Until it’s engaged, a niinyCrystal item is harmless. And quite beautiful. Theyz're like any normal signCrystal except that anybody can access the power inside. I handled the green one to no ill effect whatsoever.”
“That’s not what I heard,” the dwarf growled under their breath. “Besides, these awful aanjlons…” the name was delivered with vitriol, “… are having a measurable impact on the sales of my spouse’s food coolers. We’ll be facing financial ruin in a year or so if something isn’t done to curtail this incursion of heretical technology. Psshh! Letting anyone utilize coldFire is unholy.”
Leliinu sniffed in agreement. “It is absolutely unnatural to be blending signMarks like that. And even worse, letting just anyone use any signPower? Why, it goes against the very will of the deities and the laws of nature. That is what saants are born for.”
Before Chinz’Aree could respond, a small red-haired dwarf youth dressed in the servant colors of the tea house ran into the room, excited and breathless. “Flamers, chillers….you’ll…never…believe it!  The Black…Dragons are coming!”
Just as the excited youngster finished those words, the tea house rocked. An explosion sounding as if it were but two or three buildings down the street rattled windowpanes and porcelain drink ware dangerously.
Reflexively Chinz'Aree reached to draw their knellBlade. The weapon wasn’t at their belt as it had been checked in at the front desk. They had been asked on multiple occasions not to arrive armed to these social gatherings. “Shit sticks! Youz all stay here. I’ll go investigate!”
As Chinz'Aree dashed down the three flights of stairs to the street level, they steeped the resonant core of their toneEssence in a small dose of emotional disposition to amplify their hearing, not at all caring about the lingering cost it would have on their social manners. The ability to listen to what lay ahead in unknown situations had saved Chinz’Aree’s life dozens of times even if it made them more churlish for a brief time as their emotional reserves replenished.
As they hustled through the ground floor parlors, their passage was met with more than a few startled yelps from patrons. Many of themz crowded the front windows in an effort to get a look at what had caused the boom. Chinz'Aree suspected many of themz wondered if the Saant’s powers had done something catastrophic or if their famous temper had gotten the better of them.
As Chinz’Aree shoved their way out the front door, someone held out their knellBlade, they did not take the time to notice who it was nor to thank them. Upon emerging onto the busy street, they overheard someone far across the street disdainfully mutter under their breath, “Divinity protect us, the family-killer is here.”
Glancing down the wide avenue, Chinz’Aree could see an entire tenement built of brick and timber burning out of control. Steam Street was crowded with citizens boiling out of every shop, restaurant and tavern in this popular recreation neighborhood. The enflamed tenement was at the end of the street, the only residential building in the area.
Chinz'Aree could taste the inferno, something about its source was tinged with flamePower. This was not a fire that had happened by accident. They could sense its magical origin. Probably some sort of deity-shitting signBomb. Probably someone dumb enough to keep magical incendiaries in their home.
Chinz'Aree glanced at the skies, for if the dwarf child had been correct and the famous airborne mercenaries, The Black Dragon Corp, were in the city, maybe theyz had something to do with the fire. But why would anyone hire mercs to attack a nameless residence inside the city?
They spied none of the Black Dragon’s famed armored dirigibles in the skies nearby.  All they could see up there were high fluffy clouds and a couple fireFey, efreeti, dancing over the flames licking out the windows of the tenement. If the Black Dragons were in Milnor, theyz must be elsewhere, or maybe theyz were using light-bending starMagic to make themzelves and theirz airship invisible.
As Chinz'Aree got nearer to the tenement, they could hear people screaming for help. A few folk stumbled out the front doors or dove out ground floor windows. The explosion must have happened on a side of the building facing away from the main street as most of the shattered glass from windows lay close to the structure’s walls. A rupture of this magnitude should have blown glass and even heavier particles much further away.
The heat from the inferno was getting strong enough to push the gawking onlookers to the far side of the street despite many of themz being flameMarked. Chinz'Aree was recognized by quite a few people. A dozen began pleading for the saant to do something to help those still trapped inside.
Smoke and flames now streamed out most all the windows on the fifth and sixth floors. Chinz'Aree stood in the middle of Steam Street drinking in the glorious heat of the inferno sensing its hunger as it started to spread throughout the entire building. They could almost map out the two burning floors in their mind by ‘feeling’ where all the fire existed. They continued to ignore the bystanders despite theirz clamor.
This blaze will soon get out of control and burn the whole building down, and possibly some of the surrounding structures before any of the city's flameAdepts get here. By then it would take a full cadre of eight to get a handle on it. I can put this fire out with little enough effort all on my own.
As if in answer to Chinz’Aree’s internal conversation someone shouted, “You’re the Saant! For the sake of all divinity, do something! Save those people!”
Chinz'Aree snapped their head around finding the voice belonged to a tight-faced, prim-looking troll with golden eyes, definitely a rare color for a brown stoner. “Listen rock-knocker, this Saant is beholden to none of youz. I choose my own actions and what needs to be done!” Chinz'Aree spat onto the cobblestones. Some small part of them was not proud of the belligerence, but when they were in the presence of fireEssence their temper became less restrained, not to mention magically extending their senses continued to whittle away at their emotional decorum’s reserves. Chinz'Aree would be quick to lash out at every offending word if they didn’t remain mindful.
“Please do something,” came numerous other pleas.
Chinz'Aree growled, as much to themself as to the spectators.  Fine, but this is my charity work for the week.
Chinz'Aree’s grey hair began to lift and float about their head as they focused on the fire raging inside the building letting its heat transfer ever so slightly into their body by steeping their flameEssence in reserves of physical endurance. They took another modest scoop of flameEssence from inside themself, steeped it in a combination of intellect, awareness and charisma in order to encompass every aspect of the conflagration from every angle. They could not tell if there were any living persons inside the flames, their powers had no such clarity, but they continued to bundle the conflagration’s heat into one package regardless of trapped victim’s personal body heat which might also get included.
It then occurred to Chinz’Aree that if they simply took all the heat and funneled it out of the building and up into the sky, the effort would likely cause as much damage as it prevented. It might even have unwanted weather ramifications. Likewise, if they were to absorb the entire conflagration by steeping it in their body’s stamina, they would still need to discharge all that energy somewhere. Being in the middle of the city left few choices where they could do that safely without risking further structural damage to someplace or someone.
They changed tactics by driving one end their double-headed knellBlade into the stonework of the street at their feet. They pulled up their sleeves to reveal intricately carved, bracers on their forearms made of silver and orange-swirled metal. They struck both bands upon the metal of the blade’s bell-like hand guard causing a sonorous ringing tone. Chinz'Aree steeped toneEssence in their body’s agility to shape the sound waves, steeped more essence in strength taken from their back muscles to amplify the sound into a deep rumble to the point of jittering the very masonry of the street.
Sending the heavy sound waves into the burning tenement, Chinz'Aree used the bass vibrations to create “wiggle room” between the burning materials inside the building and the very air itself thus separating the flames from the fuel theyz needed to consume and the air theyz needed to breathe.
The entire inferno dissipated with a massive wump felt in the chest cavity of every person within five blocks.	
Gasps of awe sprang from throats all around. Chinz'Aree let their arms fall to their sides knowing not only was their silver hair aflame but their eyes were likely ablaze as well. They had powered the effort with enough of their back’s muscle strength to leave it aching.
“There! I have served the citizens of Milnor,” Chinz'Aree announced huffily, extinguishing their flaming aura before yanking the blade out of the street and striding brusquely down the avenue. They turned the nearest corner but did not stop walking.
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Chinz’Aree’s swirling temper and the lingering ecstasy of wielding magic slowly dwindled along with their sense of coordination that had been used in order to manipulate the sound wave. They glanced around taking more accurate note of where they was. “What the…. this is the last place I want to be right now.” Clearly they had included a good dose of their sense of awareness in the magical cocktail used to put the fire out so quickly.
“The Church District has got to be the worst place for me to be!”
Chinz’Aree's relationship with the Churches had been rickety ever since their parents died and Chinz'Aree refused to bend to the clergy’s whims. As theirz vaunted saant, the flameChurch and the toneChurch had been very assertive — and public — in theirz admonishment of Chinz’Aree's disdain for religion. In all fairness, theyz treated the nobility and the Parliament with the same derision. Chinz'Aree had worked hard to set themself apart from all the powers-that-be which only contributed to their public image of renegade dissidence. No one knew who or what they supported or whether they was a threat or a boon to the common good.
Chinz'Aree liked it that way. As a result, most people tended to leave them alone. They also went out of their way with brash, public displays of magic, much like today’s, in order to inculcate caution in those who might still attempt influence. If Chinz'Aree could keep people thinking they might be at the brink of losing control, then only the bravest or most foolhardy would be willing to approach. Keeping both social and personal distance from people was Chinz’Aree’s primary goal when in the city. It took constant effort to maintain that aloof image and to stay isolated from society. They was the most famous person alive in the world. 
In this part of Milnor— in such close proximity to the Flame, Tree, Wave and Stone cathedrals — the paved streets were quite busy not only with foot traffic but with horse-mounted riders, shoulder-carried palanquins, carts and even one niinyCrystal-powered vehicle. When Chinz'Aree noticed they was drawing stares and pointed fingers from pedestrians, they looked for a place to duck out of sight.
An unusually large crowd gathered at the intersection ahead. Deciding against hiding, and for some reason not wanting to return home quite yet, Chinz'Aree gave in to curiosity and approached the crowd. A particularly large ogre dressed in nothing but a loincloth the size of a human’s shirt stood upon a wide wooden box. It sounded as if they was evangelizing.
“The deities are ushering us into a new era. A second Saant has been gifted to the world, one for the goblinFolk. This goblin Saant has secluded themself in the wilds near Alata Nogunda and awaits the appropriate emissaries from the Churches to summon them into our midst.”
Aw, no. Not some sort of prophet supporting that false saant blather! I need to get out of here before too many people notice me. This won’t end well. Wish I had a hood. Chinz'Aree glanced about the crowd in the hopes of snatching a hat off an onlooker’s head but the warm spring day had everyone lightly dressed.
“We must all join voices in letting the clergy know our desire to share in the glory of the coming of the Second Saant!” the giant prophet proclaimed to the crowd. Every species and most every sign looked to be represented amongst the onlookers. “Come, join me now, here on the Avenue of Cathedrals. Let us acknowledge the will of the divine with shared prayer.” The massive hooves of the prophet's reverse-articulated legs began stomping a steady rhythm on the box serving as their pulpit.
“Second Saant, we hear your plea for acceptance,” the ogre's arhythmic chant began. No one seemed willing to join in with the bigster’s booming voice.
Chinz'Aree was bumped from behind as a loud voice said, “Look, the SalvoSaant is here to rebuke you!” The crowd turned around slowly parting to clear a path to the center of the gathering. “The SalvoSaant will speak the truth!” the human continued.
Oh fart right off! Keep your calm, keep your calm. Chinz'Aree could feel the roiling sensation in their gut, the precursor to temper. They had long ago identified that feeling and adopted coping techniques to manage it. Most of the time. They could not afford to lose control here on a busy street with all these people around. Just keep breathing slowly. They took deep breaths in through the nose and sought to attune the calmness of a gentle lullaby with every inhalation and exhalation.
The announcement of Chinz’Aree's presence seemed to have completely derailed the ogre’s rant. They looked dumbfounded at the presence of the real Saant.
“Look, I’m not here to interfere. I just happened to be walking by,” Chinz'Aree proclaimed before the ogre could say anything.
“Strike the bigster down for blasphemy!” someone shouted. Of course a dwarf said that! The height-envious little nugget. 
“Arrest the false prophet!” someone else yelled.
Chinz'Aree lightly struck two of their bell-like finger rings together creating a disharmonious reverberation that they amplified by steeping toneEssence with a bit of leg strength. The discordant sound became loud enough it was palpable and the people closest to Chinz’Aree shuffled awkwardly backwards to get away from its source. The mild reminder of Chinz’Aree’s abilities hopefully served as an implied threat.
“If you don’t like what the ogre has to say, then walk away.” Chinz'Aree was not a negotiator. They was a warrior, a slayer of monsters. How am I supposed to deal with this? I don’t want to hurt anyone. Theyz should just leave this overgrown butt cheek to rant all by themself. The roadWardens can lock them away if they're breaking a law. It’s not my job to do anything.
“Revered Saant,” the ogre prophet said. They bent down in the goblinFolk way of taking one-knee before bowing their head. “Surely you see the wisdom in welcoming your holy saantSibling into the fold?”
How do I even answer that? The crowd hushed, waiting to hear Chinz’Aree's response. “Uh, listen. I think the whole idea of another saant is ridiculous.”
“So you think the goblinFolk don’t deserve a saant?” came a voice from the crowd. Chinz'Aree spotted an audacious young troll as the source of the question. Most folk would never think to contradict the Saant, especially in public.
“A saant is not just of or for some of the people,” an treeElf countered. “The saant serves all the people, goblinFolk and humanFolk alike.”
Thank you for that, Chinz'Aree thought.
More people had joined the crowd as word spread of Chinz’Aree's presence.
“You should be tracking down the demon that’s wrecking homes over by Spark Park,” a treeHuman oldster shouted. “Not out here pandering to crazy goblinFolk and their insane conspiracies.”
Several others professed agreement with that statement. “Yeah!  Isn’t that what you do? Hunt demons and mutates?”
“SignMark abominations aren’t demons. There’s no such thing as demons,” Chinz'Aree muttered under their breath. They knew better than to get people arguing on that topic.  Abominations are just poor creatures with overactive powers. Besides, why haven’t I heard any real information about an abomination in the city. Must be the new, hot rumor going around.
Chinz'Aree was getting frustrated. “Youz all just stay here and figure things out for yourzelves,” they snarled. “This is pointless.”
They pushed their way out of the crowd to head back the way they had come. Chinz'Aree needed to get home and meditate to calm their emotions before they ending up lashing out at some slow-witted commoner. The crowd gawked and let them pass. Good, theyz should be afraid.
Chinz'Aree heard the clomping of large hooves on the finely-crafted stone pavement behind them. The ogre prophet was following them. The ogre strode up next to them using a walking staff as tall as Chinz'Aree, though the stick only reached the middle of the ogre’s bare, lightly-haired chest.
Traffic in the middle of the street halted everywhere theyz went. Chinz'Aree hoped that if they ignored the prophet they would give up and go away. No such luck. The ogre seemed content to walk alongside them without saying a word.
Chinz'Aree stopped in front of a bakery, the smell of which proved pleasantly distracting, and faced the ogre squarely. “Look, if your ploy was to get my attention, then you lucked out. If you’re trying to rile the clergy, you’re going to have to be a lot more obnoxious than standing on a box ranting at passersby in the street even with your full flame coloring. That’s all natural, right? You’re not staining your hair or eyes are you?”
The huge dark orange-skinned prophet with bright orange hair and pale tangerine eyes actually looked chagrined. Their near nakedness made them appear childish and the chagrined grimace around their underTusks only reinforced the image. “Revered Saant, it was not my intent to bring you into this. I simply want the clergy to hear my story. Theyz won’t allow me into the temples. Theyz call me a heretic. I’ve had visions, true visions of prophecy.”
“I’ll give you a vision with a kick in that oversized piece of meat you’re waggling around under that sad excuse for a loincloth,” Chinz'Aree snapped. “Maybe if you dressed civilized, people would take you more seriously.”
“I sold my clothes to help someone yesterday,” the ogre muttered. They looked down at their hooves while scuffing the stonework of the street with a hash scraping clatter. “And I am civilized, I’m an engineer. I build buildings. At least I did before I started getting the visions.”
Startlingly, Chinz'Aree found themself unexpectedly drawn to the ogre’s plight. Perhaps they was just feeling natural affinity with the prophet’s flameSign, though they did not see the actual signMark anywhere on their fully exposed body. Chinz’Aree was not about to go peeking in the one place they couldn’t see. Blech! They started walking again.  
“Go away, I can’t help you,” they growled in an attempt to dissolve the growing sense of attachment. These feelings are only the perfectly natural harmony of two like-signed people. I’m just having normal thoughts.
“But you’re the First Saant.” The ogre was taking long, easy, slow strides having no trouble matching Chinz’Aree’s more hurried pace.
As if that was supposed to compel them to care. “Not the first, the only.” 
“But there are two of youz now.” The prophet stated that with a tone of clear certainty.
‘I don’t want to argue with you…um…”
“My name is Itribyuur.”
“Fine… Itribyuur. There can’t be two Saants. There never have been. The deities won’t allow it.”
“But it is a deity who speaks to me,” Itribyuur countered. “They are telling me to spread word that They are pleased with us and have gifted us, especially the goblin people, with a second Saant. These are to be blessed times.” 
The prophet had a glazed look in their eyes. Chinz'Aree sighed.  I am not in the mood to deal with crazies.
“Every cook fire I pass, every candle flame I see whispers to me in the voice of Hos'kaKel,” Itribyuur continued. “I cannot escape it, I cannot deny our fireMaster’s will.”
“Well don’t be talking to me about it, you lumbering loon. Go find someone else to confess to.”
“Do the deities not speak to you, Revered Saant?” Itribbyuur sounded surprised to even suggest such a thing.
“No theyz do not. The only voice I have in my head is my own. Now please leave me alone.”
“I have seen you with the Second Saant,” Itribyuur pronounced as they stopped walking. This was said under their breath with a shake of their orange mop of hair, but Chinz'Aree heard the comment even over the noise on the streets. Itribyuur did not have a small voice.
Chinz’Aree could not help themself. “What do you mean?”
“Well, sometimes I see a little ogre child in a rough smock, but mostly my visions are of a troll about your age. I think I don’t always understand the dreams right, maybe I’m not worthy of the visions Hos’kaKel sends to me.”
“Not that part, you sputtering oaf,” Chinz'Aree said, exasperated.  “You said you saw me in your dreams.”
The ogre's pale orange eyes lit up. “Oh yes. You often are joined with them, the troll them, not the little ogre child. Your Fire and their Fire blend into the most beautiful rainbow of flames. Youz light up the whole city together. Hos'kaKel has doubly blessed the world by giving us two of flameMark saants.”
I am no child of the deities. My dead parents were perfectly human. My whole family is dead. I killed themz. “How about this. I’ll see if I can find some time to listen to more of your…. stories, but not today. I will come find you next week and we can chat.”  How’s that for all you people who think I’m uncharitable. Besides, Itribyuur’s so crazy they’ll forget all about this and I’ll be off the hook.
“Why don’t you head back to the Temple District and preach to whoever will listen.” Hopefully you’ll get locked up. “I will find you next GoldDay on Cathedral Avenue and I’ll take you out for drinks.”
Chinz'Aree turned on a boot heel to go but halted. “Here is some money, for food and whatnot. And for fireFart’s sake, please buy some clothes.” They handed Itribyuur their entire money pouch. Likely it contained more than the prophet had earned in a year as an engineer, if they truly ever had been one. It was the tiniest drop in the bucket as far as Chinz’Aree’s finances were concerned. They left the huge ogre gaping at the coin purse in their pan-sized, four-fingered hand and headed home.
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Two days passed while Chinz'Aree remained at home to avoid dealing with people. Not being much of a cook, they ate simply from the few staple items kept in the kitchen; a loaf of bread, fruit juices, whole fruit and plenty of cheese. Their home was quite large and many of their social peers of the merchant and noble classes queried Chinz'Aree as to why they did not keep house servants. Their answer was simple, they did not like people. Servants also had a pesky tendency to sell private details about their life to gossip mongers.
Messengers did, however, constantly approach the sprawling estate; often nervously sprinting across the wide lawn to leave written messages in the letterbox at the oversized, double front door. Normally Chinz’Aree's business manager took care of the constant flow of social invitations, parochial requests, and mercenary contracts from their own separate office but the little dwarf had fallen ill and was in hospice for an indefinite period. Chinz'Aree had not bothered to find a new clerk to deal with the minutia of public life.
They decided to wade through the two days’ worth of communiqués before the pile got any worse. There were thirteen invitations to social functions, the hosts of which knew Chinz'Aree was unlikely to attend but felt the need to invite them for propriety’s sake.  
There were two mercenary contracts - technically illegal - offered up by far away noble families living out in the hinterlands. They was not in the mood to go traipsing through the wilderness just for a chance to unleash signEssence on a couple unsuspecting abominations accused of eating ranchers’ livestock.
Another letter hailed from the flameChurch — a missive demanding the Saant’s presence, in polite wording of course, at a ceremonial function coming up at the end of the week. Lately the flameClergy, more than the clerics of the toneChurch, had become quite demanding. Something was afoot and Chinz'Aree guessed theyz felt a need, or a political necessity, to get the Saant involved in whatever power struggle or public project was being planned behind closed doors. It had been years since Chinz’Aree had allowed the clergy to pull their strings, and they was not about to let it start again.
One note did manage to catch their attention. It was from a cobbler, living near Spark Park, who had carefully scribed a note in jagged penCraft:
 
Revered Salvo Child, Beloved Saant
As you doubtless are aware, our neighborhood has been devastated by a mysterious beast. It appears suddenly and wrecks a home or two. Yesterday it smashed through the alley door of a popular eatery on the park, slaughtered three citizens, including a baby, before disappearing into the alleys.
The Black Dragon Corp has been hired to intervene, by who we don’t know. The mercenaries claim to have been following this monster for several weeks as it has ravaged remote villages and townships on its way here from the hinterlands. So far, theyz always arrive too late to help because the attacks are so brutally swift. RoadWardens are never near enough to render aid.
Please help us. I doubt we can offer you as much as you might normally charge, but most of us in the neighborhood have taken up a collection to enlist your aid. We believe this demon has chosen Spark Park for a reason, and the clergy have already warned us this might be an act of the Divine’ and that we are deserving, in some way, of punishment.
If you are willing to at least hear our plea in person, please visit The Grey Goose Tavern in Spark Park. Ask for Nalir the cobbler.
Your devoted and humble servant, 
			NALIR
 
“Bah!” Chinz'Aree tossed the paper to the floor with the other letters destined for the fire place. “Why do the commoners always think theyz can get me to do things for themz as if I’m some simpering love-struck school kid? Oooh, let’s sing a sad story and offer tender, heart-felt scribblings. That’ll win the Saant’s heart for sure. Ugh!
“Besides, the roadWardens should be dealing with this. And those overrated wind whisperers, the Black Dragon Corp, will just prove to the public that theirz reputation as the world’s premier mercenary outfit is nothing but a bunch of trumped up stories told around tavern fires to boost theirz rates. I can’t believe theyz’re being allowed to operate inside city limits to begin with.” Chinz'Aree realized they was talking out loud. To themself.  Now who’s wearing the coo-coo kickers?
The last note in the pile was from an abbot at the treeCathedral. It was unusual for a Church other than the Tone and Flame sects to deal reach out. Chinz’Aree’s signMarks had given the Tone and Flame Churches the clout to claim religious dominance, a condition likely to last throughout Chinz’Aree's life. According to the calendar, the flameChurch was in ascendency now anyway and had the legal and traditional right to claim preeminence. The Tone Church was simply riding the coat tails of Chinz’Aree’s birth.
This particular treeAbbot was asking for Chinz’Aree to investigate the growing rumors and stories of the false saant near Alata Nogunda. The abbot offered no convincing argument for them to do so, but the note tried to appeal to their sense of religious duty. Chinz'Aree scoffed at this request as well.
They gathered up all the discarded letters and tossed themz into the sitting room’s fireplace. They ignited the paper with barely a thought and watched it all flash into ash.
“False saants in the wilds, monsters roaming city alleys and crazy prophets wandering the streets. What is Milnor coming to and why does everyone think I should do something about it?”
They paced about the house for an hour before picking up a sword in the exercise room to swing it around in half-hearted katas. They soon got bored with that activity and proceeded to pace for an hour more in the gardens. If they didn’t find something to do soon they was going to go as crazy as that ogre, Itribyuur.
“Maybe I should have taken one of those contracts.” 
A stentorian bell rang at the front door. When they opened the heavy oak portal they was startled to see two ivory-skinned, pointed-eared boneFolk with reverse-articulated legs, hooves and huge white feathered wings protruding from theirz shoulder blades.
“We have a delivery for Chinz'Aree Bohk,” one of the aanjlons said. Theyz tenderly held a small wooden crate between themz as if a newborn child lay inside.
“That’s me,” Chinz'Aree confirmed. The strange winged-folk were fulfilling the purchase contract and delivering Chinz’Aree's new niinyCrystal pistol. Chinz'Aree thanked themz after theyz set down the crate and watched as the two strangers snapped wings out wide before launching into the sky stirring up a surprising amount of dust from the walkway.
Maybe I should hire someone to keep the yard tidier, Chinz'Aree thought as they picked up the crate to take it inside where they placed it upon an empty table in the high-ceilinged foyer.
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They opened the wooden box quickly. Chinz’Aree whistled at the beautiful artistry of the gun laying on a soft nest of feathers. The one-handed pistol came complete with a leather holster of delicate filigree stitching. The green treeCrystal and the yellow starCrystal were somehow affixed so tightly together as to look nearly blended into one gemstone of indescribable color. When they peered more deeply into it, they noticed there where thread-thin ribbons of black swirling in the light of the crystal. I wonder if the other samples of niinyTech I saw had those same swirls?
They holstered the new gun at their waist and practiced fast drawing it to aim at the unadorned back wall of the foyer. They was tempted to fire off a shot but feared the resulting explosion would draw attention from neighbors.
“If one of those contracts had been near Alata Nogunda, maybe I could have gone to find this fool claiming to be a saant and put the stories to rest.” Holster. Draw. 
“I suppose I could just drive out there on my own.” Holster. Draw. 
“It would give me something to do and would get me away from all the demands of the city.” Holster.  Draw. 
“It might even give me a chance to try out this gun.” Holster. Draw. 
“I’m never going to be the good little saant theyz want me to be. Argh!” Draw. Trigger pull.  BOOM!
The stone wall and much of the ceiling above it exploded as a shrieking emerald blast laced with yellow lightning obliterated it leaving deep gouge marks on the crumbling stone around it. “Fine! I’ll go!” Chinz’Aree shouted to the hole in the ceiling. “Are you happy now?”
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