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			The vagrant mountain ravaged the wastes at dusk. It was a shimmering colossus, a wanderer crossing deserts, and its earth-shaking pilgrimage rattled pebbles on the rock-rusted sand. This mountain now avalanched through Cardand – the lands that had suckled us, the lands that had cursed us. By the time the crush of night had drowned the last dead rays of the smouldering sun, the mountain would be gone.

			I had that long to climb its slopes before it blasted from the realm and disappeared.

			Jujjar brushed clotted blood from his hands. Sunset gleamed off the studs in his face and plotted out his frown like an Azyrite star map. ‘Take me with you, brother. Sorcery spawned the creature. One of us won’t be enough.’

			‘Perhaps not one Jujjar.’ I grinned. ‘But let one Heldanarr Fall suffice.’

			Jujjar glowered. He couldn’t see my smile beneath my father’s death mask.

			I checked the grimacing metal to ensure it was secure, then tightened my linen heat wraps. The mountain’s thunderous passage tickled the roots of my teeth. Its smallest bluffs were as massive as troubled gargants, and its greatest peaks bowed in worship to a jagged summit that dwarfed the hard hills of Cardand. There, an angry star blazed amidst clouds of smoke, as if the roamer had scraped the sky and captured the sun’s soul in a maze of shrouds.

			After all my preparation, if the eldritch entity in that mountain still defeated me, Jujjar’s assistance would have made little difference. This was my duty alone.I snapped a grainy chunk of hiitroot from the canvas pocket tied into my sash. I slipped it under my mask and gnawed. Then I snatched my sickle-edged falx from the sand and guided it into my sash beside my dirk. ‘What will you do while I’m gone?’

			‘Hunt rock lizard, if any can be had.’ Jujjar rotated his cracked javelin in his callused hands. ‘Heldanarr… If you don’t return, know that I know you. Our people know you.’ His eyes shackled mine. ‘We will remember.’

			Jujjar’s words sent a shiver down my spine. I picked at the dirt under my nails. ‘You needn’t catalogue who I am. You need only await me here at dawn.’

			‘And if you’re not back by then?’

			My lips wilted. I snared a lungful of scorching air within my chest, then jogged down hot scree into the ash-blown wastes.

			Jujjar knew. If I was not back by dawn, he would honour my memory. He would dance with my heathen warriors in the burning manses of our foes. They would celebrate all I had been, all I had done. And if they truly knew me, then at least someone did.

			When I fought the Azyrites, I thought I knew who I was. A javelin hurtling through battle’s storm. All my thoughts were of the hearts I’d impale.

			Those flames faded in the bloodless dawn, as Aqshy’s heat waxed and sleep traipsed out of reach. Haunted by the snores of my warriors, I became a warship adrift. The seas calmed and I cast my anchor. Then some devious grot would skitter up the chain and cut my mooring.

			I longed to prove who I was. I ached to plant my banner in the battlefield life had become and raise a bulwark around it, and be that. All that I had treasured, I had lost. Those deprivations had not broken me – truthfully, a sickness within me worshipped them. But this craving to reforge myself in the crucible of war, it was a needle through my heart, my crown of pain. I was restless.

			So when three witches from the Ashwilds sought me out and pleaded for my assistance, it was a breed of salvation. Kneeling before me in my warband’s encampment, the wise women of my folk spoke of a malefic entity which had nested upon a roaming mountain. If left undisturbed, they warned, this baleful creature would come to consume our people to sustain the fell fires of its existence. By the fickle light of our ritual bonefire, the witches begged me to kill it. The potential harm it could inflict was too tremendous to ignore. In the millennia of our people’s history, we had never faced such a monster.

			I had smiled and shifted in my throne of pillaged iron. My heart had raced to hear of this peril. Everything I did was for my people. Now I could prove it again, and plant my flag in the smoking soil of this monster’s extinction.

			Within, a kernel of oblivion ached for even more. A treacherous fraction of the mortal soul craves annihilation. In this noble undertaking, mine had come for me at last. So whether I lived or died – whether I slew my quarry or not – I would fill the aching gulf in my heart and prove who I was. Then I would rest.

			The mountain’s bulk had torn up the wasteland around it. Walls of dust clouded the sky. Growlers of regolith tumbled in viscous torrents of rock oil. I danced from stone to bobbing stone, arms wild, careful so as not to slip and be crushed by the endless avalanche.

			When I reached less volatile stone, I searched out handholds and heaved myself higher. Rock oil oozed from the cracks, and pellets of igneous stone hailed down from above. Lavafalls coursed from the mountain’s heights, and misting earthfire cooled and floated down in pumice flakes. In the darkest nooks between boulders, eyestalks extended from chitinous, five-legged monsters. They lurked like spiders in the sand, and their gleaming eyes only retracted into their plated shells when I widened the gap between us.

			This caution complicated my ascent. As my arms shrieked in their sockets, the mountain’s constant tremors threatened to dislodge me. I had made it some distance, but if I didn’t rest, I would tumble into the rock grinder and bubbling oil below.

			I blinked sweat from my eyes and squinted through the ceaseless gusts. The sun lay entombed beneath the horizon. The distant ridge where I’d stood with Jujjar had dissolved into twilit haze. Beyond the mountain’s pulverised base, the once serene wastes roiled like turbulent waters, as if the eternal stranger now drilled through grey seas. We had entered a liminal space, a mist-ridden gap between realms. I struggled to wrap my mind around this, but I had endured enough to know that some secrets are better left untold.

			I turned back and found two pairs of bloodshot eyes blinking in bestial stupidity. A mutant condor hunkered before me. Two naked, sun-scabbed necks drooped from its iridescent coat of mangy plumage. The carrion bird’s heads cawed, then pecked my face.
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